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  Prologue


  September AD 184


  ‘Well now Tribune, are you still sure you wouldn’t rather be back in Antioch with your young friends?’


  Gaius Vibius Varus looked down from his horse at the centurion marching alongside him with a quick smile, easy in his relationship with the older man despite their twenty-year age difference and the social gulf between them.


  ‘It’s a difficult choice you pose, First Spear. On the one hand, I could be lounging around drinking wine and watching exquisite young ladies oil each other up for my entertainment. On the other, here I am, breathing in the fart-laden dust of five hundred men’s boots.’


  He paused for a moment, looking up at the sky and pursing his lips as if in thought. The cohort’s senior centurion grinned up at him, flicking away a vicious-looking fly that was hovering over his head with a practised sweep of his vine stick.


  ‘You forgot to mention the heat, the insects, the constant moaning of soldiers on the march, the occasional screams of abuse from my more vigorous centurions …’


  He winked at the younger man.


  ‘Which is to say all of them. That and the fact that any “young ladies” you encounter in Nisibis will have bandier legs than most cavalrymen you’ve ever met.’


  Varus shrugged.


  ‘Surprising though it might seem, First Spear, I didn’t actually have whoring on my mind when I persuaded my father to use his influence to get me a tribunate with the Third Gallic.’


  The older man, technically his subordinate but very much the master of all he surveyed, and happy enough to indulge a tribune whose apparent disdain for the differences between them was in pleasant contrast to the usual attitudes of sons of the aristocracy towards the soldiers they commanded, snorted gentle derision.


  ‘Which is quite unlike most of your colleagues, if I might be so bold. Antioch sees a good sight more of you young gentlemen than the fortress at Zeugma ever will, and as for Nisibis …’


  Varus barked out a harsh laugh, his mimicry of the legion’s senior tribune uncannily accurate.


  ‘Only a bloody fool ever makes the march to Nisibis without direct orders, young Vibius Varus! The whole town positively stinks of unwashed Arabs.’


  The centurion smirked at the precision of his tribune’s imitation of their mutual superior.


  ‘And the women! Dear gods, the women are fit for nothing better than servicing the common soldiery!’


  The senior centurion shrugged, conceding the point.


  ‘Tribune Umbrius has something of a point, as it happens. You’ll see the wisdom of his words soon enough, once you’ve spent a few days with nothing more entertaining to fill them than walking the city’s walls and staring out into the emptiness that surrounds the place. You mark my words, young Tribune, you’ll be yearning for the delights of Antioch soon enough …’


  He fell silent, his sharp eyes narrowing at the sight of a half-dozen horsemen galloping back down the road that led away into the east.


  ‘What’s got them moving so fast, I wonder? Trumpeter, sound the halt!’


  The long column of soldiers stopped marching at the horn’s signal, their officers watching with calculating expressions as the cohort’s scouts came down their line at a fast trot. The horsemen’s leader jumped down from his mount and saluted the centurion with the look of a hunted man, belatedly turning to repeat the gesture towards Varus. His face was seamed from a lifetime spent in the saddle under desert skies, although he was little more than a decade older than the tribune.


  ‘What is it Abbas? Did that pretty little mare of yours get stung on the arse?’


  The officer’s tone was light, but there was no mistaking the look on his face. The scout pointed down the road to the cohort’s front as he replied, his words a near gabble.


  ‘Horsemen! More horsemen than I can count!’


  The first spear nodded slowly, as if deliberately refusing to allow himself to be infected by the panic that was clearly gripping the man before him.


  ‘What sort of horsemen?’


  The scout gestured again, looking back over his shoulder as if he expected whatever it was he’d seen to come over the horizon at any moment.


  ‘Archers. Many archers. And cataphracti …’


  Varus started at the word, drummed into him years before by his Greek tutor. One of the riders waiting behind him muttered something unintelligible in their own language, clearly keen to be gone, and the scout gestured angrily for silence without turning from the officers, bowing to the centurion before speaking again. His voice was quiet, and to Varus’s ears carried the solemnity of a funeral orator.


  ‘First Spear, you are a good man. I have enjoyed marching with you, and I will pray to my god for you.’


  The centurion reached out a hand, gripping the other man’s arm as he turned to remount.


  ‘And where do you think you’re fucking going?’


  The scout looked down at the hand, then raised his gaze to the Roman’s face.


  ‘To stay here is to die here, Centurion. I choose to live. And you need word of this to reach the city of the bridge, no?’


  The Roman released his grip, nodding slowly at the scout’s logic.


  ‘How many cataphracti? Could they be local troops or some sort of bandit gang?’


  The scout shook his head quickly.


  ‘So many armoured men, the land shines like polished silver. These are not bandits. There are too many of them.’


  He leapt into his horse’s saddle, threw the two men a hasty salute and led his compatriots away at a fast trot.


  ‘You’re letting them go, First Spear?’


  The older man nodded, grinning grimly at Varus’s bemusement.


  ‘It was either that or I’d have had to order them killed. And he’s right. If these horsemen are what he believes them to be, then the legion at Zeugma needs to know that the treacherous bastards have invaded Osrhoene. If we’re lucky, they’ll have seen our scouts and decided not to pick a fight today. After all, it’s been a long time since the Parthians were any real threat to the frontier—’


  A chorus of shouts from the front of the column gave the lie to his hopes, and Varus straightened his body in the saddle to gaze out to the east, over the heads of the stationary column of soldiers, as a solid mass of cavalry began to rise into view from a fold in the landscape. He shook his head in disbelief as the Parthian army continued to emerge into view, hundreds upon hundreds of horsemen with a mass of armoured warriors at their core, whose polished armour made the sun’s reflections from the iron plates almost painful.


  ‘What can you see lad?’


  The younger man was silent for a moment more, until a tap on the shoulder from the centurion’s stick wrenched his attention from the oncoming enemy.


  ‘It’s like something out of the history books …’


  He glanced down at the centurion apologetically.


  ‘Sorry First Spear, just not what I was expecting to see when I climbed out from under my blanket this morning. We seem to be standing in the way of several thousand rather unfriendly looking cavalry …’


  The centurion was already running for the column’s head with his trumpeter hot on his heels, and after a moment’s consideration of the options, the young tribune dismounted, handing the horse’s reins to a soldier, and ran after him.


  Stopping alongside the foremost century, the first spear looked out across the mile of flat, dusty ground that lay between his men and a thick line of horsemen who were trotting their mounts towards the Romans.


  ‘Form square! Deploy to the left on me! Double time!’


  He pulled the tribune to one side as the leading century’s men trotted out to the left of the road, leading the cohort’s change of formation from the column of march to a hollow square, nodding in quiet satisfaction as the manoeuvre’s near faultless execution.


  ‘See that? There are enough horsemen out there to kill the lot of us half a dozen times over, but I give these lads a bit of drill to perform, something they’ve practised a thousand times, and they jump to it like veterans.’


  His voice was suddenly gruff, and Varus realised that the older man’s eyes were shining with barely suppressed emotion as he stared at the advancing cavalry, speaking without taking his eyes off the oncoming threat.


  ‘And now I need you to do something for me that will stick in your throat. Get back on your horse, Tribune, and ride for Zeugma as if your life depended on it!’


  He turned to face his superior, raising a hand to forestall the protest that was on the tribune’s lips, his face twisting with anger that set the younger man back an involuntary half pace.


  ‘No! You may be my superior, but you will fucking well do what you’re told by a subordinate just this one time!’


  Shaking his head, he waved his vine stick at the line of soldiers forming behind him.


  ‘These men and me, we’ve no choice in the matter. If the Parthians have decided that this is our day to fight for our lives, well then that’s just our luck. We can’t outrun them, and we don’t have the weapons to give them back the pain they’ll start heaping on us soon enough. But there’s no reason for you to go throwing your life away alongside us.’


  Varus opened his mouth to protest, but the centurion shook his head sadly, his expression choking off the younger man’s retort.


  ‘You know the worst thing about this for me? It ain’t dying, if it’s my day to die. Every man dies, young ’un, every man. Rich or poor, we’re all dust on the wind sooner or later. It’s just a question of when, and more importantly how. And it ain’t just how we die that matters, but how we’re seen to die. It’s whether my brother officers shake their heads in disgust at the loss of a good cohort …’


  His voice hardened.


