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			‘Fans of battle-heavy historical fiction will, justly, adore Clash of Empires. With its rounded historical characters and fascinating historical setting, it deserves a wider audience’ 

			Antonia Senior, The Times

			 

			‘Grabs you from the start and never lets go. Thrilling action combines with historical authenticity to summon up a whole world in a sweeping tale of politics and war. A triumph!’

			Harry Sidebottom, author of the The Last Hour

			 

			‘The word epic is overused to describe books, but with Clash of Empires it fits like a gladius in its scabbard. What Kane does, with such mastery, is place the big story – Rome vs Greece – in the background, while making this a story about ordinary men caught up in world-defining events. In short, I haven’t enjoyed a book this much for ages. There aren’t many writers today who could take on this story and do it well. There might be none who could do it better than Ben Kane’Giles Kristian, author of Lancelot

			 

			‘Exceptional. Kane’s excelled once again in capturing the terror and the glory . . . of the ancient battlefield, and this story is one that’s been begging for an expert hand for a long time’

			Anthony Riches, author of the Empire series

			 

			‘Carried off with panache and Kane’s expansive, engaging, action-packed style. A complex, fraught, moving and passionate slice of history from one of our generation’s most ambitious and engaging writers’Manda Scott, author of the Boudica series

			 

			‘It’s a broad canvas Kane is painting on, but he does it with vivid colours and, like the Romans themselves, he can show great admiration for a Greek enemy and still kick them in the balls’

			Robert Low, author of the Oathsworn series

			 

			‘Ben Kane manages to marry broad narrative invention with detailed historical research . . . in taut, authoritative prose . . . his passion for the past, and for the craft of story-telling, shines from every page’

			Toby Clements, author of the Kingmaker series

			 

			‘This thrilling series opener delivers every cough, spit, curse and gush of blood to set up the mighty clash of the title. Can’t really fault this one – pure man joy’Jon Wise, Weekend Sport

			 

			‘A powerful and vivid historical novel that moves along at chariot-race speed’Helena Gumley-Mason, The Lady

			 

			‘Ben Kane’s new series explores the bloody final clash between ancient Greece and upstart Rome, focusing on soldiers and leaders from both worlds and telling the story of a bloody war with style’

			Charlotte Heathcote, Sunday Express S Magazine

			 

			‘A thumping good read. You can feel the earth tremble from the great battle scenes and feel the desperation of those caught up in the conflict. Kane’s brilliant research weaves its way lightly throughout’

			David Gilman, author of the Master of War series

		

	
		
			 

			Dedication

			 

			For everyone involved with Park in the Past*, in particular

			 

			Paul ‘Whirlwind’ Harston of Roman Tours UK, and all his team.

			 

			*Park in the Past is near Chester, north-west England; it’s a place where a second-century ad Roman fort is being built. Interested? Check out the website: parkinthepast.org.uk – and please donate if you can at: localgiving.co.uk/park-in-the-past – thank you!
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			Asked how he controlled the Greeks, Alexander the Great replied,

			‘By putting off nothing that ought to be done today until tomorrow.’

			 

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			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.

			 

			Ben Kane
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			Chapter I

			Near Elatea in Phocis, autumn 198 bc

			Despite the waning year, the narrow Phocian plain was bathed in warm sunlight. It was bordered to the north by mountains, on the other side of which lay Thermopylae, the ‘gates of fire’ where Leonidas and his Spartans had fought and died. South of these peaks the flat ground sprawled, bisected by a road that was as important now as it had been during the Persian invasions almost three centuries before. South of here lay Athens, open to attack. Harvest time was not long past; the fields were yet full of golden stubble. Neat rows of vines lined the road in places, their heavy clusters of blue-purple grapes an invitation to the thirsty traveller, or soldier.

			Long trails of dust hung in the air, marking the passage of Titus Quinctius Flamininus’ army. Six days had gone by since its defeat at the Macedonian fortress of Atrax, eighty miles to the north-west. Its dead buried, the injured in wagons or left behind, it had come south-east to protect the Roman fleet, at harbour nearby. Other than the keen-eyed vultures following the legions from above, few creatures were abroad. The approach of such a host meant many things, none good. Local farmers had fled with their families and animals, most taking refuge inside Elatea, the town outside which the first of Flamininus’ troops were deploying.

			The Roman vanguard had spread out, forming a protective screen for the rest of the army to deploy behind. Among the principes stood a friendly-faced man by the name of Felix. Black-haired, sallow-skinned, he stood a head taller than most. He stared at the walls of Elatea with sullen resentment; so did his brother and his comrades. Elatea, with its defenders atop its walls, was a sharp reminder that the war wasn’t over. More of them would die here, thought Felix grimly. Not many, perhaps, but some.

			Wise to the proximity of their acting commander Livius, no one complained. Instead the principes leaned on their shields, drank sly mouthfuls of wine and waited, for orders, for time to pass.

			Nothing would happen before the next day, Felix judged. After the cavalry and scouts, who travelled in front of the army, his unit had been among the first to arrive, which meant that at least three more hours would pass before the last of the miles-long column caught up. The wagons, laden down with supplies and the dismantled catapults, travelled slowly, and the score of war elephants did too. Stragglers would still be trailing in after the sun went down, and until they were told otherwise, Felix and his comrades had to watch out for a sally by Elatea’s defenders.

			An attack seemed doubtful: this was no mighty fortress built to protect Macedonia’s borders, but a small town with a fortified rampart. The majority of its garrison would be bakers and carpenters, smiths, leather workers and wine sellers, not soldiers. They would certainly not be the phalangists of Atrax, on whose sarissa spears the legionaries had broken like waves on a harbour wall. Their centurion Pullo had been the most grievous loss, but plenty of ordinary soldiers in the century had fallen too, among them Felix’s always-laughing friend Mattheus. Others had died during battles earlier that summer. Felix’s original contubernium tent group was down to three men: him, his brother Antonius and Fabius, the crusty old veteran who snapped whenever anyone asked if he was related to Fabius ‘the Delayer’.

			‘Won’t be long now,’ said a voice.

			Felix started. Livius was an optio, but he had the unnerving centurion’s knack of appearing when one least expected it. He had been in command since Pullo’s death. Felix threw him a curious look. ‘Until what, sir?’

			Livius grinned, revealing the gap between his front teeth. ‘Until you can start digging. The second half of the legion is almost here.’

			Constructing the defensive ditch that would surround their camp, and after that, the rampart, was better than fighting, but Felix was unable to muster any enthusiasm. ‘Aye, sir,’ he mumbled.

			‘It’s been a long march. I’ll see that there’s a ration of wine issued tonight.’ Livius walked off, leaving Felix open-mouthed. The journey from the fortress where Pullo had fallen had been simple, and through easy terrain. The only difficulty had been the grief weighing them down, and Livius had just acknowledged it, albeit indirectly.

			‘He’s a good officer,’ said Felix under his breath.

			‘More’s the pity that he won’t become our centurion,’ said Antonius. Shorter, more serious than Felix, he was four years the elder.

			Rumour had it that those in command had been impressed with Livius’ holding-together of the shattered century after Pullo’s death. Promotion to the centurionate wasn’t unheard of for similar feats of bravery, but it was something that none of the principes wanted for Livius, for it would mean losing him as well.

			‘Gods will it that he’ll stay with us,’ said Fabius, giving his phallus amulet a rub. It was the norm for surviving junior officers to remain in place.

			‘Who’s the new centurion going to be?’ said Felix.

			A chorus of I don’t knows filled his ears, and he grimaced. There was no reason for his comrades to have any more idea than he. Don’t let it be a cunt like Matho, he prayed. Both brothers had served in the legions during the war with Hannibal; five years before, they had been dishonourably discharged by the malevolent Matho after the battle of Zama. Civilian life had not worked out for the pair, and when war was declared with Macedonia, they had risked their lives by joining the army again. Capricious to the last, the goddess Fortuna had again crossed their paths with Matho. The only witness to their final confrontation with him, which had resulted in Matho’s death, had been a Macedonian – a youth who was fortunately dead.

			‘We need new men too,’ said Fabius. ‘Who ever heard of a contubernium of three?’

			‘I don’t see that happening any time soon,’ observed Antonius.

			‘More likely that we get shoved in with another tent group that’s in the same position.’ Felix raised his voice so it could be heard. ‘Let’s hope it’s not the shower of bastards in the next rank.’ He grinned at the hail of insults and threats that came by way of response.

			The next few hours were spent in similar fashion. Wise to their need for diversion from the grim reality of life, Livius let them be. Other than the occasional wink of sunlight off a helmet, there was no activity atop Elatea’s walls. This was also heartening, as was Antonius’ observation that the defenders were shitting themselves at what would happen in the coming days.

