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Prologue



Aegyptus, February AD 187



‘Isn’t that just typical of the blasted cavalry. Give them one simple job to do and you can be sure that they’ll find a way to gallop off into the landscape and not be seen all day. Although what they could have found to chase around this barren landscape, I can only imagine. What do you think, First Spear? Is it the usual wild goose chase, or might they have found something to drink all the way out here?’


The senior centurion marching beside Prefect Servius’s horse barked a terse laugh. Ten years older than his commander, and close to the end of an illustrious career, his curly black hair was greying above a nut-brown face, his skin lined and seamed by both age and the elements. He reflexively turned to look back down his cohort’s line of march before answering, nodding to himself in satisfaction that his centuries were still in a tight formation, despite the arid, stony terrain across which they were advancing. The soldiers were silent, other than for the rattle and scrape of their equipment, and the occasional curse as a hobnailed boot slipped on a loose pebble, their eyes fixed alternately on the men in front of them and the stark, treeless line of the horizon. Their discipline on the march was something he had inculcated into them over several years of training across thousands of square miles of desert, land empty other than for the trading caravans working the road from their base at Koptos to Rome’s southernmost trading port, Berenike, hardening them for the desert’s harsh conditions. Toiling across a limestone plain, under a sun which, if not anywhere close to summer’s full heat, was still warm enough to make them grateful that they had not yet been ordered to don their helmets, they looked every bit as capable as he expected, trained and drilled to the height of efficiency and obedience.


‘Our mounted brethren, Prefect? I doubt that lot could find anything so useful if they were led to it by Mithras himself. But I don’t think we’ll miss their presence all that much. If their scouting report was accurate, then we should come within sight of the Blemmyes village when we cross that next rise. And we’ll hardly need a few dozen horse thieves to help us triumph against such a ragged opposition. We are going to attack?’


Servius nodded decisively, replying in the spoken Greek that was the army of Aegyptus’s main language, no longer requiring any conscious thought after two years of constant use.


‘Of course, I have to make an example of them, something I can point out to their king wouldn’t have been necessary if he’d kept a better grip on his subjects this side of the great river. So yes, once we’re within four hundred paces we deploy into line and then go through them without any pause, other than for the customary challenge and response to get our men’s blood up.’


His first spear nodded agreement.


‘The sooner we get this done, show these thieving bastards what happens when Rome gets tired of their constant robbery, and then make our way back to civilisation, the happier I’ll be.’


The prefect grinned at him.


‘Thinking about your daughter, are you, Khaba?’


The older man grimaced.


‘Thinking about her mother, more like, and the amount of money she seems determined to spend celebrating the girl’s betrothal. It’s not like I haven’t already provided a decent dowry, but all I hear is silk dresses and spiced cakes whenever I see them.’


Servius laughed.


‘At least there’s no shortage of either, or of merchants willing to give a man of your standing a healthy discount. And if you couldn’t take a joke, perhaps you shouldn’t have had the child?’


His subordinate nodded, his face creasing in an apparently mournful look of ruefulness.


‘Something I am reminded of by her mother every time I question each new expense. Never before have I agreed quite so strongly with the rules against marrying before retirement from the service.’


‘Quite so, Centurion! The wisdom of our elders and betters, eh?’ The two men shared a smile, the easy familiarity between them the result of the two years of hardships involved in drilling the cohort as close to perfection as could be achieved with native auxiliaries. The senior officer had initially faced a bigger challenge than his men, daunted by the loneliness of command in a distant outpost, and that he had adapted to become an efficient and respected commander was due in no small part to his subordinate’s patient and tactful guidance. ‘If there’s one thing that my own domestic life has shown me, it’s that being a married man and being a soldier are somewhat incompatible. All I hear whenever I reach for my helmet is “how long will you be away this time?”’


The centurion nodded knowingly, warming to a familiar theme.


‘That, or “when will you be back this time?”, as if I had the choice. She seems determined to assume that I prefer the company of five hundred unwashed men, and the joys of eating cold food and shitting behind rocks to the comforts of my home. And of course she’s convinced that I have a woman out here somewhere, when the most attractive creatures I ever see on patrol are the donkeys carrying the water. With no disrespect to your horse, Prefect.’


They shared a moment of amusement before Servius spoke again.