  ‘Or if they can nod with pride when they hear how many of these cock-sucking eastern cunts we took with us!’


  He pointed back down the road at the man holding onto Varus’s horse.


  ‘So, Tribune, in a moment you’re going to get back on that beast and ride away, far enough that you can see what happens here without getting an arrow stuck through you. Because the only way we get to die with some self-respect is if you watch us fight it out, right to the end, and then you take the story back to the legion. If you want to throw your life away after that, then by all means take the first chance you get, but not before you’ve given these men the reputation they’ll be earning once those bow-waving tosspots get their shit in a pile and come for us.’


  He stared wordlessly at the young officer, holding eye contact until Varus dropped his gaze and looked at his boots for a moment. When he looked up again the centurion was smiling at him, his face split in a taut, humourless grin.


  ‘I know. This don’t feel honourable to you, does it? Like I say, you’ll have plenty more opportunities to die gloriously, but me and these men – this is our only chance. And you won’t take that from us, not a decent man like you.’


  The tribune nodded reluctantly, holding out a hand, but the older man wrapped an arm around him, slapping him on the back.


  ‘It’s not like I’m at any risk of being demoted for overfamiliar behaviour to a senior officer, is it? Go well, young ’un, and choose your time for glory carefully, eh? Don’t go sending yourself to meet Hades too quickly; make sure you make an exit that’ll make men nod their heads when they hear your name. Now, shall we get these apes into the mood for a fight?’


  He turned away with a wink, walking into the square with the tribune at his heels as the last man marched into position and closed the formation.


  ‘Sixth Cohort, face inward!’


  The soldiers pivoted to look into the space enclosed by their ranks, and the centurion took a deep breath before speaking again. ‘You lucky bastards! No bugger on this frontier’s seen any action for thirty years, and now the gods have seen fit to grant us the honour, the sheer fucking privilege of getting the chance to show these Parthian animals the way that real men fight. And better than that, the tribune here is going to watch us make a stand against them, and take an accurate account back to the rest of the legion. Does any man here want him to have to tell them that the Sixth Cohort lacked the balls to give a decent account of itself?’


  One of the soldiers in his own first century raised a hand and opened his mouth as if to speak, but the stupid grin plastered across his face raised a titter across the formation, and broke the tension in an instant. The first spear raised a knowing eyebrow, his lips twitching in a slight smile even as he raised his vine stick in admonishment.


  ‘Yes, there’s always one!’


  His expression hardened.


  ‘I won’t lie to you lads, this is a tough spot. Worse than tough, this is shit so deep that we’re already up to our nuts in it. We either fight these arse punchers to a standstill here and now, or else we go to meet our gods, either with dignity or with our pride in tatters.’


  He looked around at them, swelling his chest out and raising his head defiantly.


  ‘And if it comes to dying, I know which way I’m going! I’ll face whatever’s coming to me and meet it head on. After all, we know what they do to their prisoners, don’t we?’


  He looked about him in silence for a moment, then bellowed out a challenge.


  ‘So, are we going to face these fuckers like men?!’


  The soldiers roared back at him, waving their spears and shields. He nodded to the tribune, slapping the younger man on the shoulder.


  ‘Good enough. Right then, get yourself away, Tribune, before the trap closes on you as well as us.’


  Varus nodded mutely, saluting the centurion and then turning away, pushing his way through the soldiers and hurrying to the mare. Mounting, he looked over the square to find that the Parthian archers had reined in their horses just outside bow shot of the Romans, pausing to order their ranks and ready themselves for the battle. The cohort was still turned inward, their attention fixed on the first spear as he paced around inside the square, exhorting his men to sell their lives dearly. The tribune shook his head, raising a hand to his face to wipe away the tears trickling down his cheeks, then turned the horse to the west and spurred it away at a canter, back down the road that led past Osrhoene’s capital Edessa, and on towards the legion fortress at Zeugma. Reaching a rise in the road he reined the mare in, turning in the saddle to look back at the battle that was unfolding across the arid plain. The legionaries had turned to face their enemy, their shields raised in defence against the steady rain of arrows that the horse archers were now dropping into their ranks, each man trotting his mount forward, loosing a shot and then reversing his course to ride back a few dozen paces while another archer took his turn. A score and more dead and wounded soldiers had already been dragged into the shelter of the square’s raised shields, struck by arrows that had found the inevitable gaps in their defences, or whose shields had failed to stop the plummeting missiles.


  His gaze shifted back across the plain behind the bowmen, to where a force of armoured horsemen gleaming with the sun’s reflected light stood beside horses bearing coats of the same shining metal scales, patiently waiting while the Romans stood beneath the iron rain that was slowly, inevitably, picking apart their formation. The time would come, he knew, when the defenders would be too weak to resist the final killing blow that would fall upon them from behind the archers. Horns would sound, and the bowmen would ride away to either side, making room for the cataphracts to sweep into the attack. He briefly considered riding away, at the same time knowing all too well that he could never break the promise he’d made to the centurion. Dry-eyed now, his emotions wrung out by the slaughter playing out before him, he raised a hand to salute the single figure still standing at the cohort’s heart.


  ‘I won’t turn away from you, First Spear, not unless they chase me away. I’ll watch you and your men die, and I’ll take your story back to the legion. I will find my own path to glory, when the time is right. And I will see you again. In Hades.’


  1


  February AD 185


  ‘You’re confident that’s our landfall, Navarchus?’


  The hard-faced officer acknowledged his superior's question with a look of disbelief and a curt nod, his voice harsh from years of barking commands at his crew before his promotion from ship’s trierarchus to commander of the fleet.


  ‘Yes, Procurator. Completely confident.’


  The equestrian official turned back to the soldier standing alongside him, his grey-flecked hair ruffled by the wind as he raised a hand and pointed out over the ship’s bow.


  ‘As I said, there it is, Legatus. Seleucia.’


  Legatus Gaius Rutilius Scaurus stared out over the warship’s prow as it sliced through the ocean under the urging of the massive vessel’s banked oars, looking past the massive bolt thrower that dominated the vessel’s bow, raising a hand to shield his grey eyes from the winter sun’s glare. A line of mountains was just visible on the eastern horizon, seemingly rising from the sea to block their course, their bases almost invisible in the sea’s haze.


  ‘The gateway to the east. Well done, Cassius Ravilla, you and your men have performed your task admirably, given the circumstances.’


  The fleet’s navarchus turned his bearded frown from procurator to legatus for a moment, then shook his head and walked slowly away from the two men, his face taking on the look of a man hunting for someone on whom to exercise his considerable irritation. The vessel’s trierarchus and his centurion turned and walked away towards the Victoria’s stern with the look of men earnestly discussing the finer points of ship handling, prompting a knowing smile from Scaurus.


  ‘He’s still not the happiest of men, is he?’


  Ravilla shook his head, the wind ruffling his thick black hair.


  ‘He swears that if he’d not made sure we made a decent sacrifice to Neptune every time we made land safely, we’d all have been at the bottom of the ocean a month ago. Apparently the weather at this end of the Middle Sea hasn’t been this quiet in the winter closed season for all the years he’s served in the navy.’


  Scaurus grinned at the grizzled sailor’s back as he stooped to berate one of the flagship’s oarsmen for some small infringement.


  ‘Has he considered that he might simply be terrifying the waves into submission?’


  He looked back over the vessel’s stern at the line of ships following in their wake at precise four-hundred-pace intervals.


  ‘After all, he seems to have your fleet’s trierarchi drilled to within an inch of their collective lives.’


  The procurator shook his head ruefully.


  ‘I know. I sometimes wonder which one of us is really in command of the fleet.’


  His answer was a hollow laugh.


  ‘Welcome to my world. Have you ever seen your man there and my first spear talking to each other? They’re like two fighting dogs sniffing each other’s backsides and trying to work out which of them would win if it came to blows. And trust me, when Julius decides that my cohorts are to do a thing in a certain way, that’s the way in which that thing will be done, with no ifs or buts. I’m allowed the luxury of determining our strategy, and after that …’


  ‘You’re in the hands of the professionals?’


  ‘Exactly.’


  Ravilla looked at him in silence for a moment.