			 

			Darkness blanketed the Phocian plain. Inside Elatea, dogs barked at one another, in the annoying way dogs do at night. Peace reigned over the great camps built by Flamininus’ legions. Sentries paced the walkways, checked on every so often by junior officers. A short way beyond the ditch facing the town stood the catapults that would soon wreak havoc on Elatea’s defences. The hour was late, and most men were abed. Among the neat lines of principes’ tents a handful of fires still glowed, including that of Felix, Antonius and Fabius. Orders had come in at sunset. An attack on Elatea was planned for the next day; the principes would be taking part. This unwelcome news had seen the wine procured by Livius left unfinished. No one was stupid enough to get rat-arsed drunk with a fight in the offing. By unspoken consent, the assault went unmentioned.

			‘What will you do after the war?’ Fabius inched his toes closer to the glowing embers, and then eyed Felix and Antonius, who were lounging on their blankets on the other side of the fire. ‘You left your farm once before – could you go back to it?’

			‘I’ll give it another try,’ said Antonius, as he had each time the topic had been discussed during the previous two summers’ campaigns. ‘By the time this war is done, I should have enough coin to buy mules and a slave. That will make life a good deal easier.’ He glanced at Felix, trying to gauge his interest, but Felix pretended not to see.

			Fabius, who knew only that their farming life had been brutally hard, grunted. His gaze moved to Felix. ‘And you?’

			‘What will you do, old man?’ countered Felix.

			‘Me? Same as I’ve always said. I’m going to buy a tavern and slowly drink myself to death.’

			Felix snorted. ‘How long will that take?’

			‘Many years, I hope.’ A rare smile appeared on Fabius’ face. ‘Why don’t you two come in with me? You’re young and strong – taverns need men like that around. With you there to keep me straight, I’ll last into my sixties.’

			‘It could only be better than our last experience in the trade,’ admitted Antonius. ‘My ribs hurt just remembering it.’

			Felix rubbed his jaw, which had ached for days after a fight with a brute who’d nearly had the better of the two of them. ‘Where would it be?’

			Fabius gave him a look. ‘I’m from Rome. Where else would a man want to open a tavern?’

			‘There are plenty of shitty areas in Rome,’ challenged Felix. 

			‘D’you think I came down with the last shower?’ retorted Fabius. ‘I know that. We would decide on the location together.’

			Felix glanced at Antonius, and then at Fabius. ‘Equal partners?’

			‘As long as you can come up with a third of the coin each, aye.’ Fabius spat on his hand and shoved it at Felix.

			Felix held back. ‘What d’you think, brother? Running a tavern has got to be better than working a plough day in, day out. Better than breaking your back at harvest time too.’

			Antonius’ eyes met his, and moved to Fabius, who nodded encouragingly, before returning to Felix. ‘Aye, why not?’ he muttered. ‘If it doesn’t work out, the farm will still be there.’

			The three shook hands, grinning. Fabius produced a skin of wine, an event so rare that Felix declared it to be another reason for celebration. Under normal circumstances, this acid comment would have soured Fabius enough to make him refuse to share, but tonight he merely grumbled about youngsters having no respect for their elders and betters. The skin travelled around the fire, and the three partners took small sips as they discussed their new enterprise.

			Fabius was the first to nod off. One moment he was enthusing about the wines he could buy from an old contact with a farm south of Rome, the next his chin was on his chest and he was gently snoring. There was no response from Antonius, and Felix saw with amusement that he too was almost asleep. Felix prepared to stir himself. It wasn’t that cold, but the fire had burned down to embers. Despite the wine-warmth coating him, the tent was only a few paces away, and was worth getting up for. Tipping up the skin, he swallowed a few last drops. It had been a decent vintage, he decided.

			He nudged Antonius and Fabius into wakefulness and went to empty his bladder in the latrine trench, which was close to the wall nearest Elatea. Job done, Felix smoothed down his tunic and turned to retrace his steps. He aimed an idle glance at the walkway, thinking he hadn’t heard a sentry’s tread while he’d been pissing. There was no one in sight, which was curious. He moved back a little, to take in more of the earthen rampart, which stood tall as two men. Not a soul.

			He felt a prick of alarm. Sliding his feet now so they made no sound, he paced twenty and then fifty paces along the base of the wall. There were no sentries visible, but a telltale prone shape made his mouth go dry. Felix studied the nearest tents, but could see and hear nothing to suggest that attackers had entered the camp. He warred with himself for a moment. Scream a false alarm, and he would be punished. Better to check on the man, he decided, stealing towards the nearest ladder.

			He crept up it, heart pounding, eyes darting to left and right along the walkway. Halfway up, he noticed a second figure slumped in a sitting position. It had to be another sentry. Ill deeds are afoot, thought Felix, his pulse quickening. The Elateans weren’t without spine after all. Crouching below the top of the rampart, he sped to the nearest sentry. The man lay face down and still as stone. A dark pool around his neck was grim warning of what had befallen him. Felix dipped his fingers into the liquid to be sure, and wished he hadn’t. A grappling hook lay nearby, and from it a rope snaked over the rampart – this was how the enemy or enemies who’d killed the sentry had climbed up. He couldn’t see a soul along the entire walkway, which meant this wall was undefended, but bizarrely there was still no sign of attackers within the camp.

			He risked a look over the fortifications, and his eyes widened. Around the two large catapults that had pounded a hole in the walls of Atrax, dozens of figures loomed. Torches flickered in their hands; the distinctive tang of pitch carried through the air.

			Felix leaped to his feet and bellowed the alarm with all his might.

			Heads turned among the attackers, and their efforts to light the catapults grew more urgent.

			Felix heard sentries on the other walls taking up his call; there were men stirring in the nearest tents. It was slow, however, too slow. Flames were licking up the side of one catapult, and the attackers had moved on to the second weapon. He wondered about rousing Antonius and Fabius, but that would also take too long. Cursing himself for a fool, Felix stripped the dead sentry of his baldric and sword. He tossed the man’s javelin and shield into the defensive ditch, checked the grappling iron was secure and clambered over the rampart. Down he went, hand over hand, balancing his feet against the wall. He paused at the bottom to stare at the attackers. None appeared to have noticed his descent. Not that they’d worry about one man, Felix decided grimly. He peered into the ditch, thinking, one slip and I’ll end up on a caltrop, if not two. There was nothing for it, though. Sitting on his arse with his hands on the edge, he eased himself down.

			He gingerly found safe footing, and then crouched to spot the shield and javelin. Fortuna smiled on him; they had landed close by. Probing for caltrops with his fingertips, he retrieved both and heaved them over the lip of the ditch. Praying that no one was waiting to brain him, Felix scrambled out of the trench.

			No one had noticed. Although there was good light now from the first burning catapult, the attackers were absorbed with trying to set the second piece ablaze. For some reason, it had not ignited with the ease of its companion, but given their frantic efforts it wouldn’t be long going the same way. Felix wavered. He had raised the alarm; he could not put out the fire alone, and the attackers would soon be driven off. Why throw his life away?

			One of the attackers turned and saw him.

			Felix had time to think what an old bitch Fortuna was, and then he was beckoning to imaginary comrades and shouting, ‘Come on, brothers! With me!’ He threw the javelin, spitting one of the enemy between the shoulder blades. Then, roaring as if he were a century of legionaries, not one, he drew the sword and ran towards the burning catapults.

			The man who’d seen him was nervous. His badly aimed spear hummed past, nowhere near Felix.

			Felix was on him in another heartbeat. The shield boss slammed the man backwards, onto his backside. Felix left him behind, closing on a second man who, panicked by his wild face, turned to flee. Felix stabbed him in the back, and drove on. Two attackers joined forces, one going left of Felix, the other right. I’m dead, he thought. They’ll have seen I’m alone. He made a snap judgement; the one to his left was no more than a youth. Dart forward. Punch with the shield. Stab with his sword, and the youth went down, mewling like a babe ripped from the tit.

			Felix spun, wary of the second attacker. The man was hanging back, however. Paunchy, holding his shield and spear like a new recruit, he was no soldier. Felix felt a glimmer of hope. He charged, not seeing the discarded torch underfoot. Skidding, balance lost, he stumbled forward and fell flat on his face. A cry of triumph rose from his opponent, who stepped in, spear raised high.

			‘ROMA!’ The cry was some distance off, but it was being made by scores of voices. ‘ROMA!’

			Felix flinched, still expecting a spear in the back.

			The blow didn’t fall. Feet pounded. Men cried to one another in Greek.

			Felix rolled over, unable to believe his luck. A trained soldier would have killed him before running away, but the paunchy man had given in to fear, and saved his own skin.

			An odd peace fell. Wood crackled. Heat radiated from the catapults. Felix got to his feet. Both artillery pieces were ablaze now; attempt to put out the fire and he would get badly burnt. He stood back, deciding that Fortuna had been tempted enough for one night.