‘At least this ought to be simple enough. We flatten the Blemmyes village, kill anyone that stands against us, enslave the rest, burn whatever can’t be carried and head for home. Leaving a clear and unmistakable message for every member of their tribe.’


‘Steal from Rome, and Rome will make you pay the price of admission to the game?’


‘Exactly, First Spear. Ah, there they are.’


Cresting the shallow ridge in the desert’s seemingly unending, gently undulating terrain, they had come into sight of a small desert settlement. Not the sprawl of buildings that surrounded the wells further to the south and east where most of the Blemmyes people lived, but a mean cluster of huts and tents that would provide shelter for no more than a hundred people at the most.


‘I’ll deploy the cohort into line, if I may, Prefect?’


Leaving his subordinate to what he did best, the swift and efficient transmission and enforcement of orders, Servius dismounted and hammered a notched iron stake into a crack in the rock, tethering his horse to it before pulling on his crested helmet over a clean, and momentarily sweat free, linen arming cap. Taking a swift drink of tepid water from his bottle, he turned to find the cohort completing its deployment from column to line, and walked across to join his subordinate in front of the soldiers, calling out an order that was more for show than any need to tell such an experienced centurion what to do.


‘Get that line dressed, First Spear! Let’s not show these animals any sign that they might have the faintest chance of beating a cohort of Roman troops in a straight fight!’


The prefect watched with satisfaction as the older man saluted crisply and stalked away down the cohort’s line, bellowing orders and striking out with his vine stick at those of his soldiers who were slow to respond. His auxiliaries were arrayed in an extended battle line, two men deep and two hundred long, waiting with the patience of men habituated to standing in formation, seemingly untroubled by the ragged band of desert warriors who had emerged from their dwellings to face them. His task completed, the first spear strode back down the line to rejoin his prefect, his dark, sun-blasted skin beaded with sweat from his exertions.


‘The cohort is ready for battle, Prefect!’


Servius nodded gravely.


‘Very well, First Spear. Since the enemy haven’t just fled at the sight of so many soldiers, I suggest we get this unpleasantness over and done with. The sooner we have the cohort back in Koptos doing what they’re paid for, rather than chasing around the desert after this bandit scum, the better!’


He walked forward to stand before his men, turning his back on the desert tribesmen waiting for them two hundred paces away, up a slight slope that led to the settlement his cavalry scouts had discovered the previous day.


‘Men of the First Macedonica Equitata!’


The soldiers tensed, knowing that his address was the final preparation for battle, and Servius looked across their line, seeing fear, eagerness, bloodlust and even boredom on their faces, as his men readied themselves to fight.


‘These desert dwellers before you have pushed their luck with Rome one time too many!’


Word had reached the fortress at Koptos two days before, borne by a merchant who had been by turns irate and disconsolate at the size of his loss. His caravan, over one hundred beasts laden with an entire ship’s cargo of valuable trade goods, had been stripped clean at sword point only two days into its journey up the long road north from the port town of Berenike. Trade goods that had been shipped a thousand miles across the Erythraean Sea, carried by captains willing to brave the treacherous tides, turbulent waves and rock-studded waters that made any voyage to the kingdoms of the distant east an act of faith, had been stolen with what Servius considered breathtaking daring, given how far the Blemmyes had penetrated into imperial territory to carry out their raid. Not only that, but the threat of violence used to cow the caravan’s guards had been shockingly credible, scores of armed bandits springing a well-planned ambush that had totally overwhelmed the twenty hired swordsmen who had been employed to fend off any attempt at robbery. Faced with such a change in the desert-dwellers’ customary opportunistic banditry, the prefect had known that he had no option but to make an example of the band in question, and had marched at dawn the next day in cohort strength, using his cavalrymen to scout ahead and follow the robbers’ tracks to their village.


‘These criminals before us have stripped an entire shipment clean at the point of their spears, hoping to sell their gains to the highest bidder! They have stolen those goods, not just from their rightful owner, but from Rome too!’


He paused for a moment to allow time for his men to think on that. A crime against trade was a crime against the empire, denying the imperial treasury the taxes that would result both from their import and re-export across the sea to Rome itself. And there was one last reason for them to want these desert bandits dealt with just as much as he did, a sentiment he weighed carefully before putting it before them.