  ‘You said cohorts, legatus, rather than legion. And while my father told me at great length never to pry into another man’s business when I was a child …’


  He left the question hanging in the crisp sea air rather than asking it directly.


  ‘You’d like to know exactly how it is that a man wearing the same thin stripe as the one on your tunic ends up in command of one of the emperor’s legions.’


  Ravilla shrugged.


  ‘You’ll admit that it is something of a curiosity? Of course I’ve heard the stories of how Marcus Aurelius sometimes gave command of his legions to legion first spears who’d been promoted to the equestrian class during the German War, but I thought that such egalitarianism had been quietly forgotten once Commodus had made peace with the tribes after his father’s death. The status quo has been restored, and to command a legion anywhere other than Egypt, a man must once again be of the senatorial class, if not already actually in possession of his father’s ring and death mask. And suddenly here you are, quite obviously an equestrian like me, and yet blessed with a legion!’


  Scaurus smiled tightly.


  ‘And you’d like to know the secret. How does a man make that impossible leap to fame and fortune without first putting a thick stripe on his tunic?’


  ‘Of course.’


  The legatus shook his head.


  ‘First you’d have to provide a man close to the throne a service that would show him how valuable you could be to him in the future. Like giving him the opportunity to take the place of the emperor’s most trusted adviser, that kind of thing.’


  Ravilla raised his eyebrows.


  ‘You were part of that?’


  Scaurus shrugged in his turn.


  ‘It’s not something I’ll readily admit to having participated in, but let’s say, just for the sake of the discussion, that I was.’


  ‘Then the man who replaced the Praetorian Prefect must owe you a huge debt.’


  ‘And you think that’s it? The gift of a legion as the reward for the chance to take ultimate power?’


  ‘Wasn’t it?’


  The legatus shook his head.


  ‘Who could be more dangerous than a man ruthless enough to engineer the death of the man he seeks to supplant? Why would he leave anyone who was part of the act alive to tell the story?’


  Ravilla nodded slowly.


  ‘I take your point. Unless he wanted more from the men in question?’


  ‘Indeed. It seems that our particular capabilities were too valuable to be discarded, once we’d served our initial purposes. See my tribune there?’


  The procurator frowned at the change in conversational focus, glancing down the ship’s length at the tall, well-muscled figure of a military tribune clad in a shining bronze breast plate and bearing his usual two swords, one an infantry gladius with a magnificent eagle’s head pommel. Alongside him stood an older soldier wearing the scaled armour and cross-crested helmet of a legion centurion; the two officers engaged in the routine inspection of the centurion’s men.


  ‘Yes. He seems a good enough man, if a little … taciturn. The centurion with him though, now there’s a dangerous man.’


  ‘Cotta? He’s sudden death with any weapon you could mention, but the tribune?’


  Scaurus grinned at Ravilla.


  ‘Tribune Corvus could take Cotta to pieces, literally, in the span of a dozen heartbeats. His men call him “Two Knives”, because he fights in the style of an old-fashioned dimachaerus. He was taught by a champion gladiator of some fame, a big man who, like Corvus there, always fought with two swords. You might have seen the man’s recent and rather spectacular comeback appearance in the Flavian arena?’


  ‘You don’t mean …’


  Ravilla whispered the gladiator’s name in an awed tone, and when Scaurus nodded in reply, his face took on a fresh expression of amazement. The legatus smiled at his colleague’s genuine astonishment.


  ‘Indeed. And while his pupil may lack the big man’s sheer brute power, he has a speed with the blade that you might call divine, were you to believe that the gods occasionally bestow their gifts on us mere mortals. He wears a quiet enough demeanour for the most part, but when he’s roused …’


  The procurator mused for a moment.


  ‘So the new man behind the throne must have wanted something more from you? Something that involved your tribune?’


  ‘He did, and in a roundabout sort of way he got exactly what he wanted from us.’


  ‘And then?’


  Scaurus raised his hands and gestured about him.


  ‘And then … here we are. Apparently we’re too valuable to be quietly murdered and forgotten about, and so instead we find ourselves sent east to deal with a problem on the empire’s frontier instead. And that feeling of envy you were expressing before?’


  Ravilla looked at him for a moment.


  ‘Has somewhat diminished, I’ll wager, and has been replaced by one rather large question.’


  The legatus smiled knowingly.


  ‘Which, I would imagine, is that given the rather dangerous nature of the information I’ve just shared with you, why in the name of Mithras didn’t I just fabricate some rather more anodyne story to tell you?’


  ‘Exactly.’


  ‘And you’re right to be concerned.’


  He passed the procurator a scroll, the paper still sealed into a tight tube with wax bearing the imperial mark. Ravilla took it from his hand, grimaced at the seal and then snapped it, opening the message and reading swiftly. After a moment he handed it back to the legatus with a single word.


  ‘Shit.’


  ‘Indeed.’


  Word spread quickly through the port city of Seleucia, as the flagship and the fleet of warships that followed in her wake appeared over the western horizon in swift and efficient succession, each fresh sighting whipping up the collective state of excitement until the entire port was alive with the news that a fleet of twenty-five warships was approaching. The men tasked with the harbour’s defence ran for their bolt throwers, pulling off heavy waxed canvas covers and going through the motions of winding the weapons’ massive bowstrings back ready to fire, while above them in the lower city’s main tower, the port’s procurator stared out at the oncoming vessels. He looked to his chief pilot, the man who did most of the actual work involved in his role, raising an eyebrow in question. The older man, approaching his sixtieth year with no sign of any urge to retire, took another long look at the line of ships advancing towards the walls of the outer port and then turned back to him with an expression that was as much of perplexity as recognition.


  ‘If I didn’t know better, I could swear that’s the old Victoria leading them in. I remember her from the time she escorted the imperial flagship into harbour back at the start of the last war with the Parthians. But what would the Praetorian fleet be doing this far east at this time of year?’


  His superior’s eyebrows arched in surprise.


  ‘The Praetorian fleet?’


  ‘I know, it’s not likely, is it? But I could swear that’s the old Victoria …’


  The procurator goggled at him for a moment before turning to his secretary.


  ‘Have a messenger ready to ride to the governor’s office in Antioch at my command!’


  The slave inclined his head respectfully.


  ‘As you order, sir. And the message?’


  ‘I’ll know that when I see who walks off that leading ship.’


  Ravilla’s navarchus had waved away the offer of a pilot with a grim shake of his head, leaving the cutter wallowing in the quadrireme’s wake.


  ‘No fucking easterner’s going to scrape my flagship down a harbour wall and then tell me he hadn’t realised she answered her rudder so slowly! Trierarchus, get the sail furled!’


  He took the warship out in a wide arc to the west of the port, then straightened her course and guided her towards the opening in the outer harbour’s walls where the two massive moles came within fifty paces of one another, a gap seemingly barely wide enough to admit the vessel. The deck crew had furled the massive sail with their usual practised speed, leaving the oarsmen as the Victoria’s only means of propulsion. Scaurus and his officers watched with interest as the walls of the outer harbour loomed on either side of the warship, while the navarchus called out small changes to the men controlling the steering oars and bellowed for the rowers to back water, reducing the big ship’s speed to walking pace. As the gap between the two walls that enfolded the outer harbour enveloped them, he barked out a terse order, his voice raised to carry along the ship’s entire length.


  ‘Raise oars!’


  As one man the rowers pushed the long shafts of their oars forward and downwards, elevating their blades like the furled wings of a swan, and the Victoria eased through the gap with no more than twenty paces to either side. The stub end of the wall to their left passed with a gurgle of water racing between stone and ship, while that to their right presented a smooth, unbroken surface that curled around to form the outer harbour’s southern mole.


  ‘Steering oars, hard left turn! Lower oars! Left-hand side – back water!’


  The rowers on the flagship’s left-hand side heaved at their shafts, pulling the Victoria round to her left in a graceful turn.


  ‘Both sides … back water!’


  The warship slowed to an imperceptible drift with three swift strokes from the oarsmen, while the navarchus stared about him at the berths available along the northern and southern moles, half of them empty, the others occupied by a variety of vessels. Making a swift decision, he pointed to a vacant section of the northern mole to their left, returning command of the ship to its captain.


  ‘There! Trierarchus, put us against the wall there!’