			The siege of Elatea was going to be more difficult than everyone had assumed.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter II

			Tempe, on the Macedonian border

			Rolling hills marked the northern border of the Thessalian plain. They ran from west to east, all the way to the Aegean Sea. Cloud-wrapped peaks stood behind, part of the mountainous girdle that encircled Macedon. Some seventy stadia inland, far from any village, a defile marked a rare path northward. It was a mark of the times that scores of peltasts stood guard over it, fierce-faced Thracians, watchful Macedonians and Thessalians. Their horses grazed the short grass nearby.

			Halfway through the morning, there was a flurry of activity as half a dozen horsemen emerged from the narrow pass. At their head, astride a feisty grey stallion, was Philip, fifth of his name, ruler of Macedon. Slim, bright-eyed, chin covered by a neat beard, he was dressed in a simple chiton and sandals. A plain-scabbarded kopis hung from a baldric over his shoulder. He acknowledged the sentries’ salutes and cries with friendly waves.

			‘Anything to report?’ asked the king.

			The nearest man came running over. ‘No, sire.’

			‘Berisades!’ cried the king with genuine pleasure. The peltast was old enough to be his father; he had served in the army for perhaps two decades.

			‘Greetings, sire.’ Berisades’ grin was broad. Tall, lanky, with skin turned walnut-dark by the sun, he wore only a belted chiton and sandals.

			Philip reached down to clasp Berisades’ hand. ‘It’s good to see you.’

			‘And you, sire. Come to lead us south? Word of your latest success is on everyone’s lips. Men are eager to have another crack at the Romans.’

			‘Nothing would give me more pleasure.’ Philip put the back of a hand to his mouth and whispered loudly, ‘But would you not rather be warming your bones by the fire at home?’

			‘No, sire, I would follow you,’ said Berisades. Seeing Philip’s grin, he said with a shake of his head, ‘You make fun of me, sire.’

			‘I do so only because I know you have the heart of a lion, Berisades.’ Philip glanced over his shoulder at his companions, and cried, ‘See this man? He is the most valiant of all my soldiers. Threescore years he’s seen, and still he marches to war. Faithful and valiant, Berisades shall always be honoured.’

			Discomfited, Berisades shuffled his calloused bare feet. ‘You didn’t have to go saying that, sire.’

			‘Never have I spoken truer words,’ said Philip warmly. ‘I must take my leave now – forgive me, Berisades – but we shall talk again soon, gods willing. Keep an eye out for carts. Wine and venison for you all will arrive by nightfall. See to it that everyone knows it came from me – a small gesture of gratitude for the days you’ve spent here.’

			Beaming from ear to ear, Berisades bowed low. ‘A thousand thanks, sire.’

			Raising a hand in farewell, Philip rode on. He reined in a short distance onto the plain. ‘Menander?’

			‘I am here, sire.’ A heavy-set nobleman in late middle age eased his mount to the king’s side. ‘That was well done, sire.’

			Philip glanced at him. ‘They don’t come much better than Berisades.’

			‘And you’ve just bound him to you even tighter, sire. He’ll be talking about you for days. So will his comrades. They would have done anyway, with you visiting, but the wine and the meat – it was smoothly done.’

			‘Show your men you care, and they fight better.’

			‘It has ever been your way, sire.’ Menander’s eyes were full of respect.

			Philip waved an expansive arm at the vista, an expanse of stubbled fields and gentle hills. In the distance to the south-west, the walls of Larisa were just visible. ‘A fine view.’

			‘It is, sire, and all the better for being empty of Romans.’

			‘Indeed.’ Philip relived the satisfaction of hearing the momentous news from Atrax. After a summer of setbacks, the victory had been much needed. It was regrettable that the success had not been complete; the Roman general Flamininus’ losses had been heavy, but by no means overwhelming. To make matters worse, the year’s campaign, which should have been drawing to a close, was being prolonged. After the recent winds and rain, a period of unseasonal warm weather had set in, and seemed set to continue for a time. Consequently, the legions were still at large. Philip cast an eye at Menander. ‘Has there been any word?’

			‘Yes, sire. As you know, Flamininus’ army marched south. Latest reports indicate that it rounded the Malian Gulf and passed through the gates of fire two days hence.’

			‘He’s set on besieging Elateia, just as I thought. Control the surrounding area, and it becomes impossible for us to launch an overland attack through Boeotia from Chalkis.’ Chalkis, the king’s fortress on the island of Euboea, was of vital importance. It seemed Flamininus was aware of this, thought Philip.

			‘You’re thinking you should have sent more soldiers to Elateia, sire.’ Mere days before, Philip had ordered a speira of phalangists to move south to reinforce the garrison.

			‘You know me well.’ Philip’s smile was rueful.

			‘And if you had, sire, and the town fell anyway?’

			‘I know, but it’s galling to think of losing it.’ A grimace. ‘I suppose even if we’d held the town, the chance of moving troops over from Chalkis was a slim one.’

			‘With luck, there will be heartening news from Elateia, sire. The townsmen sent word a few days since that they intended to try and torch Flamininus’ catapults in a night attack.’

			‘May the gods be with them. Even if they succeed, however, Elateia is no fortress.’

			‘It is not, sire, and the siege leaves the fate of Phokis in the balance. And Boeotia.’ These two regions – historically friendly to Macedon – lay to the south, on the road to Athens.

			‘Everyone within five hundred stadia must be wondering when Flamininus will come knocking at their door.’ Philip made a fist in frustration. ‘There’s precious little I can do to help either. Send more troops, and I weaken my own army.’

			‘I know, sire.’

			Philip’s mind was on the move again. He indicated the empty plain for a second time, impulse taking him. ‘If we marched south, there’s a good chance we could surprise the legions outside Elateia.’

			‘On flat ground, the phalanx would butcher the Romans, sire, but it might not be that simple. What if Flamininus leaves scouts to watch over Thermopylae, or a local seeking coin brought him word of our passage? If the legions contrived to ambush us the army would be far from home.’

			‘Level heads are ever the bane of surprise tactics,’ said Philip with a regretful shake of his head. ‘Yet in this instance, Menander, you are right again. If Elateia should fall, I will have lost a single speira and an allied town, but if the phalanx were to come to grief, Macedon would lie defenceless. That I cannot risk – not yet.’ Menander looked relieved, and Philip laughed.

			How he wished that he had listened more to Menander in times past than he had to Herakleides, the silver-tongued but treacherous Tarentine. At least Herakleides was no more. Unmasked as a traitor, the Tarentine had died under the torturers’ hands, with him watching.

			‘I know,’ he said again. ‘I must forget Flamininus for the moment, and Phokis and Boeotia. He will not advance on Macedon before winter. It is time for us to consider our options, marshal our forces, and to prepare for spring.’

			‘Wise counsel, sire.’

			‘It would be fine to see Akhaian neutrality continue, eh? It will never happen, though. They are in an impossible position, with the Roman fleet on their northern coast and Flamininus not much further away. Meanwhile, Nabis of Sparta skulks about on their southern and eastern borders like a hungry wolf.’ Akhaia and Sparta both lay on the Peloponnese.

			‘It would not surprise me if the Akhaians broke faith with Macedon soon, sire.’

			‘Enough of the filthy Akhaians. I will not waste my breath on Aitolia either. It will send every man that can be spared to join Flamininus when he attacks Macedon.’ The city state of Aitolia was the bitterest of the king’s enemies. Philip made an impatient gesture. ‘As ever, we are surrounded by enemies, or those who will not commit one way or the other.’

			‘Let us not forget Akarnania, sire. It remains loyal,’ said Menander.

			‘Harsh it may sound, but Akarnania is too far away to be helped. Gods forbid they ever ask for aid. All I shall be able to send are encouraging words.’

			An unhappy silence fell.

			‘About this time last year, we went hunting together. Do you remember? I had Peritas with me.’ The thought of his favourite dog brought a fleeting look of happiness to Philip’s face.

			‘I remember, sire. The hounds brought a fine boar to bay.’

			‘And we were talking about the same thing.’

			Menander saw Philip’s mood blackening. ‘You hadn’t defeated Flamininus a year ago, sire. Atrax may not have won the war, but it revealed the enemy’s weakness. On flat terrain, or in a confined space, phalanx can defeat legion.’

			‘More’s the pity that the gods filled Greece and Macedon with mountains, eh?’

			They both chuckled.

			Philip swept his arm from left to right, over the plain. ‘Thessaly has plenty of suitable ground. If Flamininus can be persuaded, or more likely tricked, into battle here, we have a chance of winning.’ Despite his combative words, Philip knew he was in a weaker position than before. Shorn of almost every ally, effectively trapped within Macedon, he could do little but await Flamininus’ return. That test would be far sterner than the clashes of the summer that had just ended. ‘Flamininus is no fool.’

			‘Sire?’

			‘To make him deploy his legions here would require a ruse worthy of Zeus himself.’

			‘The portents have been good of late, sire.’

			‘The priests’ fine words mean little, everyone knows,’ said Philip quietly. ‘We must make our own fate as best we may. The gods will do what they please, as they always do.’