‘And consider this, men of the First Macedonica! As praefectus praesidiorum et montis berenicidis, my responsibility is to safeguard both the port, and the quarries to our east, and the roads that lead north from them across this desert! I can assure you that if you and I fail to provide these vital imperial assets with the protection we are paid for, our place here will be re-garrisoned with legion troops, and we will be marched away to guard dusty road forts in the middle of Aegyptus. We will be stationed so far from civilisation that we will never again see those who have come to depend on us, not unless they choose to accompany us to whichever desolate outpost we are sent to!’


And that, he knew, would be the most convincing reason for them to show the bandits no mercy. The prospect of losing the familiarity and comfort of their fort, in a town filled with the entertainments and diversions traditionally enjoyed both by the men of the caravans on their way north and back again and, in their absence, his own men, would horrify them.


‘But that will never happen, men of the First! We are going to rip through these poor, deluded fools, who believe that they can defy the might of Rome and make them rue the day they decided to try! Those that we kill will be left here as a feast for the vultures! Those we capture will be sold into slavery, to work as labour in the quarries! And the profits from their sale will be divided up between those of us that survive this battle!’


His men cheered their approval of that last roared promise, and his first spear bellowed the order for them to start making some noise, a rhythmic rapping of their spear shafts against the wooden boards of their shields. The sound would, so the military manuals said, calm the nervous, and give strength to men whose legs were trembling, but Servius had long since decided that the intention was mainly to give them something to do, to distract them from contemplating the horror that awaited the first battle any of them would ever have fought in. He drew breath, then shouted the challenge that was routinely practised on the parade ground prior to mock battles, so that every man present would know what was expected of him.


‘Are you ready for war?’


The reply was almost instant, his soldiers keen to get the ordeal over and done with, and see who would live and who, against the odds that were stacked in their favour, would die.


‘Ready!’


‘Are you ready for war?’


The second time, less of a question and more of an imperative.


‘Ready!’


‘ARE YOU READY FOR WAR?’


And one last time, a full-throated challenge to his soldiers’ manhood, their pride and their right to inhabit their privileged world – but as he shouted the words at them, he saw facial expressions in the cohort’s front rank change in the time it took him to roar out the words. Eyes which had been fixed on him, in accordance with orders drilled into them on hundreds of occasions, were suddenly looking past him, up the slope to the place where their enemy waited. As Servius turned to follow their shocked stares, a horn sounded from behind him, a long mournful note whose implications sent a shiver up his spine. On the ridge behind the waiting Blemmyes men were moving into position, hundreds strong, each of them holding a bow and a sheaf of arrows, while at either end of their formation horsemen were walking their mounts into position. Some among them were holding up objects on the points of their spears, and after a moment staring up at them in perplexity, Servius realised, with a sickening shock, that they were severed heads, more than one still carrying the gilded helmet of a Roman cavalryman. Shaking off the momentary paralysis that had gripped him, shock at the speed with which the situation had catastrophically changed for the worse, and realising his own personal danger, he turned back to his men and started walking briskly across the twenty-pace gap to the line, fighting his instinct to run for the illusory safety of their ranks and in doing so start a panic that would see them all dead. The first spear pulled a soldier aside to make a gap for him to slip through, then pushed the man back into place, stepping back alongside his superior and shouting loudly enough to be heard along the entire length of the cohort’s formation.


‘Get your bloody shields up! Shields!’


The first spear’s bellowed order broke the spell that seemed to have gripped the auxiliaries with the appearance of the new threat, his men raising their shields as ordered.


‘This is a death trap, Prefect! We need to back away, if they’ll let us, and then speed march for the nearest water fort as fast as we can!’


‘But this is our ground …’


Knowing even as he said it, and without needing the negation in the other man’s eyes, that he was, at least temporarily, utterly wrong. The first spear pointed at the forces mustering on the slope above them, the dull weight of certainty in his voice.