  The ship cruised slowly up to the mole, sailors on bow and stern throwing ropes to the waiting dock slaves while the rowers pulled their oars inboard to avoid them being trapped between ship and quayside. As the gangplank was dropped into place, Cassius Ravilla walked up its length and stepped onto the mole’s flat stone surface, looking about him with a calculating expression as a group of men hurried out along the wall from the lower city. A middle-aged official who appeared to be their leader bowed deeply, waving an arm at the Victoria with an ingratiating smile.


  ‘Greetings, and welcome to—’


  Ravilla raised a hand to silence him, pointing out to the north at the next ship in his squadron, which was bearing down on the harbour’s entrance.


  ‘My name is Praetorian Fleet Procurator Titus Cassius Ravilla. And do you see that ship? There are another twenty-three just the same in her wake, each one carrying a century of legion infantry. I need twenty-five unloading berths, and I need them now.’


  The port official bowed his head again, respectfully acknowledging Ravilla’s seniority as a member of the group of senior equestrians known as the ‘best of men’, those given the empire’s most prestigious commands.


  ‘You’re carrying soldiers?’


  A new voice interjected into their conversation.


  ‘The Praetorian fleet has been directed to deliver two cohorts of legionaries and myself to Antioch with all possible speed, Procurator. I’m taking command of the Third Gallic, and since I have urgent business with the governor I’ll need my horses unloaded as a matter of priority.’


  The official turned to look at Scaurus, who had strolled up the plank behind Ravilla unnoticed, bowing even deeper as the splendour of his uniform sank in.


  ‘My apologies, Legatus, I didn’t see you there.’ He turned to his assistant. ‘Have the warships berth on the mole, unload their cargo and then pass them on into the inner harbour. We’ve all the facilities you’ll need there, Cassius Ravilla, the port was built for a far larger fleet than we maintain these days. You’ll be able to run your ships ashore and perform any maintenance with the assistance of the port’s carpenters. You do intend docking for the rest of the closed season, I presume?’


  Ravilla shot Scaurus a resigned look.


  ‘It seems that we do.’


  Walking up the plank that connected the ship and the mole’s stone surface, laden down by the weight of his weapons, shield and equipment, Sanga spat into the water below, stepping out onto the quay’s flat surface with a smile of satisfaction. His comrade Saratos followed him down the quayside in the long procession of men making their way along the mole under the direction of their officers, looking curiously up at the mountains that loomed over the port.


  ‘So, is end of voyage.’


  Sanga grunted his appreciation of the sentiment.


  ‘Thank fuck for that.’


  The Dacian behind him shook his head.


  ‘I happy on ship. No war to fight on ship. Now we here, war come soon.’


  Sanga laughed tersely.


  ‘It’s what we do mate. All them ships did was get us to the scene of the next fight quicker. That and empty my guts out every now and then.’


  Their century’s line ran into the back of other men disembarking from ships further down the mole, and without need to be told both men grounded their shields and leaned on them, waiting for the route to clear.


  ‘Is true. You not make good sailor.’


  Sanga snorted derisively.


  ‘Is true alright. My guts wouldn’t stand for it, and nor would my arse. That lot have been too long away from women if you ask me. It ain’t healthy living like that.’


  ‘Not like you big tough men, eh?’


  A marine standing guard on the vessel alongside which they were halted shook his head at the two men in disgust, and Sanga shrugged back at him.


  ‘What do you want me to say? You’re at sea half the year, without even the sight of a woman, never mind the chance to get your leg over. It’s no wonder you’re all cuddling up to each other at night, is it?’


  The blue-tunicked soldier shook his head, adopting a sad expression.


  ‘Well now friend, that’s true enough. We do spend a lot of time at sea alright, and that’s lonely for a man that likes the company of women.’


  Sanga smirked at him and opened his mouth to push home the advantage, but closed it again as the other man raised a finger, his doleful face suddenly brightening.


  ‘On the other hand, look at our situations now, eh? Off you go to pick a fight with whoever feels like sticking it up the empire’s arse. The next few months are going to be all marching, getting shouted at and, if you’re really lucky, having some mob of dirty eastern bastards trying you on for size as their new bed warmers. But me …’


  He paused, smiling brightly.


  ‘We’re going to be stuck here for the rest of the winter, aren’t we? Stuck in a great big port full of taverns, with nothing better to do but drink and wait for the seas to open again. And let me tell you boys, if there’s one thing that a port like this has in large numbers, it’s whores. There’ll be whores everywhere, in the taverns, on the docks, even down by the ships once we’ve dragged them up onto the beach.’


  He winked at Sanga.


  ‘Spare me a thought lads, while you’re slogging your way through the wind and the rain, and when the arrows are flying past your ears like hail. I’ll most likely be knocking back a cup of wine and wondering which of the girls to favour next …’


  Sanga spat into the water again, lifting his shield as the line of soldiers ahead of them started moving again. Saratos followed suit, grinning at his comrade’s back.


  ‘He tell you, eh?’


  The veteran shook his head in disgust.


  ‘Fucking navy. Come on then you Dacian halfwit, let’s go and find out what it is we’re doing here in the arse end of nowhere.’


  An hour later, with the last of his men in the process of being chivvied ashore to form up beneath the towering walls of the upper city, and with all of the two cohorts’ centurions having made their reports, their first spear snapped a crisp salute at his legatus. Scaurus turned from his discussion with his companions, his German slave Arminius, and the Britons Martos and Lugos, originally captives of the war in Britannia but now free men who had chosen to accompany the Tungrians first to Rome and then onward to the east.


  ‘Yes, First Spear?’


  ‘First and second Tungrian cohorts ready for duty, Trib— Legatus. Fourteen hundred and thirty-seven men present and fit, seven recovering from injuries sustained at sea and two men missing. Presumed drowned.’


  Scaurus inclined his head in acknowledgement of the report.


  ‘Thank you, First Spear. It won’t be very long before you’ll have to stop calling them Tungrians, for a time at least. These men will shortly be legionaries in the Third Gallic legion.’


  His senior centurion’s face was impassive.


  ‘Those that survived the journey in one piece and didn’t go over the side, Legatus.’


  The senior officer raised an eyebrow.


  ‘You may not have enjoyed the journey, Julius, but consider the alternative - if we were marching from Rome to Antioch we’d still be sailing down the Danubius, with eight hundred miles of slogging it through Thrace and Asia Minor waiting for us at the end of the voyage. My distaste for our new sponsor notwithstanding, I can’t deny that he makes things happen. Who else could have ordered the entire Praetorian fleet on the west coast to concentrate at Misenum and sail for the east at ten days’ notice? Twenty-five ships sent two thousand miles at the click of one man’s fingers – now that’s power.’ He tapped the centurion’s scale-armour shirt with a knowing smile. ‘And who else could have ordered up fourteen hundred sets of legionary equipment with the stroke of a stylus?’


  The first spear, a heavily built man with a dark and brooding bearded face, smoothed back his grey-streaked hair and nodded reluctantly.


  ‘I won’t deny the man’s ability to make his subordinates jump. Not that I’m used to this stuff yet.’


  He tapped his own chest morosely, looking down at the scaled armour that had replaced his mail shirt, lifting one of the thumbnail-sized tinned iron plates that were fixed to the linen shirt in overlapping ranks with wire fasteners.


  ‘Why I couldn’t just have had a shirt of that segmented armour like the men all got is beyond me. This just doesn’t feel right …’


  He pulled a face, looking down at his booted feet.


  ‘I can’t get used to these boots that are more hole than leather either, or having my legs bare.’


  The tribune’s German servant smirked at him, tilting his head back to emphasise his height advantage over the senior centurion.


  ‘I think the problem is that you’ve had your delicate little cucumber hidden away in leggings for so long that when it’s exposed to cold air it shrivels up to the size of a mushroom.’


  Scaurus pursed his lips, darting a glance at the long-haired barbarian standing alongside him as he fought the desire to laugh at his subordinate’s gloomy disdain for his new equipment. Julius’s scowl set harder. The two Tungrian cohorts had been processed through the Misenum armoury with impressive speed, a succession of counter staff issuing each man with replacement armour, helmet, sword, dagger, tunics and boots to replace equipment long past its best days. Having already asked in an aggrieved tone why there were no leggings being provided, Julius had raised his hands in disbelief on seeing his replacement armour.