			A short silence followed, and then Philip said, ‘There is another possibility that we have not discussed.’

			‘Sire?’

			‘Antiokhos.’

			‘The Seleucid emperor?’

			‘One and the same.’ Antiokhos was the ruler of a vast empire spanning Asia Minor and Syria, all the way to India. No great friend to Philip, they had nonetheless come to secret agreement in the past. ‘He will be well aware of Rome’s intentions here and in Greece.’

			‘He’s rubbing his hands together, sire, or I’m no judge. Your loss will be his gain – think of your spies’ recent messages about his arrangement with the Rhodians. Between them they intend to capture every one of your towns and cities in Asia Minor and the Kyklades Islands.’

			Ruefully, Philip admitted, ‘That was bound to happen while I am caught up here with Flamininus. What I am thinking of will take Antiokhos’ attention from Asia Minor. I will offer him a military alliance against Rome.’

			‘With respect, sire, he will judge your situation to be, let us say, precarious,’ warned Menander. ‘Even if he were to agree, is it not likely for him to promise much, deliver on nothing, and watch from a safe distance as the war with Flamininus progresses?’

			‘Of course it is.’

			‘In that case, sire, why consider entering into an agreement with him?’

			‘Even an emperor cannot rest on his laurels, Menander. Antiokhos’ forebears lost half their territories to rebellion over the last century. It has taken him years to reconquer them. He must see that Rome’s legions – fresh from their victory over Hannibal – are a fearsome enemy. He must also realise that if Macedon falls, Rome’s attention will soon wander east, to his empire. Let Antiokhos send but a portion of his army to Greece, and together we would smash Flamininus’ legions, thereby protecting his empire.’

			Menander stroked his beard, his habit when deep in thought.

			‘Well?’

			‘If he agreed, sire, and you beat Flamininus, Antiokhos might then use his foothold in Greece to try and overthrow you.’

			‘Indeed he might. That is only a potential problem, however, whereas Flamininus’ legions stand in Phokis this very moment.’

			Menander sighed and said, ‘If you are sure, sire. I never thought to see the day we allied ourselves with the Seleucids.’

			‘Nor I, and yet it might work. We have little to lose. If Antiokhos refuses, our situation remains as it is now – precarious. If he agrees, our position would be a good deal stronger, although we would have to be wary of his treachery later.’

			‘True, sire.’ Menander bent his neck in acceptance.

			Philip could picture the Thessalian plain filled with an immense phalanx – together, he thought, his and Antiokhos’ phalangists could easily number twenty-five thousand.

			Flamininus’ legions would never stand before it.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter III

			Inside Elateia

			Dawn had broken not long before. It was the second day since the legions’ appearance outside the town. Demetrios was standing on the battlements, watching the enemy camp. Sunlight winked off a section of bronze breastplate visible under his cloak. Average in height, well-muscled, he had untidy brown hair and a wide, friendly face. His helmet perched on his aspis shield on the walkway; his long sarissa lay parallel with that of his friend Kimon, the next sentry to the left.

			Demetrios stamped to and fro. It had been a long, sleepless night. After the success of the catapult burning, everyone had expected the Romans to mount a retaliatory assault; in anticipation, the garrison commander, a solid greybeard named Damophon, had ordered double sentries from sunset to sunrise. Nothing had happened, however.

			Demetrios eyed Kimon, who was yawning. ‘Your turn to buy the bread?’

			‘Nice try. It’s yours, as well you know.’ Kimon had longish hair, and an impressively sized nose. He regarded everyone as his friend until proven otherwise, a characteristic that Demetrios liked, although he did not share it. In his mind, friendship had to be earned over and again.

			‘No, it isn’t,’ he retorted. ‘Antileon, it must be you.’

			Antileon, the third member of their little group, snorted. Tall, brawny and with curly hair, he liked nothing better than to construct an argument from nothing. As Demetrios often said, Antileon would argue with a statue. Despite this tendency, he was brave, and a loyal friend. ‘I’ll buy it – with your coin.’ He held out a meaty paw.

			They laughed, glad of the light relief. Victory at Atrax had seen their morale soar; that their speira had been sent to Elateia by Philip himself seemed recognition of their role, but since the arrival of Flamininus’ legions, the phalangists’ mood had grown solemn. Tartaros beckoned again.

			Trumpets sounded in the enemy camp, and Demetrios felt the familiar plucking of fear. Eager not to let it take hold, he admitted, ‘You have me. It is my turn.’

			‘As if you were going to get away with pretending it wasn’t,’ said Kimon as Antileon jeered.

			Demetrios had spied their replacements. It was safe to leave his post; eager to keep his mind off the legions beyond the walls, he decided to play a trick on his friends. ‘Want me to buy the bread? Catch me,’ he challenged, edging past Kimon before there was time to react. He broke into a run.

			The pair gave chase at once. Being the furthest away, Antileon was at a disadvantage, but his sheer power soon saw him catch and then outstrip Kimon. Demetrios’ head start was whittled away almost at once. The walkway was narrow and, thanks to loose bricks, treacherous underfoot. Every thirty to forty paces was a sentry, not all of whom saw him coming. He dodged around the first few, but a more alert one took him for a thief and grabbed his arm, calling to Kimon and Antileon that he’d caught the bastard.

			Demetrios’ protests were in vain; it wasn’t until the do-gooder saw how hard his friends were laughing that he was able to break free. His lead lost, he was nearly caught then by Kimon, who put on an uncharacteristic burst of speed. Demetrios got away thanks only to a corner tower. Darting through its first door, past a trio of startled men sitting around a glowing brazier, he managed to half-slam the second in Kimon’s face.

			Along the northern wall they pounded, Demetrios shouting at sentries to get out of his way. A scrawny mongrel, one of the many that lived in the town’s alleys, assumed he was after it and shot down a staircase, tail between its legs. Doves scattered into the cool air. A bemused greybeard come to survey the enemy gave him a solemn bow; grinning, Demetrios saluted in reply.

			By the time he had cleared the corner tower that spanned the northern and eastern walls, Kimon had given up and fallen away. Antileon continued in grim pursuit, but any time he narrowed the gap, Demetrios broke into a sprint. Sure now that he had won the contest – he would still have to buy the morning’s bread, but that didn’t matter – he slackened his pace. It was as well he did. A four-file leader he recognised appeared at the top of the next staircase, about to check on his men. Luckily, the officer’s interest was drawn by a large group of Romans marching past the walls. Demetrios was able to saunter past, giving the closest sentry a broad wink.

			Confident now, ever more aware of his rumbling belly, he imagined the sweetmeats on sale in his favourite bakery. Although the effect of the siege would soon bite, shortages hadn’t yet become apparent. One honeyed pastry each for Kimon and Antileon, and two for him, Demetrios decided. If they wanted more, they could pay out of their own purses.

			Reaching the spot where the race had started, he cast an eye towards the Roman camp. Little was going on, thus far anyway. He didn’t see Kimon until it was too late. His friend leaped in, grappling him to the walkway. ‘Who’s the clever one now?’ demanded Kimon in triumph.

			Demetrios’ grin was rueful as he clambered to his feet. ‘Not I.’

			Antileon arrived and gave him a couple of none-too-gentle kicks. ‘Smartarse.’

			‘Neither of you pricks wants a honeyed pastry? Ah, you do?’ Demetrios shoved Antileon. ‘Best be nice to me then.’

			‘Here stand the dusty feet, bleating like the sheep they are,’ said a voice. ‘Nothing changes.’

			‘Piss off, Empedokles,’ said Kimon and Antileon in unison.

			‘You’re late,’ sneered Demetrios. It was past the time to be relieved: Empedokles and the others must have been gossiping at the foot of the stairs while he and his friends had been sprinting around the walls.

			He watched Empedokles climb, remembering how the wavy-haired, sturdy phalangist had taken against him the first moment they’d met. His dislike had been cemented by Demetrios’ surprise victories in two of their five rounds of pankration. Some months later, Empedokles had tried to seriously injure him in training; then Demetrios had almost let Empedokles have his throat cut by thieves in an alleyway. Suffice it to say, thought Demetrios, their relationship had soured from there.

			Empedokles looked up, and curled his lip.

			‘Last time I heard Simonides mention you, Empedokles, he said you were from a farm. That makes you a dusty foot as well,’ Demetrios jibed. ‘Or was Simonides lying?’ Their file-leader was a quiet but ferocious soldier, and not someone to cross.

			Empedokles muttered something.

			‘I didn’t catch that,’ said Demetrios, noting his friends’ encouraging gestures.

			‘Simonides is no liar.’

			‘So you are a dusty foot too!’ crowed Demetrios. He could hear Andriskos and Philippos, the two comrades who’d come with Empedokles, join in the laughter that followed. It warmed Demetrios’ heart. Empedokles was one of the four front-rankers in the file, but his sneering, unpleasant manner meant he wasn’t popular.

			‘Listen to the mouthy pup,’ cried Empedokles. ‘A round or two of pankration would sort you out. Fancy it later?’