‘No, Prefect, this is their ground now. That many archers, and cavalry, the only way we get out of this trap is if they let us re—’


The horn’s mournful note sounded again, and, with a hiss of arrow fletching carving the air, the archers loosed their arrows. The centurion dragged Servius into the cover of the rear rank’s shields, shouting at his men to take cover as the deadly iron sleet plunged down onto the Roman line. Curses, imprecations, exhortations to stand fast and shouts of agony and terror erupted along the quailing cohort’s length, arrows punching into shields and flitting through the gaps between them to deal indiscriminate death among the auxiliaries. A soldier reeled from his place in the rear rank with an arrow’s shaft protruding from his neck, managing half a dozen disjointed steps before collapsing lifelessly at Servius’s feet, while all along the line his men were falling, mostly writhing in pain at the shock of their wounds as another volley hissed down to repeat the carnage inflicted by the first. The first spear pushed the dead man’s shield at his superior, flinching as a pair of arrows hammered into the board that he had raised over his own head, lethally pointed iron heads protruding a clear six inches through the layered wooden boards.


‘You have to get away, Prefect!’


Servius shook his head in prompt negation of any such idea.


‘I won’t run!’


‘They’re five times our number and more! The only choice we have is being slaughtered by the archers if we stand or ridden down by the cavalry if we run! But one man can still escape!’ He pointed to the prefect’s horse, tethered fifty paces back from the embattled Romans, the beast shying at the battle’s sudden cacophony but held in place by the iron stake Servius had hammered into the rock only moments before. ‘Go! Take the only chance we’ve got and get word out as to what happened here! You of all people know what all this must mean!’


The prefect nodded reluctantly, knowing that once on the horse he would be uncatchable by the enemy cavalry, almost certainly already part-blown by their exertions in the desert’s harsh environment.


‘Surely the cohort will break, if they see me run for it?’


Khaba shook his head grimly.


‘Not if I lead them forward at the same time.’ He shook his head tiredly. ‘This is a knife in Rome’s back. You have to get word of this treachery out to Alexandria.’


The prefect nodded, his mouth a tight slash in his pale face.


‘Very well.’


‘And if you make it, see that my woman and the child are looked after?’


‘I will. And I’ll dedicate an altar to you.’


The first spear smiled weakly, flinching as another volley hammered at the cohort’s shields, and yet more of their soldiers fell under the deadly hail. The volume of shouts and screams was already reduced, most of the soldiers focused simply on staying in the cover of their shields, while those who had failed to do so, and paid the price, were for the most part dead, each successive volley reaping more of the men whose wounds had left them helpless on the bare ground. He pointed at the horse.


‘I always wondered what a man had to do to get himself immortalised in stone! I’d have been happy never to have found out though. Now go!’


He turned to face the enemy, roaring a command over the confusion and terror.


‘With me, First Cohort! Advance!’


Along the line the remaining centurions and watch officers began echoing his orders, pushing their men forward in what Servius guessed they would instinctively know was a doomed attempt to counter-attack. He watched for a moment as the men of his command followed their example, shaking his head as several wounded soldiers somehow managed to follow their comrades forward up the slope, limping, staggering and in one case literally crawling in their wake. Turning away with a prayer to Mercury for divine speed, he sprinted for the horse, straining every sinew against the weight of his armour and weapons, mentally rehearsing the three swift actions that would see him escape: unhook its reins from the iron tether, leap astride the beast, and put his boots into its flanks once he had it facing away from the battle. Halfway across the gap between his doomed cohort and the animal, running so fast that he felt as if he were floating over the limestone’s hard surface, perpetually on the edge of falling, such was his breakneck pace, and at the very instant he began to believe that he would make it to the animal unnoticed in the battle’s chaos, an arrow flicked past him a pace to his right. The second, loosed after him an instant later, did not miss. The shaft pierced his thigh with such force that the iron head protruded a hand span above the knee, sending him sprawling across the rock hard enough that he bit through his lip with the impact. Rolling onto his back, the instinct to survive still strong, despite the shocking pain making the wounded leg all but useless, he stared for a moment at what was happening on the slope beneath the village. From the ridge’s vantage point, the enemy archers were pouring their arrows into the advancing auxiliaries with sufficient venom to put their shafts straight through the thin wooden layers of their shields at such close range, aiming high to put their spiked arrowheads into the faces of the men behind such flimsy protection.