  ‘I’m not wearing that!’


  Scaurus, having expected the protest, had carefully positioned himself alongside his senior centurion, waiting for the moment when his new equipment hit the counter’s scarred wooden surface.


  ‘First Spear, whether we like it or not, we are, for the time being at least, a legion cohort. Two cohorts, if we include the Second Tungrians. And in the legions, let me assure you, centurions simply do not wear the same armour as their men unless in absolute extremis. You’re gaining membership of a proud elite, Julius, there are less than two thousand men like you in the whole army, and your new colleagues will be expecting you to look the part. Come on, let’s try it all on, shall we?’


  In truth, the big man still looked as ill at ease in his finery a month and a half later, as if he’d been dressed in equipment that, whilst it all fitted perfectly, still had the appearance of having been borrowed for the day.


  Ignoring the German’s witticism, Julius turned to look out over the docked ships again.


  ‘Forced to wear armour that makes me look like the emperor’s favourite bum boy, with my woman held as a hostage in Rome while I sail thousands of miles to a place I’ve never even heard of …’


  His look of disgust deepened, and Scaurus nodded his agreement.


  ‘And why us, eh Julius? After all, there are plenty of other troops who could have been sent to Syria? Dozens of eager men of the senatorial class who would have jumped at the chance of the legion command that I’ve been granted, all of whom would be spitting blood to know that an equestrian like me has been chosen over them. You know the answer as well as I do …’


  ‘Cleander.’


  Julius spat the name out, shaking his head in combined disgust and anger, and Scaurus nodded, his eyes fixed on the ship behind them.


  ‘Indeed. Marcus Aurelius Cleander, former slave, arch schemer and, in consequence, the current imperial chamberlain. The man who controls the empire on behalf of a man with much better things to be doing, and therefore the man with absolute power of life and death over me, you, my man Arminius here, your woman, and anyone else that either of us hold dear. When Cleander invites the most exalted men in the empire to jump, those of them with any sense, which is to say just about all of them, will only pause to enquire as to the height he expects them to achieve. And we’ve no one to blame but ourselves, Julius, you know that just as well as I do.’


  The first spear shrugged.


  ‘What were we to do, wrap the man in chains to stop him going after the bastards who killed his father, slaughtered his family and forced him to abandon the name he was born with?’


  Scaurus looked across the parade ground’s wide open space, to where the man in question was making his rounds of the troops waiting to march, in the company of Cotta and a hulking centurion carrying a pioneer’s axe over his shoulder.


  ‘I doubt that would have worked too well. Tribune Corvus isn’t the type to take no for an answer, is he?’


  All three men contemplated their comrade for a moment, Scaurus’s lips creasing in a quiet smile.


  ‘And unfortunately for us, he was rather too effective in his quest for justice. The chamberlain now sees us as a means to an end, dangerous men whose obedience must be guaranteed by a simple and direct threat to those we love.’


  His eyes hardened with the words, the line of his jaw tautening with anger.


  ‘And he’s right.’


  Legatus and first spear fell silent, both reflecting on the overt threats Cleander had made to the former on the day that their transports had sailed from the Praetorian fleet’s base at Misenum. Staring out over the huge harbour’s glittering waters at the assembled Praetorian fleet, waiting to carry the two cohorts away to the east in defiance of the lateness of the season and the imminence of the seas’ closure for the winter, he had spoken with his usual amused candour.


  ‘You have your orders, Rutilius Scaurus, you simply have to carry them out to the letter. Succeed, and your status as a legion legatus may last longer than the time required for this simple task. Not to mention the equestrian status I’ve granted to your man Corvus, or rather Marcus Valerius Aquila, the son of a disgraced and executed traitor, as the events of the last few days have so conclusively proven to be his true identity. Fail, on the other hand, and you’ll find the welcome on your return more than a little chilly …’


  The object of their discussion of a moment before walked steadily back across the wide open square towards them, the centurions strolling half a pace behind their tribune. Scaurus looked at the three of them for a moment, resisting the temptation to smile at the fact that while his newly promoted tribune wore his usual thoughtful expression, and his friend Dubnus was pulling at the collar of his armour with the frown of a man unaccustomed to such warmth in the middle of winter, Centurion Cotta’s demeanour was more that of a man enjoying an extended and leisurely holiday.


  ‘Your men will be pleased to have their feet back on solid land for more than a night, I presume, gentlemen?’


  Cotta shook his head briskly.


  ‘On the contrary, Legatus, I think I’ve adapted to the ocean-going life, especially seeing as we had the biggest ship in the whole of the ocean for a private yacht. Now we’re ashore again it’ll be back to shouting at idiots and trying to get the sand out of my arse crack again.’


  Julius raised an eyebrow at Scaurus.


  ‘I’ve said it before—’


  The veteran centurion nodded with a soft snort of laughter, seemingly unconcerned by the big man’s superior rank.


  ‘And you’ll say it again, First Spear?’


  ‘And I’ll say it again. Bringing this insolent, worn out and retired officer along for the ride might have seemed like a bright idea back in Rome, when all he had to do was walk around behind the women and tell his men when to carry their shopping, but—’


  A rare smile creased Marcus’s face, and the first spear turned a hard stare on his former centurion.


  ‘Is there something amusing you, Tribune?’


  The younger man shook his head, bowing slightly in recognition of both Julius’s irritation and his own temporary status as superior officer to the man from whom he’d been taking orders only two months before.


  ‘Nothing, First Spear. Please do continue.’


  ‘Thank you, sir. Where was I …?’


  ‘Carrying the shopping.’


  ‘Thank you, Martos …’


  The first spear attempted to skewer the one-eyed barbarian warrior who had joined the discussion with the same glare he’d used on Marcus, but the Briton simply raised a knowing eyebrow until Julius turned back to the object of his ire.


  ‘Do you really think you’ll be able to keep up on the march? At your age?’


  Cotta shrugged.


  ‘We’ll know soon enough, won’t we First Spear? After all, given that I joined up at fourteen, I’m still younger than a good few of your old sweats.’


  Julius opened his mouth to retort, but Scaurus raised a hand, his face set in the expression that every man in the group had learned to recognise as meaning the discussion was over.


  ‘The main reason that Centurion Cotta has been recruited to our ranks is obvious enough. I have been directed to take control of the Third Gallic, and the centurion here ended his service as a centurion with the very same legion.’


  He opened his mouth to continue, only to close it again as Cotta beat him to it, his tone suddenly deadly earnest.


  ‘There are one or two other reasons, although the legatus here is trying to spare you your blushes, First Spear. Shall I name them?’


  Julius looked at the veteran centurion from beneath lowered brows, and Marcus wondered if he’d detected a hint of a twitch in his friend’s lips.


  ‘Go on then.’


  Cotta straightened his back.


  ‘Not that you’ll recognise any of them, given you’ve spent most of your life chasing blue-nosed tribesmen round some small wet island, but here they are. Zeugma, Edessa, Nisibis, Singara, Hatra, Ctesiphon …’


  He paused, looking at Julius with a questioning expression, but the first spear’s shrug was eloquent.


  ‘None of which means anything to me.’


  The veteran smiled grimly.


  ‘They all mean something to me. Garrison duty, skirmishes, pitched battles, even a burning city with the legion turned loose to do its worst, may the spirits of the dead forgive us. What it means, First Spear, is that I’ve been this way before, and with the very legion your legatus here has been sent to take a grip of. I fought all the way down the Euphrates to the Parthian capital twenty years ago under the emperor Verus, and then I watched the Third fall to pieces when the plague took hold, and we retreated back up the river with half of the lads either dead or on their last legs. I know that legion inside out, Julius, and all of the current crop of centurions were no better than chosen men when I left.’


  He gestured to Scaurus.


  ‘The legatus here needs an edge, a man who knows where the bodies are buried. And that means me.’


  ‘The centurion’s experience will be of enormous value, if we’re to take a grip of the legion and shake it into some sort of order. So, as long as Cotta here can do a meaningful imitation of a legion centurion, he will remain just that. This is unfamiliar territory for all of us, First Spear, and I have the suspicion that we’re going to need every little advantage we can get.’


  Julius fixed the veteran soldier with a dark gaze.


  ‘I’ll be watching you, Centurion. I suggest you work hard on not attracting my attention. Very hard.’