			‘I almost beat you four years ago,’ said Demetrios. ‘I’m full sure I could now, and at boxing too. Name a time.’

			A contemptuous noise. ‘Simonides wouldn’t allow it.’ This was Empedokles’ stock answer.

			‘He doesn’t need to find out about it,’ Demetrios shot back, pretending that he was not also wary of Simonides’ response. Aware of their enmity, their file-leader had banned them from wrestling, boxing or fighting pankration with one another because, he said, the contest would end with someone maimed, or dead.

			‘Why can’t you pair set your differences aside? Almost-neighbours in the file, a common enemy and all that.’ Philippos, who was just behind Empedokles, boomed his great belly laugh. A big man with a big heart, he had become a father figure to Demetrios. ‘Andriskos and me, we rub along well. Apart from his farts, of course, which I end up breathing every time we’re in line.’

			Even Empedokles laughed now.

			Andriskos, a step below Philippos, grinned but made no attempt to deny Philippos’ accusation. An excellent soldier, and handsome, Andriskos stood second in line, behind Simonides; Philippos was next and Empedokles after him. Then came the new quarter-file leader Taurion, the replacement for Dion, who had died at Atrax.

			There was no chance of friendship, thought Demetrios, glaring at Empedokles glaring at him. Too much had happened. If there was anything to be taken from the unpleasant situation, it was that as sixth-ranker in the file, he stood behind Empedokles rather than the other way around.

			It was scant consolation.

			 

			Demetrios was not surprised when the trumpets summoned every phalangist to the walls perhaps an hour after his race with Kimon and Antileon. Despite the loss of his catapults – perhaps because of their loss – the Roman general Flamininus was impatient to prosecute the siege. Other factors would also have influenced him. Heavy dew had blanketed every tent at dawn; the damp smell of autumn in the air was undeniable. Great banks of rain-heavy clouds swept in from the sea, a sharp reminder of the changing seasons. If Elateia was to be taken before spring, it had to be done fast.

			The trumpets’ peal had not faded when Simonides’ voice rang out, telling his men to ready themselves at once.

			Demetrios relished a final mouthful; he’d saved the sweet cakes until last. ‘At least our bellies are full, eh?’

			‘Aye.’ Antileon ran a finger around the plate, picking up the last traces of honey. ‘A shame there weren’t more.’

			‘Buy as many as you like for us when it’s your turn,’ said Kimon, winking at Demetrios.

			Good-natured insults filled the air between the friends as they dressed and armed themselves. No one hurried. Whatever Flamininus intended, it would take time for the legions to march out of their camps. Kimon and Antileon wore the mail shirts they had stripped from Roman dead at Pluinna the previous year; simple pilos helmets protected their heads. Demetrios had had similar armour, but now he was the proud owner of a fine bronze panoply, a gift from Philip for saving his life.

			Soon everyone in the speira was ready. Missing only those on sentry duty, the files formed, aspides and still-disassembled sarissae on men’s shoulders. Led by their file-leaders, the phalangists tramped from the agora, the only space in Elateia large enough to accommodate their tents. Simonides’ file had a position on the western wall, the one facing the largest Roman camp.

			It was already a familiar walk, first passing the municipal offices and then a temple to Zeus. After came the paved street that led to the west gate; it was lined with businesses. Wine shops and open-fronted restaurants, both popular with the phalangists, stood beside ironmongers’ premises and those belonging to potters, carpenters and leather workers.

			The pavements were jammed; it seemed the entire population – apart from those already on the walls – had come to watch the phalangists march to the defence of their town. A sombre air prevailed. Some voices called encouragement, but most people just stared. Hunched greybeards muttered to one another. Hairy-chinned crones mumbled prayers, asking the gods for their blessing. Women of childbearing age, whose husbands were part of the garrison, watched in worried silence. Little girls half hid behind their mothers, staring wide-eyed at the intimidating lines of soldiers, while a few of the bolder boys strode beside them, offcuts of wood their pretend sarissae.

			The subdued atmosphere was uncomfortable, and it was a welcome relief when a plump old woman shuffled out of the throng to plant wet kisses on any phalangist she could reach. Increasing his pace, Demetrios managed to avoid her clutches, as did the next few men. Kimon could not get away, however. Raucous cheers rose from his comrades as the crone embraced him; he managed a strained smile. Emboldened, she pinched his arse, declaring that if he had a moment later, she’d show him a good time.

			The alarming image sent everyone within hearing into uncontrollable laughter; Demetrios and the rest gave Kimon no peace for the rest of the journey to the walls.

			‘The battle’s worth winning just to see you two spend a night together,’ Antileon chortled, wiping away tears of amusement.

			‘I like them well covered,’ Kimon grumbled. ‘I never said I liked grandmothers.’

			The hilarity came to a halt at the top of the stairs, where the speira commander Stephanos was waiting, grim-faced. ‘Intersperse yourselves between the townsmen,’ he ordered. ‘One phalangist to every three locals.’

			No one liked being separated from his comrades, but the command made sense. Perhaps one in every ten Elateians was a trained soldier; few faces on the walkway looked anything other than terrified.

			The townsmen’s apprehension was understandable, thought Demetrios grimly as he found a spot halfway along the wall. The flat ground before the town was packed with the enemy. If even a fraction gained the ramparts, Elateia would fall. They were in dire need of the gods’ favour again, yet there seemed no chance of such fortune befalling them. There was every chance that this place would be his graveyard.

			His right-hand neighbour, a stout man with a badly fitting linen corslet, was at least ten years older than Demetrios and looked as if he hadn’t used his rusty-bladed spear in many years – if ever. The man leaned it against the stonework and stuck out a sweaty hand. ‘Eurykleides.’

			‘Demetrios.’ He wrapped an arm around the two parts of his sarissa so they didn’t fall, and took Eurykleides’ grip.

			‘Was it this bad at Atrax?’

			‘It was far worse.’

			Eurykleides gave him a disbelieving look. ‘There were two thousand of you. We number less than half that.’

			‘Aye, but there was a cursed great hole in the wall. The Romans had only a short climb to get inside the fortress. With their catapults reduced to piles of ash, here they must rely on ladders and battering rams, if they have them. All we have to do is hold the gates and knock them off the walls, into the ditch,’ said Demetrios, aware that however scared he might be, Eurykleides was in far worse shape. ‘That’s what we did for forty days in the Aous valley, and we could have kept doing it if the whoresons hadn’t found a way round our defences.’ He pulled a confident grin.

			Eurykleides looked a little happier for a moment, then his expression grew dubious. ‘They can always build more catapults.’

			‘Of course they can, but look – they’re not. Time is against Flamininus. He needs a quick victory, so his men can settle into winter camp without having us at their backs.’

			‘What if they use the elephants?’ Eurykleides shuddered.

			Demetrios hadn’t liked seeing the great grey beasts either, but he was confident they wouldn’t be used here. He shook his head. ‘Flamininus will keep them back for more important battles.’

			‘You think we can win?’

			It was quiet on the rampart, and Eurykleides’ tremulous voice carried. Men’s heads turned.

			A year and a half before, Demetrios might have faltered. Not now. A veteran of several brutal battles, a gulf separated him from the likes of Eurykleides and his fellow townsmen. The awe and respect in the stout man’s eyes was proof of this.

			‘We don’t have to win, that’s the thing,’ Demetrios cried.

			‘I . . . I don’t understand.’ Eurykleides looked to the next men along, a spiky-haired type who looked just as nervous as he, and a snaggle-toothed greybeard who looked too arthritic to be on the rampart. He received shrugs by way of reply, and turned back to Demetrios.

			‘Our task is to stop the bastards from getting inside the walls, nothing more. Throw them back half a dozen times, kill enough of the filth, and they’ll soon piss off.’ It sounded good, but everyone knew that the number of local towns falling to the legions was growing by the day. There was nothing to say Flamininus wouldn’t have new catapults constructed here, as he had before. The defenders’ artillery consisted of two poorly maintained bolt throwers. Even if they didn’t break, the weapons would wreak few casualties among the enemy. Yet the scared faces watching him needed to believe that all was not lost. Demetrios stared hard at each defender, willing them to believe his words. ‘Every Roman out there was at Atrax too, remember. Hundreds of their comrades died there. They won’t have the stomach for a prolonged fight. Hold fast – that’s all we have to do.’

			‘Aye.’ A light sparked in Eurykleides’ eyes. He clapped Spiky Hair on the back and nodded fiercely at the greybeard. ‘Aye. Keep them from gaining the rampart. We can do that.’

			‘That’s the spirit,’ said Demetrios, relieved that the men further away also seemed a little encouraged. The moment Eurykleides looked away, he caught Kimon’s attention with a glance. His friend dipped his chin, to say yes, he understood what Demetrios had done, and that he would do the same, and pass the word on to Antileon, who stood further over to the right. Philippos, who was to Demetrios’ left, was already talking to his neighbours.