Rolling onto his knees, gasping as the arrow’s shaft scraped across the rock, Servius managed to get to his knees and drew his sword, putting one hand on his unwounded thigh and the weapon’s point against the rock, pushing himself upright. Tottering on the spatha’s wobbling support, he snarled at the pain before starting a slow, painful limp towards the waiting horse, dragging the useless limb behind him as he lurched, one slow pace at a time across the sandy ground. Without any apparent transition other than a brief sensation of being struck hard in the back, he found himself struggling to work out why the world was suddenly at right angles, sky to the left, ground to the right. An overwhelming sense that none of it really mattered had settled on him, the sensation’s crushing weight like the reassurance he had enjoyed from being placed under heavy blankets as a small child, seeming to pin him where he had apparently fallen. There was bare rock under his helmet, grating on the finely engraved metal, and he wondered briefly how he was going to get the scratches polished out before abandoning the thought as irrelevant, as he realised what had bludgeoned his body into immobility. Something was inside him, its intrusion beyond simple pain, and he put a hand to his chest to feel the first inch of an arrow point protruding through the armour, the hole slick with his blood.


‘I’m … dying.’


The realisation was comforting, in a way. The indignity and distress he was feeling, through the numbing, enervating shock of having an arrow pierce his body from back to front, would soon be over. The loss of his command, still visible on the village’s slope but now reduced to little more than a hundred embattled men, their drive up the slope halted as they clustered together in a doomed attempt to survive the continual barrage of arrows that was pecking steadily away at their numbers, was no longer a personal disaster, but simply something that happened when men went to war. Servius would be with his ancestors soon enough and, he realised, the only thing he had left to worry about was that his death wound was in his back. He watched, detached from the events by more than distance, as the remnant of his cohort gathered themselves for one last, magnificent, shambling attempt to attack, their pitiful advance failing in the space of a dozen paces as the archers reaped them without pity and felled every last one.


The Blemmyes came down the slope to start picking over the dead and wounded for the contents of their purses and the bounty of their equipment, a wealth of iron armour to men used to fighting without any such protection, prizes to be displayed, he mused, for centuries to come. Or perhaps to be discovered and punished with death, when the legions came to take Rome’s revenge for their theft. A pair of running men passed him, both seeking to take the magnificent prize waiting for them, the horse still tethered to the rock behind him. After what sounded like a brief scuffle, one of them came back to stand over him, muttering something vicious and pulling the dagger from his belt. He knelt on one knee, looking the dying Roman up and down for a moment and nodding, perhaps calculating that the wealth to be had from his gleaming bronze breastplate and heavily decorated equipment would, perhaps, compensate for the loss of the horse. He put the weapon’s point to the dying man’s throat, ready to deliver the mercy stroke that would finally end the prefect’s pain, and Servius smiled faintly, readying himself to die.


A fresh voice barked, an unmistakable command, harsh and pre-emptory, and the cold sensation of the knife blade against his skin withdrew, the Arab standing and looking with venom at several heavily armed men escorting someone towards him. Realising who it was he was about to defy, presumably at risk to his life, he fell to one knee, then withdrew hurriedly at the bark of another terse command. The bodyguards halted, their ranks opening to allow their charge to approach. Dressed in magnificently ornamented battle armour, intricately chased with silver and decorated with gems, the enemy leader knelt to look into his eyes.


‘You are dying, Roman.’ The words were Greek, heavily accented but recognisable, the voice soft and yet shot through with iron. ‘A wound such as that which my men have inflicted upon you is invariably fatal, although it might be hours before the shock and loss of blood take you to your ancestors. You will lose your ability to think soon enough, but you might hover here, caught between life and death, for as long as a day, as your life leaks away from the holes we have put in your body.’ The eyes seemed to bore into him, above the veil of chain mail that covered the speaker’s nose and mouth, covering skin so dark as to be almost black. ‘I can hasten your journey across the river to meet those that went before you, if you assist me with the answer to a simple question. Will you do that, Roman?’


‘What … question?’


The eyes narrowed in a smile that to Servius’s fading consciousness looked almost affectionate.


‘What more forces does Rome have in the field in the land of my allies, the Blemmyes? Just answer me that, and I will cut you free from this unhappy end myself. And I will put the blade in your throat, a death wound with honour. No man wishes to meet his grandfather bearing only the marks of having been shot in the back as he ran from battle, does he?’