  Scaurus turned away with a beckoning nod to Marcus.


  ‘March the cohorts up the road to Antioch once they’re ready to move, will you First Spear? I think the port’s procurator has had long enough to get word up to the governor’s residence, so Tribune Corvus and I had better go and show our respects, and give him the bad news. I’ll take Silus and his horsemen with me as well; I’ve a small but rather important job in mind for them.’


  Cotta and Julius turned to look at him, and the veteran centurion raised a questioning eyebrow.


  ‘Bad news, Legatus?’


  Pursing his thin lips, Scaurus shrugged at them both, tapping the sealed leather document case that Arminius had guarded closely throughout the six weeks of their journey from Rome.


  ‘I might be wrong, of course, but the look on the Chamberlain’s face when the discussion turned to Governor Dexter wasn’t the happiest of expressions. And, I should point out, before his untimely demise with the blunt end of a guardsman’s spear thrust straight though him, Praetorian Prefect Perennis did oversee the appointment of several well-placed provincial governors, including one Gaius Domitius Dexter. All of them were given control of provinces whose opportunities for the generation of private wealth go hand in hand with significant military commands, two or three legions apiece. And all of them were, I gather, men likely to show their gratitude for being awarded such lucrative and influential positions by …’


  He paused, his lips twisting into another wry smile.


  ‘Let us simply say that their happiness at being granted opportunities to generate considerable personal wealth would probably have been expressed in the most practical of manners, involving the loyalty of their legions, in the event that Perennis had been forced to take the purple by some cruel circumstance such as the emperor’s assassination.’


  Cotta inclined his head with due respect to his legatus’s point.


  ‘So now that Perennis is dead, it’s probably not good news for the governors he appointed?’


  The legatus shook his head.


  ‘No, Centurion Cotta. Probably not good news at all.’


  ‘Leave? You want me to leave the city? Now?’


  Imperial Governor Gaius Domitius Dexter, sat forward in his chair, leaning his arms on the wide, polished wooden desk in front of him and stared at the suddenly discomfited legion commander who was sitting bolt upright on the other side with a face set in lines of shocked distress.


  ‘In point of fact, I want you to leave the province, Magius Lateranus. And most certainly now! You have been replaced, unscheduled, unannounced, and quite astonishingly, by a man who’s been delivered here by means of the Praetorian fleet, which sends us a message in itself. Your replacement disembarked from the flagship less than two hours ago, and will doubtless be up the road and knocking on your legion’s gates before sunset. And I have to say that a man who arrives courtesy of the emperor’s private navy is likely to be a man with a fairly well-defined agenda. Not to mention a man in something of a hurry. So I don’t think it would be good for either of us if you were on hand once he gets a good look at the Third Gallic, do you?’


  The legatus nodded slowly.


  ‘But to leave so suddenly?’


  Dexter waved a hand to dismiss his concerns.


  ‘A death in the family. Your father, perhaps? That would be more than sufficient reason for you to leave for Rome, would it not? And in the absence of any ship’s master being willing to risk such a voyage at this time of the year, you’ll have the perfect reason to travel overland, thereby avoiding the risk of meeting your replacement since you will leave the city to the north while he arrives from the south.’


  ‘But my personal belongings—’


  Another wave of the hand.


  ‘Can be sent after you. Whereas if this man Scaurus lays hands on you, given what we both know you’ve been doing over the last three years …’


  The words hung in the air while the officer’s face slowly drained of blood.


  ‘What I’ve been doing?’


  The governor leaned back in his chair.


  ‘Come now Legatus, it’s a well-known fact that what I know about the military could be captured in very large letters on a very small scroll. It’s a mystery to most of my peers how I was ever appointed to command a province with such a strong complement of legions, although I think we both know why Perennis favoured me over the better-qualified candidates. Whereas you have all the right experience, don’t you? After all, you were a tribune with one of the Rhine legions, were you not? You know how a legion works.’


  He leaned forward.


  ‘And so does this man Scaurus. Have you ever met him?’


  The soldier shook his head, sniffing in disdain.


  ‘He’s not one of us, I know that much.’


  Dexter nodded, steepling his fingers under his chin.


  ‘Indeed he isn’t! He’s an equestrian, which makes the whole thing that little bit more puzzling. His family used to be senatorial, but his ancestor managed to get on the wrong side of Vespasian, back in the Year of the Four Emperors, and was reduced to a thin stripe as his punishment. The family have scraped along ever since, but they’ve never lost their patrician sense of duty and honour. The man’s father fell on his own sword twenty years or so ago, accepting the blame for some disaster or other on the Rhenus it seems, whereas the legatus who was actually responsible walked out from under that particular falling tree without a blemish on his honour. The younger Scaurus was at an impressionable age, it seems, and he promptly swore to avenge his father.’


  He smiled up at the legatus.


  ‘And, in consequence, he’s something of an animal when matters of military propriety are under consideration. He shipped out here with the last governor as a tribune on the man’s staff. It seems that Helvius Pertinax has become something of a sponsor to him, and he certainly gave Scaurus free licence to go wherever and do whatever he liked while he was governor of the province. He made the man his inspector of troops, and woe betide any legatus or prefect whose manpower wasn’t what it ought to be, or whose soldiers weren’t properly trained. I met him just the once, during the official handover from Pertinax to myself, and he was never anything less than polite and respectful.’


  He shook his head at the memory.


  ‘And yet I had the impression that he could have bitten my throat out without a change of expression. How the young bastard’s ended up commanding a legion, I can only imagine. Anyway …’


  Standing, he reached into a desk drawer and pulled out a small but heavy bag.


  ‘Gold. Enough to get you back to Rome, if you spend it sensibly. Go now, unless you still want to be standing there with your mouth open when the man makes his appearance. I’ll have your affairs tidied up and send the rest of the money on after you.’


  Lateranus looked at him for a moment with a nonplussed expression, then nodded wearily.


  ‘I’ll go. But what about our co-conspirators?’


  Dexter shook his head dismissively.


  ‘They’ll keep their heads well down until I find a way to deal with Gaius Rutilius Scaurus. And having them close to him will be the best way to ensure that when that opportunity comes I’m ready to ram it home with both hands, so to speak.’


  ‘There it is. Antioch.’


  Scaurus reined his horse in and raised a hand to halt the men behind him. From their vantage point at the top of the mountain that towered over Seleucia, the city was spread out before them, still five miles away but with its magnificence undiluted by the distance.


  ‘Make the most of it, gentlemen. Up close it’s the usual mix of poor hygiene, inadequate sewerage and public indecency. Half a million people crammed into a city fit to house no more than half of them.’


  ‘Sounds good to me.’


  Tribune Corvus raised an eyebrow at the cavalry detachment’s decurion.


  ‘I presume that your enthusiasm is mainly in anticipation of the public indecency aspect of the legatus’s description.’


  Silus nodded happily, patting the purse hanging from his belt.


  ‘I’ve a mind to go riding, Tribune. And I may ride them two or three at a time.’


  ‘And you didn’t get enough riding practice, while you were sat around the transit barracks in Rome with nothing better to do?’


  The decurion grinned back at him.


  ‘I won’t deny it was good of you to spend as long as you did on that private business of yours in Rome, Tribune, and gave us all a nice rest from galloping round pulling your chestnuts out of the fire. But after all that time on a boat with nothing better to screw than Old Lady Palm and her five daughters, the prospect of a city that’s known for its professional women is enough to have me nudging my saddle horns.’


  Scaurus shook his head.


  There won’t be any professional women where we’re going, Decurion. Take a good look at the city, and tell me what you see.’


  Silus leaned over his horse’s neck, his eyes narrowing as he stared at the city nestled beneath the mountain that loomed over it.


  ‘A lot of buildings beneath a mountain, with a wall around the whole thing and a river running past it.’


  And further out?’


  ‘Fewer buildings … farms … ah.’


  ‘Yes. A fortress. And it’s a big one, big enough for a legion in fact. They’re usually based on the frontier, or in known centres of potential trouble, but the governors of Syria have always kept a base of operations ready here, in case of a defeat on the Parthian frontier and the need to pull back to defend the city. Although quite how one might go about defending a city with a damned great mountain towering over it always rather baffled me. The policy with regard to this province has been one of forward defence for as long as I can remember, but all that seems to have changed from what the harbour master told me.’