			Demetrios could have kissed the merchant who arrived soon after with a file of slaves in tow. They carried wine for every man atop the rampart. ‘A small gesture of thanks,’ cried the merchant. His timing couldn’t have been better. A more settled air fell. Stephanos was next to make his way around the walls, checking that everyone had assembled his sarissa, and that the long, forked poles he’d ordered were in place. Like the good officer he was, he encouraged and poked fun at his men by turns, and exchanged a few words with each townsman.

			‘Demetrios.’ Kimon’s tone demanded attention.

			Demetrios looked, and managed not to curse out loud. At Atrax, Flamininus had sent in his allies first, wild Epirote, Illyrian and Dardanian warriors. Only when they failed had the legionaries attacked. Today would be different. The closest units to the walls now were principes – some of the best soldiers in the legions.

			Demetrios’ father had been fond of saying a man should never plan his future, because each time he did, either the gods or the Fates would intervene. He could have been talking about this exact moment, thought Demetrios bitterly. His words to Eurykleides seemed hollow beyond belief.

			Their fate would hang in the balance from the outset.

			 

			Another hour passed as the Romans deployed on all four sides of Elateia, proving that Flamininus was eager to take it fast. Only when the town was surrounded did the assault begin. Two battering rams presented the most serious threat; one was moved towards the west gate, not far from Demetrios’ position, while the other was carried towards the north. Telling himself that fire arrows would see to the rams, and heated sand lay low their crews, Demetrios readied Eurykleides and his companions as best he could.

			He had the arthritic greybeard, another Dion, change places with Eurykleides so that he stood directly to Demetrios’ right. He had no idea if Eurykleides and Protogenes, the man with spiky hair, would hold their own, but at least they were able-bodied. Dion’s breath rattled in his chest, and he struggled to keep his spear upright. A kopis in a simple scabbard hung from a baldric over his bony shoulder, although Demetrios doubted he had the strength to wield it.

			Demetrios would have sent him down from the walls before the fighting began, but he hadn’t the heart after Dion related the story of his son’s death at Ottolobus the previous summer.

			‘A peltast, he was. Fine shot with a spear too.’ A bout of phlegm-laden coughing. Dion grimaced. ‘And a good stonemason too. I do my best, but the workshop isn’t the same without him. His wife didn’t want me up here, but I told her my son is watching from the other side. What kind of father or grandfather would I be if I didn’t defend his family?’

			Demetrios tried to imagine his feelings if he were untrained, like so many here, and had his long-dead mother and father in a house somewhere in the town. It didn’t take long to conclude that he too would have been terrified.

			‘This is my only choice.’ Dion fixed his rheumy eyes on Demetrios.

			‘You’re doing the right thing,’ said Demetrios, and meaning it. ‘I would do the same. Together we will prevail.’ Zeus, he prayed, let that be true.

			‘Here they come,’ cried Kimon.

			Demetrios licked his lips. In neat ranks, the principes were marching towards Elateia. At a rough estimate, there were three for every man atop the walls. The principes looked calm and determined; they were carrying dozens of ladders. At two hundred paces, the lone catapult on the west wall twanged. Its bolt hummed over the Romans’ heads and vanished. The second shot missed as well. Demetrios wanted to shout his frustration. There was no chance of devastating the enemy, as at the Aous, but causing even a few casualties would hearten townsmen and phalangists alike.

			Cheers rose as a third bolt punched through a shield and into the princeps carrying it. Several more fell to the bolt thrower’s missiles, but the ranks of principes reached the defensive ditch looking as neat as if they were on parade. Officers shouted. Teams of men worked the ladders into the ditch, while others clambered down alongside.

			Two ladders were about to hit Demetrios’ section. Ordering Eurykleides and Protogenes to tackle the rightmost one with the forked pole they shared between them, he told Dion to stand ready for the left-hand one. 

			‘What if a third appears?’ asked Dion.

			‘Do your best to throw it down. Gods willing, you’ll manage it. If not, either Eurykleides or I will get to you as fast as we may.’ Demetrios turned his sarissa so its point faced downwards. He fed it hand over hand until it hung suspended over the enemy. The nearest principes quailed, and he grinned. The long spear could have been made for defending a wall. Moments later, he pithed the first princeps onto the ladder, but the blade stuck fast in the man’s backbone. As he struggled to free it, another princeps reached up and hacked off the tip.

			They remember what happened at the Aous, thought Demetrios grimly.

			He managed to knock another Roman off the ladder with the splintered stump, but then, in a clearly prepared move, a pair of principes worked together to seize its end and cut off a lengthy piece. Demetrios hurled the ruined sarissa into the ditch with a curse and focused on the ladder instead. There would be no help from Eurykleides and Protogenes; they were still battling to push ‘their’ ladder out from the wall.

			Splinters ran into Demetrios’ fingers as he seized the rough-hewn timber, but he paid no heed. The princeps trying to climb was a heavy-boned, meaty individual; it took Demetrios a little time to shake him off. Quickly, he heaved the ladder to one side, watching with satisfaction as it injured a princeps at the base of the wall.

			‘Another ladder!’ Dion’s voice shook.

			Demetrios darted to the old man’s side. The ladder projected three hands’ span over the top of the rampart. He grabbed hold and tried to wrench it towards him. Failing, he attempted to push it to the right, but couldn’t. Peering over the wall, he saw that Flamininus’ men had learned a great deal indeed. The ladder was being held upright on each side by a princeps wielding a forked stick, a shorter version of the poles being used by the defenders. Nothing Demetrios did shifted the ladder more than a few fingers’ breadth. Abandoning this tactic, he grabbed Dion’s spear and the moment the princeps climbing it was in range, stabbed him.

			‘Eurykleides!’ Demetrios didn’t dare take his eyes from the ladder. Another princeps was already two rungs up.

			‘Aye?’

			‘How are you faring?’

			‘Holding our own.’ There was a note of pride to Eurykleides’ voice.

			Dion was babbling about a fourth ladder; Demetrios had seen it from the corner of his eye. Indecision battered him. Abandon his position, and the enemy would gain the rampart. Leave the new one to the frail Dion, who was only armed with his kopis, and he risked the same.

			‘Philippos!’ he roared into the din of shouts, screams and from further off, trumpets.

			A moment’s delay, and then, ‘What?’

			‘I need you!’

			There was no answer.

			Demetrios went with his gut, deciding that the princeps on Dion’s ladder would reach the top before the one on his. He shuffled sideways, leaned out and killed the Roman. Within three breaths, he’d returned to his ladder. He was just in time. The princeps there had seen his chance and was already swinging a leg over the rampart. He screamed like a woman when Demetrios’ spear skewered his right thigh. Raising his sword to fight back, he left his armpit unprotected. Demetrios tugged free his spear and ran it deep into the man’s chest.

			His fight had afforded fresh principes the chance to start climbing not just his ladder, but Dion’s. Demetrios’ skin crawled as he thrust down at the men on his; it was only a matter of time before the attackers timed their ascent so that they reached the top of the wall at the same time. He killed one princeps and injured the second, which made the man at the ladder’s foot hesitate. Pulse hammering in his ears, Demetrios went to help Dion, finding to his relief that Philippos had arrived. It made no difference that two principes with forked poles were now supporting the ladder; Philippos was so strong that he had simply wrenched it free. Laughing, he used it to batter the principes with great sideways sweeps, over and back, like a giant swatting rats with a stick.

			Using their forked pole, Eurykleides and Protogenes had heaved down another ladder; beyond them, the walkway appeared clear of principes. It was the same to Demetrios’ left. In the ditch below, surrounded by their dead and wounded, the principes looked a great deal less determined than they had a short time before. Even better, the faces of the men in as yet undeployed units – those waiting a little distance away – looked unhappy. Wary. Fearful.

			Hope flaring in his gut, Demetrios twisted to study the entire rampart. Not a princeps was to be seen. At the base of several staircases, groups of women were hauling wicker baskets of rocks up to the walkway, ammunition to hurl down on the enemy.

			A brief grin creased his face. The gods continued to smile on Elateia.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter IV

			Anticyra on the coast of Phocis, northern shore of the Corinthian Gulf

			The harbour of Anticyra was small. A pair of semicircular walls reaching out from a quay at the town’s heart, it held perhaps twenty fishing smacks. Too confined a space for large vessels, it forced the Roman triremes now stationed here to tie up just outside the harbour mouth.

			Standing atop the tower that guarded one side of the port’s narrow entrance, Titus Quinctius Flamininus was feeling impatient. Two days earlier, a report that his elder brother Lucius was leaving an important conference at Sicyon had brought him south. Leaving a senior officer in charge of the siege of Elatea – ‘I won’t be gone long,’ Flamininus had said – he had hurried to Anticyra. Rather than find Lucius waiting, Flamininus had on his arrival that morning been greeted by a flustered trierarch, the officer commanding one of the ships at anchor. His brother was on his way – a letter in the trierarch’s possession confirmed it – but when he would reach the port was impossible to say.