  He put his heels into the horse’s ribs, encouraging the animal to a swift trot, and the rest of the party followed suit.


  ‘Oh, and Decurion …’


  Silus trotted his beast up alongside the legatus’s animal.


  ‘Sir?’


  ‘I’ve a job for you, something perfectly suited to your diplomatic skills. Take Centurion Cotta along with you, I think you’ll find his prior experience with this legion both valuable in opening doors and entertaining, when the men behind them see who it was knocking.’


  Silus raised a jaundiced eyebrow at the veteran.


  ‘I was wondering why you’d brought him along. The horse’ll certainly be grateful to be out from under him, given he’s got all the riding ability of a sack of badly trained shit.’


  ‘Gentlemen, Governor Dexter.’


  The governor’s secretary withdrew, leaving Scaurus and Marcus standing in the middle of a wide expanse of spotlessly clean marble across which their dusty boots had left faint ochre tracks. The governor was sitting behind his desk when the two men entered the light, airy office, his face turned towards the window that looked out over the city that sprawled away to the east before washing up against Mount Silpius’s western flank. Standing a pace behind his legatus, Marcus studied the senator’s appearance with an eye long accustomed to picking out the subtleties of fashion among the empire’s ruling class. The man sitting opposite them, deliberately turning his profile to them in an arrogant display of his superiority, had evidently cultivated the bushy, combed-out beard that had become the norm as Rome’s elite carefully aped the emperor’s chosen look. The beard’s fluffy hair disguised a jowly chin, and the governor had the look of a man unaccustomed to physical exercise. Turning theatrically, he stood, smoothing out his toga before striding round the desk with an outstretched hand and a broad smile.


  ‘Legatus Scaurus, greetings. Welcome back to Antioch.’


  Scaurus stepped forward and took his hand, presenting a composed face to match the governor’s inscrutability.


  ‘Greetings, Governor Dexter! I have sailed from Rome to take command of the Third Gallic legion at the express command of the emperor, and to bring you this.’


  He held out the message scroll that the imperial chamberlain had given him on the day of the Tungrian cohorts’ sailing, his face fixed in neutral lines as he recalled Cleander’s wry advice: ‘I can assure you that Domitius Dexter isn’t going to be a happy man when he opens that scroll, so you’d probably be well advised to make sure you look appropriately innocent when he does so.’


  Dexter took the scroll, still staring fixedly at the man standing before him with a look that combined curiosity with something harder.


  ‘Thank you … Legatus.’


  In the governor’s mouth the last word was more question than title, and Marcus saw signs of a growing incredulity spreading across his face despite his obvious efforts to compose himself. Scaurus offered him a second scroll, already unsealed and with its edges foxed from repeated reading.


  ‘Just for the sake of formality, Governor, you might like to read my orders …’


  His tone was light, but the edge of steel in his voice caused Dexter’s eyes to narrow as he reached for the scroll. Reading swiftly, his head shook slightly from side to side with apparent amazement.


  ‘If I wasn’t reading it with my own eyes then I simply wouldn’t have believed it. You are appointed to command the Third Gallic, to gather whatever forces can be spared, and then to march to our outpost at Nisibis, defeating any enemy forces that may be threatening the integrity of Rome’s rightful frontiers.’ He looked up at Scaurus with a bemused expression. ‘You. An equestrian. In all my years I can honestly say I’ve never once been as genuinely amazed as I am now. An equestrian legatus? What next?’


  ‘A freedman as imperial chamberlain, perhaps, Governor?’


  Dexter’s head snapped up, his face suddenly dark with anger.


  ‘If you’re trying to make fun of me then I’ll warn you that I’m not a man who reacts well to humour at my expense.’


  Scaurus shook his head.


  ‘I’m deadly serious, Governor. There is a freedman currently occupying the role of imperial chamberlain, and running the empire in all but name.’


  Dexter leaned back in his seat with the look of a man who saw the walls around him starting to topple inward.


  ‘Cleander?’


  Scaurus nodded, and the governor ran a hand through his hair.


  ‘Gods below, the empire’s fate has slipped into the hands of the most venal individual in the palace. What happened to Perennis?’


  ‘The praetorian prefect managed to incur the displeasure of the emperor. I believe it had something to do with his putting his own image on a large number of coins, which then found their way into the emperor’s hands. As you might imagine, the matter didn’t end well for him.’


  Dexter leaned forward, his eyes suddenly hard.


  ‘And this happened when exactly?’


  Scaurus delivered his reply with a deadpan expression, although the words were subtly barbed.


  ‘Three months or so.’


  He paused for a moment, then twisted the knife.


  ‘Clearly I must apologise for being the bearer of bad news. I would have expected you to have heard of the change before this.’


  ‘Fetch the centurion of the guard would you lads?’


  The two soldiers guarding the legion barracks main gate dithered for a brief moment, each of them looking at the other in consternation, and Cotta shook his head in amusement.


  ‘I see the quality of the average recruit out here hasn’t got any better while I’ve been away.’


  ‘You! Stay here and make sure I don’t try anything underhand. And you!’


  The other man snapped to attention.


  ‘Very nicely done, soldier. You go and fetch the duty officer, right?’


  The soldier in question darted back in through the gate, leaving his mate to stare at the two officers before him in bemusement. Cotta grinned back at him, clearly enjoying the legionary’s discomfiture.


  ‘I know, it’s not every day that two strange officers turn up and tell you to go and find an adult for them to talk to, is it? And Silas here smells of horses, just to make it even stranger. Back in my day, you know, you wouldn’t have—’


  His monologue was interrupted by the curt interjection of a centurion who appeared behind the soldier with a glowering stare.


  ‘Yes?’


  Cotta smiled.


  ‘Good afternoon. We are officers of Legatus Scaurus’s personal staff, and we’re here to see the camp prefect.’


  The centurion shook his head in obvious incomprehension.


  ‘Who the fuck—’


  ‘Is Legatus Scaurus? He’s your new commanding officer, you dozy bastard.’


  The centurion bristled, but Cotta was faster to the punch, raising his vine stick to point at the clearly irritated officer.


  ‘And don’t go thinking you can just fuck me off and go back to your nap. I knew you when you were a snotty-nosed recruit, so all that chin jutting isn’t going to work with me!’


  The duty officer’s eyes narrowed, and his response was little more than a whisper.


  ‘Cotta?’


  ‘Yes. And yes, I am that evil-minded bastard you never thought you’d see again, you halfwit.’


  The veteran centurion stepped forward.


  ‘Your new legatus has sent me here on a mission of the highest importance. So point me at the camp prefect’s office and I’ll be on my way.’


  Coming out of his momentary shock, the duty officer shook his head.


  ‘I can’t.’


  Cotta grinned back at him.


  ‘You don’t have any choice, sonny. My legatus has given me this. And my legatus outranks your first spear quite nicely.’


  He unfurled the scroll that had been waiting in his right hand:


  ‘You will proceed to the headquarters of the Third Gallic Legion and take possession, on my behalf, of any and all legion records, in order to ensure an orderly handover from the previous legatus to myself. Any officer who obstructs this lawful order will answer directly to myself as legatus of the legion, as appointed by the emperor himself.’


  He grinned at the centurion.


  ‘You quite literally have no choice. Get in my way and my legatus will tear you a new arsehole, one so generously sized that you’ll fall into it and disappear.’


  The other man shook his head.


  ‘No, I mean you literally can’t see the camp prefect. There isn’t a camp prefect.’


  While Cotta frowned, the man beside him grinned happily.


  ‘I remember a joke someone told me …’ Silus pondered for a moment. ‘Oh yes. Why is a camp prefect like an arsehole?’


  Cotta turned to Silus with a raised eyebrow.


  ‘Go on then, it seems we have time for your joke.’


  The decurion shrugged.


  ‘Well, he does some really important shit, but nobody wants to spend any more time with him than they really have to.’


  Cotta nodded equably.


  ‘That’s actually not bad. Well done, Silus.’


  He turned back to the legion officer.


  ‘So, in the absence of a camp prefect …’ He shook his head in disbelief. ‘We’ll just have to go for the next best thing. Is your first spear in camp?’


  The centurion shook his head again.