			Flamininus had opted to remain, when he could have returned to Elatea – a frustrating affair that seemed set to drag on without a successful conclusion. He had chosen to believe the still-flustered trierarch’s assurance that Lucius was bound to sail in with the afternoon tide. He hadn’t.

			Irritated, but more interested in what might have happened at Sicyon than taking yet another shithole town, Flamininus spent the rest of the day catching up on paperwork, penning letters to his many spies in Greece and Italia, as well as a smoothly crafted missive intended to keep the Senate in Rome happy. While the summer’s campaign had not all gone his way – Atrax in particular was hard to ignore – it was impossible to deny that many advances had been made. Flamininus had repeatedly cited his successes. He had neglected to include mention of Pluinna – the loss of one and a half thousand legionaries was a flesh wound, not a mortal injury – and underlined the importance of Gomphi fortress, the occupation of which opened a much shorter route for supplies to reach his army.

			Lucius still hadn’t arrived by sunset, testing Flamininus’ patience further. He decided to stay in Anticyra, telling himself that while his brother’s timing was rarely good, he could be relied on to do what he’d said. Lucius would arrive with news from Sicyon – eventually.

			 

			Flamininus returned to his post atop the tower not long after dawn the following day. A short, brown-haired man with protuberant eyes, a long nose and fleshy lips, he had none of his brother Lucius’ looks. This had troubled the youthful Flamininus, but no longer. Truth be told, he would not have changed places with Lucius for all the gold in Croesus’ treasury. His ruthless determination, unbreakable confidence and a refusal to accept defeat were of far greater value than an Adonis-like physique and a face that made women – or in Lucius’ case, men – go weak at the knees.

			‘Whoring.’ Flamininus’ tone was distasteful. ‘That’s what he’ll be doing.’

			For the umpteenth time, he looked south. Thirty miles away, the coast of the Peloponnese was a brown smear on the horizon, the water between a mass of grey-blue flecked with white. There was little wind; weather hadn’t delayed his brother. It was possible, thought Flamininus, that he had been attacked, or laid low by illness, but given his history, it was a great deal more probable that Lucius was dallying with a youth who’d caught his eye.

			One day, something Lucius had done would come back to haunt him, Flamininus was sure of it. When that came to pass, he would distance himself from his brother without a qualm. Family ties were important, but not if the price was loss of power and political influence. Nor could his reputation as one of the greatest Romans ever – to be remembered in this fashion was Flamininus’ heartfelt desire – be marred. Inevitably, an image of Galba came to mind. His political rival, enemy, and blackmailer, Galba was a sizeable obstacle on his path to everlasting greatness.

			Even if Flamininus kept to the terms they’d agreed – a legateship here in Greece for Galba, and the payment to him of vast sums for the next ten years – there was still a risk that the malevolent ex-consul would make public Flamininus’ secret and treasonous dealings with the Aetolians. If that happened, his career would come to a premature end; it wasn’t impossible that the Senate might order him to commit suicide.

			Flamininus had never been one for fighting, but if Galba had appeared in that moment, he would have beaten him to a pulp. Calm yourself, he thought. Brute force might subdue an aggressive dog, but a stealthier approach is required for a snake. Fresh letters of instruction needed to be sent to his spies in Rome. Every man had a weakness, and Galba was no different. It had proven impossible thus far to find his Achilles heel, but persistence paid off. One day, gods willing, he would be at Flamininus’ mercy.

			His attention drifted to the harbour below, where fishermen held shouted conversations with one another from their boats. Off-duty crewmen from the triremes watched pairs of local youths wrestle on the edge of the quay. Roars of laughter went up as the loser of each bout was unceremoniously tossed into the water. A trio of greybeards squatted on their haunches by the base of the tower, gossiping and repairing nets.

			The ordinariness of the scene was reassuring. Life goes on, no matter what, thought Flamininus. A muffled sound from the stairwell made him turn. ‘Pasion?’

			There was no reply.

			‘Who’s there?’ demanded Flamininus, a little unsettled. ‘Pasion?’

			He hurried to the opening that communicated, via a wooden ladder, with the tower’s interior. On hands and knees, he peered into the guardroom below, a simple chamber with bunk beds, a brazier, a table and chairs. There was no sign of anyone, least of all his Greek secretary. It must have been a rat, Flamininus decided, glad that no one had witnessed his unease but wondering if his impulsive decision to leave his escort at the tower’s base had been wise.

			What are you, he asked himself, an old woman?

			Pretending that his heart wasn’t beating a little faster than normal, he stood and smoothed down his tunic. Another study of the horizon revealed no sails. His enjoyment dampened, his irritation at Lucius simmering, Flamininus decided he’d wasted enough time. His brother would arrive no sooner whether he stood on the tower or sat at his desk, and doing the latter would keep Pasion off his back.

			Flamininus felt a flicker of amusement. His secretary was a slave, but by the gods, he could be as annoying as a nagging wife. And as every sensible man knew, the best way to placate an unhappy wife was to accede to their demands.

			 

			Several hours later, Flamininus was at his evening meal in his tent. Night had not yet fallen; most Romans would not dine so early, but of recent years he had found that eating late gave him terrible indigestion. Various surgeons had been unable to remedy this affliction; by a process of experimentation, Flamininus had found this simple solution. In Rome, he often had to eat in the evening, formal dinners being the most common reason, but here he could suit himself.

			As usual, his cook had done a fine job. The fish – sole, mullet and sardines – decorating the large platter at the centre of the table could not have been fresher. Lightly fried in oil with herbs, their white flesh was succulent and delicious. Boiled greens, something he had grown to like only in adulthood, made a fine accompaniment, and crusty, just-baked bread served well to mop up the juice left on his plate. A large cup of Caecuban washed it all down.

			Flamininus eyed the jug, wanting more. He held off. It was too easy when on his own to drink more than was good for him. Although there was little that could happen in Anticyra – fresh news from Elatea would not arrive before the morn, and of Lucius there was no sign – he was at war. It was best he remain in full command of his senses, just in case. This resolve lasted long enough for Flamininus to consider that there was nothing to do apart from paperwork – his efforts had only reduced the mound on his desk – or retiring to his bed.

			Curse it all, thought Flamininus, I deserve another cup. He poured a healthy measure, and then with a shrug, the same again.

			‘Master.’ Pasion was framed in the entrance to the dining area.

			‘Enter.’ Flamininus beckoned.

			Pasion came closer, his eyes moving as they always did at such times, to the food on the table. ‘A ship is approaching the harbour, master.’

			Flamininus held in his excitement. ‘What direction does it come from?’

			‘The south, master.’

			‘It’s Lucius – it must be.’ Flamininus permitted himself a little smile. ‘How long until it docks?’

			‘Soon, master.’

			‘Bring him to me the moment he disembarks. No visit to a tavern, or anything else. Understand?’

			‘Master.’ Pasion vanished as unobtrusively as he’d arrived.

			 

			Flamininus heard Lucius’ voice long before he saw him. His brother was complaining about how tired he was, and how hungry and thirsty. Throwing back the last of his wine, Flamininus filled his cup and one for Lucius.

			‘There you are!’ Lucius came striding in, cheeks reddened by the wind, his hair tousled. ‘Is all well?’

			Flamininus gave him a frosty look. ‘The conference at Sicyon ended some days since.’

			‘What way is that to greet your brother? I’ve been travelling for two days.’ Without asking, Lucius swept up the second cup and drained it. ‘Not bad.’ He poured another; eyeing Flamininus, he asked, ‘Need a top-up?’

			‘No,’ snapped Flamininus. ‘What took you so long? Didn’t you know I would be here, waiting for you?’

			A vague, apologetic gesture. ‘I was worn out. You know how boring politicking is, and gods, the Greeks love the sound of their own voices even more than Romans. I spent one night on the wine after the conference ended, that’s all.’ Lucius made a face. ‘It took a day to recover, but that couldn’t be helped.’

			‘Jupiter’s prick, Lucius!’

			Now a shrug. ‘I’m famished.’ Lucius sat and began loading food onto a plate.

			Flamininus ground his teeth, but to demand more information straight away would prolong the agony. He watched in silence as Lucius ate his fill. Only when his brother had finished did he speak. ‘Is your news good?’

			‘The fish is tasty.’ A belch. A smirk. ‘Apologies, brother. You wish to hear my tidings.’

			‘I do,’ said Flamininus drily.

			Lucius drained his cup. He stared at Flamininus, daring him to demand he reveal the details of the Sicyon conference, where the leaders of Achaea, a powerful city state on the Peloponnese, had met to discuss their future.

			Flamininus refused to lose his temper. To play coy and then reveal that his news was bad would be too much, even for his wastrel brother. Showing none of his impatience, he said, ‘Tell me.’

			‘My pleasure. It was clear from the outset that the Achaeans were beset by indecision. An hour spent in one of the better taverns – there weren’t many, I can tell you – soon revealed that to a man, they felt caught between a rock and a hard place. Men were saying that if Achaea remained neutral, we Romans might prevail on Nabis of Sparta to join us.’

			Flamininus made an amused gesture of acknowledgement.

			‘The presence of my fleet at Cenchreae has sharpened their awareness of how easily Rome could strike at Achaea. And then they had Philip to consider – their ally of old, and someone to whom many still feel obligated. The king of Macedonia is a good friend, and a bad enemy, I heard more than one man say.’

			Flamininus chuckled. ‘The same might be said of Rome.’

			‘True,’ agreed Lucius with a smirk. ‘When the assembly convened, our envoy Lucius Calpurnius was given the floor first. He waxed lyrical about the benefits of joining with Rome and its allies. Fight Philip together, he said, and he will soon fall. When it was Philip’s ambassador’s turn, he spoke much of the old, long-standing alliance between Achaea and Macedonia. His speech went down well, but the Athenian envoy spoke last, in order that his honeyed words did not linger in men’s minds. An entire day went by in this fashion, and gods, my arse hurt by the end of it.’ Lucius leered. ‘Because I sat from sunrise to sunset, you see – it wasn’t for the usual reasons.’

			‘Spare me.’

			Lucius sat back, allowing Pasion, who had reappeared with a fresh jug of wine, to refill his cup. After a large mouthful, he sighed with contentment. ‘You have always had good taste, brother. Caecuban?’

			‘You know it is,’ said Flamininus, but he was pleased.

			‘The second day’s proceedings had to be seen to be believed. The Achaean assembly members were given the floor. This was their opportunity to discuss their thoughts of the various emissaries’ contributions, and to come to a decision.’

			‘And?’

			‘Not a man stood forward.’

			‘Eh?’

			‘After the herald spoke, beginning the proceedings, silence fell. Men looked at one another. You could have heard a needle drop.’

			‘No one wanted to be the first to make his opinion known,’ said Flamininus, guessing. ‘Children act thus – many adults are the same.’

			‘Even so. A decision had to be made, however. The Achaean general Aristaenus harangued his fellows for a time, and still none would speak. Frustrated, Aristaenus repeated the offers made by the various envoys the previous day. The benefits of joining with Rome and its allies were clear. Although old ties linked them to Macedonia, Philip was in no position to offer them anything more than words, barricaded as he is behind Tempe. Why, Aristaenus asked, should they answer Philip’s request for troops when he could not offer them the same, to counter the threat of the Roman fleet at Cenchreae and the legions close to Achaea’s borders? It was more important for Achaea to concern itself with its own interests. To reject the alliance offered them would be madness. Far better, Aristaenus said, to have Rome as a friend than an enemy.’

			‘That swayed them, surely?’

			‘So you might think. And you’d be wrong.’

			Flamininus could not hold in his surprise. ‘They rejected our offer?’

			‘A ballot was taken, which resulted in a draw. Five of the ten senior magistrates voted for Achaea to ally itself with Rome, and five against, for fear, they said, of breaking the terms of their agreement with Philip. The arguments around this went on for the rest of the day.’ Lucius made a face. ‘I could take no more. Retiring to an inn, I left Calpurnius to monitor the fools.’

			Flamininus rolled his eyes, although he suspected his own patience would have been tested to the limit by the Achaeans’ inability to agree. ‘I take it that matters came to a head on the third day?’

			‘Indeed.’ Lucius’ tone was droll. ‘The representatives of the three cities with the strongest links to Macedonia refused to go back on their word, and stormed out of the assembly. With their departure, the vote for an alliance with Rome was carried at last.’

			‘I swear the Greeks would argue with one another on the threshold of Hades.’ Flamininus raised his cup to Lucius. ‘But the result is what we wished for, so I suppose we must be thankful. The Achaean army . . .?’

			‘Is being mobilised even as we speak. Two to three thousand hoplites and several hundred cavalry will be at your disposal.’

			‘Excellent,’ said Flamininus with a smile. ‘I have a task for you, brother – the Achaeans can help you achieve it.’

			Compared to Flamininus, Lucius was poor at concealing his emotions. He leaned forward, eyes glinting. ‘Tell me.’

			Instead Flamininus began a protracted explanation of his tactics for the following spring. The more impatient Lucius looked, the slower he went.

			‘Point made, brother,’ said Lucius when he was done. ‘I annoyed you by holding back with my news. You have done the same to me. Are you going to keep me in the dark for ever?’

			Flamininus’ lips twitched; this banter reminded him of their childhood, when Lucius had always got the better of him. No longer, he thought. ‘I want you to besiege Corinth.’

			‘Corinth?’ Lucius looked delighted.

			‘It will be a tough nut to crack. Take it, however, and we protect ourselves from surprise attacks to the south. The capture of one of the “Fetters of Greece” will humiliate Philip too, even more than the loss of the garrison and his influence over the Peloponnese. He will be incandescent to hear of Corinth’s fall.’

			‘An enemy who loses his temper is prone to make mistakes.’

			‘You’re not just a pretty face, brother,’ jibed Flamininus. ‘Or a wine sack.’

			Lucius seemed about to come back with a biting retort, but thought better of it.

			They exchanged a not entirely friendly glance.

			Lucius was the first to look away, leaving Flamininus content.

			As the elder of the two, it would have been usual for Lucius to be more senior – the consul, in this case – but he had little of Flamininus’ ambition and even less of his ruthlessness. Lucius was a lover of wine and of flesh, a debauch who, from time to time, needed to know his place.

			Which was precisely the lesson he had just delivered, thought Flamininus.

			A discreet cough. ‘Master?’

			Pasion might have been listening to their conversation – in all likelihood, he had been, but Flamininus didn’t care. ‘What?’

			‘I have a letter for you, master.’

			‘At this hour?’ His senses a little dulled by the wine, it took Flamininus several heartbeats for the significance to sink in. He beckoned to his secretary. ‘Where did it come from?’ he asked, hating the suggestion of a high note in his voice.

			‘I don’t know, master. I went to answer a call of nature. Upon my return, it was on my desk.’ Pasion shuffled forward, a wooden message tablet in his hands.

			Flamininus seized it. He longed to smash the thing into pieces, but he couldn’t bring himself to. Galba, he thought. It’s from that whoreson Galba. The noise at the tower earlier must have been his agent: I disturbed him before he could leave the letter there. It was one explanation, but Flamininus could not put from his mind the disturbing notion that the noise maker could have been someone like Benjamin. Galba’s Judaean slave had seemed harmless, yet he had slain Flamininus’ huge bodyguard Thrax with ease.

			‘Are you going to open it?’ Lucius’ voice, a little concerned.

			Flamininus gave his brother a brittle smile. Breaking the wax seal – unmarked – he opened the tablet.

			 

			Atrax was a disaster. Now you waste time  on Elatea, a town of no importance. Time marches on; Philip remains undefeated. Must I stand at your shoulder to see this war brought to a successful conclusion?  Remember: I am watching.

			 

			The note had no signature, just like the one Flamininus had received just over a month before at Gomphi. It was from Galba, of that there could be no doubt. He has men in my camp, thought Flamininus. How else can these letters be delivered to my very door?

			‘Brother?’

			Flamininus did not respond. Hard as stone, his eyes slid to Pasion, who was hovering before him. ‘This was on your desk, you say?’

			‘Yes, master.’ Pasion’s throat worked.

			Could Galba have got to Pasion? Flamininus wondered. The Greek had been with him for years; he had come to rely on him as few others, freeborn or no. He was part of his household. Flamininus crushed the sentiment at once. Only a fool would think of slaves as trustworthy; Pasion had to be behind the letter’s delivery. Who else could have sneaked past his sentries? The circumstances of the previous letter’s delivery had also been odd. Flamininus observed the beads of sweat on Pasion’s brow, and his suspicion hardened.

			‘What’s in the letter, brother?’ asked Lucius.

			Never taking his gaze off Pasion, Flamininus tossed the tablet across the table.

			‘It’s from Galba?’ Lucius was aware of the ex-consul’s hold over Flamininus, although not its full degree.

			‘Yes.’

			‘Cocksucker.’ Despite the appositeness of the oath to himself, there was no trace of irony in Lucius’ voice. ‘His agents must be invisible to deliver them without being seen by a soul.’

			‘They must.’ Flamininus jerked his head, dismissing a pale-faced Pasion. It was late, and he had not the energy to supervise a torture session. It mattered not if Pasion were to inform Galba that Achaea had allied itself with Rome; there was little else he could do before morning.

			After a good night’s sleep, Flamininus decided, he would see the ministrations of his bodyguards make Pasion sing like a bird. Or perhaps he would observe Pasion discreetly for a time, as a hawk hovers unseen over its prey. With the year’s campaign almost at an end, there was no need to make a premature move.

			Well-laid traps caught the most prey.
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