  ‘He’s in the city. He went in last night and isn’t back yet.’


  The veteran pulled a face.


  ‘Well I’m not going anywhere near the tribunes. Where’s your legatus?’


  ‘He went into Antioch in a hurry this morning and hasn’t come back.’


  Cotta pointed at the man with a triumphant expression.


  ‘So as duty centurion you’re the most senior man left in the barracks! Come on then!’


  He brushed past the man with a gesture for Silus to follow him.


  ‘Here, you can’t—’


  Turning back to the centurion, Cotta tilted his head to one side.


  ‘Well in truth it does rather look as if I can, doesn’t it? I have orders from the legion’s new commander telling me to do so, the legion’s old legatus seems to have made himself scarce by the looks of things. Someone’s been careless enough not to bother replacing whoever the last camp prefect was, and your first spear seems to like it in the town a lot better than out here with the soldiers. So I’m just going to do what every good soldier should and follow my orders, which means going for a look at the legion records to see what’s what. You can either arrest me – which will be interesting given that Silus here has a pathological hatred of being confined and could punch the head off a statue – or you can come with me to make sure I don’t try to make off with the legion’s pay. Oh, and you might want to send a runner into the city, to tip the first spear off to the fact that he’s going to have a very bad-tempered legatus here within the hour. It seems only fair to give the poor man some warning, eh?’


  Governor Dexter looked down at the scroll on the desk before him with the expression of a man contemplating a live scorpion, and the two men waited in silence while he broke the parchment’s wax seal and unrolled the message.


  ‘Do you know the contents of this message, Legatus?’


  Dexter’s voice was suddenly quiet, his former bombast replaced with a softer, more menacing tone, and Scaurus simply shook his head.


  ‘Then for your information I am hereby relieved of my duties as governor of the province of Syria, and instructed only to conduct essential duties of state while I await my successor.’


  He shook his head bitterly.


  ‘A successor who will doubtless have been hand-picked from among the emperor’s extensive collection of arse-lickers and catamites!’


  He sat back in the chair and looked up at Scaurus through narrowed eyes.


  ‘Essential duties of state. The term covers a multitude of potential activities, does it not?’


  Leaning forward, his voice took on a conspiratorial tone.


  ‘I’ll tell you what it does include, Legatus. Matters of the empire’s defence against its foreign enemies. After all, the province of Syria Palestina can hardly be left rudderless, drifting aimlessly at the mercy of the whim of our enemies, can it?’


  Scaurus nodded briskly.


  ‘I understand, Governor, and I laud your commitment to your province’s security. You wish to march on Nisibis at the head of the Third Legion.’


  His answer was a spluttering laugh.


  ‘At the head of the legion? Of course not! My place is here, ensuring that the entirety of my province is protected from the rapacity of those who would seek to exploit any weakness. You only have Nisibis to consider, Legatus, but my responsibilities are far more broad than one scruffy little desert town that isn’t even part of my province. No, I shall stay here in Antioch, and ensure that the potential disaster of Rome losing this pearl of a city does not come to pass. You may march on Nisibis, Legatus, but you may take no more than half of the legion’s strength with you. The remainder will stay here, under my command.’


  Scaurus raised an eyebrow.


  ‘Stay here, Governor? Surely the Third Gallic should be based at Raphanaea, or up at Zeugma, strengthening the watch on the border with Osrhoene?’


  Dexter waved a dismissive hand.


  ‘Osrhoene, Legatus, is a client of Rome. The risk that King Abgar might invade the province is only slightly greater than that of a revival of the Republic, which is to say none at all! I decided at the start of my tenure that Antioch would be best protected by the presence of its own legion, permanently available to safeguard the city. A detachment from the Third Parthian more than suffices to keep watch on the Euphrates at Zeugma, and in time of need my Gauls could be marched to reinforce them quickly enough. After all, we’ll have plenty of warning from Abgar’s scouts, should the King of Kings make the unlikely decision to move against us.’


  ‘But the city can only be attacked if an enemy manages to cross the Euphrates, which is why the fortress at Zeugma—’


  Dexter shook his head briskly.


  ‘Your predecessor Legatus Lateranus and I decided that the position at Zeugma is far too easily bypassed by an enemy as cunning as the Parthians, so we centred our defence of the province’s north on Antioch instead.’


  Dexter turned away to look out over the city again.


  ‘You can discuss the military ins and outs of the matter with Lateranus when he returns from leave, if you’re still here, of course.’


  Scaurus stared back at him for a moment before answering.


  ‘Leave? When do you expect his return?’


  Dexter shrugged, his face professionally expressionless.


  ‘I have no idea. We received word of his father’s death only yesterday, and so of course I sent him back to Rome immediately. He’ll be gone for months, I’d imagine.’


  The legatus stared levelly at his superior for a moment.


  ‘I see.’


  ‘I’m sure you do. After all, you’re no less a gentleman for only being an equestrian. So serious a family matter must take precedence.’


  Scaurus nodded.


  ‘I think I understand the urgency of my predecessor’s departure only too well, Governor. With your permission I’ll go and take command of my legion, since it’s here?’


  Dexter nodded, turning back to his view across the city.


  ‘By all means, Legatus. I’m sure you’ll find your deputy Gabinus Umbrius has a firm grip of matters. I’ll have your orders written up and sent over to you this afternoon.’


  The two men bowed and left him staring over the rooftops, making their way out of the palace in silence. Scaurus stopped at the top of the steps and looked out at the city with a small shake of his head.


  ‘Half the legion. Five cohorts against a Parthian army. We’ll all be dead before we get within sight of Nisibis if that order stands. Let’s go and break the good news to Julius.’


  2


  Legatus and tribune found Cotta standing outside the Third Gallic’s fortress, alongside a tall, thin man who was equipped in an almost identical version of his centurion’s uniform. His long face was heavily lined, and his hair completely grey, but his demeanour seemed steady enough at first glance. The legion officer seemed to be remonstrating with their colleague in a lively manner, but both men snapped to attention on noticing the approach of senior officers.


  Cotta strode forward, speaking quickly to Scaurus in low tones calculated not to carry to the legion officer.


  ‘The legion’s records are as they should be, Legatus, properly maintained and fully detailed. Apart from the fact that there’s a lot of men away on leave, it looks clean enough.’


  He extended a hand to introduce his colleague.


  ‘Legatus, this is First Spear Quintinus. We served together in the last war with Parthia.’


  The legion man snapped to attention and saluted.


  ‘Legatus! First Spear Gaius Quintinus at your disposal! We will do what is ordered and at every command we will be ready!’


  Scaurus and Marcus returned the salute, the legatus choosing to acknowledge the first spear’s obvious look of disgruntlement when it was suggested that Cotta might be best employed finding barracks to accommodate the Tungrian cohorts, waiting until the veteran officer was out of earshot before turning to his new senior centurion.


  ‘Is there a problem, First Spear Quintinus?’


  Quintinus shook his head.


  ‘It’s not right, Legatus, not when we didn’t even know that Legatus Lateranus was being replaced. Cotta and your Decurion simply barged into the camp and made their way to the headquarters building, and when they were challenged by the duty centurion they simply handed him your written orders and refused to take any more notice of him. You’re lucky that none of my officers decided to push the issue.’


  Scaurus considered him levelly for a moment before replying.


  ‘But they didn’t, did they? Which speaks volumes for both my men and your officers. But it’s just as well.’


  He lowered his voice, forcing the first spear to lean closer to hear his words.


  ‘Any man who chooses to disregard my orders can expect to find himself roped to a post with his back hanging off. Any man. It would have made for an interesting fight though. I believe Centurion Cotta’s famously short temper would have gone up like a signal fire doused with naphtha if he’d felt that his long service with this very legion wasn’t being accorded the right degree of respect.’


  The first spear nodded angrily, clearly holding onto his own temper by a narrow margin.


  ‘And that’s another thing, sir. In this legion appointments to the rank of centurion are approved by a committee of centurions. Cotta may well have done his time wielding a vine stick, but he left the Gauls ten years ago, and under a cloud of suspicion to do with the death of an emperor. An emperor, Legatus. Under the circumstances I don’t think that the centurions will—’


  Scaurus shook his head, his eyes narrowing with anger, raising a finger to forestall any further complaint.
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