The soft voice hardening, the eyes staring down at him without compassion, without any emotion other than the need to have the question answered.


‘You … swear … it?’


A nod.


‘I swear it on the life of my son. I swear it to Amun, the Lord of the Thrones, and to Nut, the sky goddess, mother of Osiris, Isis, Set, Nephthys and Horus, that I will give you the mercy stroke, here and now, if you answer this one simple question honestly. And this is not a vow any ruler would make without the most serious intent.’


‘You … are … a … king?’


The brown eyes stared down at him dispassionately, unblinking.


‘No questions. Only answers.’


Servius thought for a moment, weighing the twin evils of betraying his oath to serve the emperor, no matter how small the treachery, with the need for some vestige of honour in his death.


‘No … other … forces.’


‘Then the fortress at Koptos is empty, and the port of Berenike is undefended.’ The eyes stared down at him for a moment, assessing the truth in his eyes. ‘Your part in this is done. Go to your ancestors.’


The blade under his chin moved swiftly, tugging at his windpipe, and with a hot rush of blood onto the rock, Servius felt the last of his consciousness depart, his killer’s eyes the last thing he would ever see as life left his failing body. The armoured figure stood.


‘Prepare your men to march, General Tantamani. There is a rich prize to be taken, and I want our appearance at the gates of the port to be unheralded. Leave our enemies to pick these poor fools clean, they have served their purpose and can only delay us if we demand they join us in this conquest. Not to mention the evil that they would inflict on the innocent womanhood of the city, where I know I can trust our own soldiery to act with decency. Can I not?’


The man to whom the question was addressed nodded, meeting his leader’s eyes in the manner expected when questions of life and death were put.


‘Very well. As we planned it, take our cavalry to the east; there is water to be had on the main trade road. Allow your horses to drink, then turn them to the south and east, following the road until you have Berenike in sight, but remain out of view. Allow any passing caravan to go unmolested. The last thing we want is for an alarm to be raised before our arrival, and any ships in the harbour to escape. We will only declare our presence at the last possible moment, when it will be too late to retrieve their sailors and oarsmen from the taverns. I will follow with the infantry and archers at the best sustainable pace, and once we catch up with you, we will march into the port and explain the facts of conquest to our new subjects. Rome has held this ground since the days of my ancestor Amanirenas, two hundred years ago, and has on occasion even bound us to treaties signed at that time, that have required our horsemen and archers to fight alongside them. But now that is all just history.’ A hand swept through the air to dismiss such irrelevance. ‘The time has come for these invaders to discover that when the dwellers of the lands further down the great river named our kingdom Ta-Sety, “the Land of the Bow” in their ancient language, they did so not from a sense of respect, or kinship, but from fear!’


The same hand pointed to the northern horizon.


‘Rome’s rule here is ended, and I dream of a day when our dominion stretches from the pyramids of Meroë to those of distant Memphis. I will bequeath my son the great river’s entire length, and make him the ruler of a dominion that stretches as far north as under the rule of my ancestor Taharqa, to the distant sea itself. I will drive the Romans back into that sea and declare myself ruler of the Black Lands that are watered by the great river. Their rich, dark soil will no longer be Rome’s to pillage, to feed a city of idlers, but ours to cherish as our true homeland once again! Cavalry, ride!’
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Mediterranean Sea, March AD 187



‘The thing you must remember about my homeland, gentlemen – and this above all other facts – is this.’ The speaker paused portentously, looking around himself to be sure that all the men around him were listening. ‘Aegyptus is not like any other province in the empire.’


The imperial secretary had been marched aboard the praetorian flagship Victoria by a party of praetorians shortly before the tide had turned, with the sacrifices already made and declared favourable, and the crew in the final stages of casting off from her mooring. Olive-skinned and with the dark eyes common among his countrymen, finely boned and with a faintly avian cast of features, he nevertheless wore his status as an official in the imperial court with a somewhat bumptious confidence. Having swiftly introduced himself to the nonplussed members of the party which had preceded him aboard the warship some hours before, the secretary had set about their education with breezy gusto, evidently believing that he was both expected and entitled to do so whether his insights were desired or not. Now, with the praetorian fleet’s flagship an hour out from Ostia, making good speed to the south-east under sail with its tiered banks of oars inboard, and with its rowers relaxing on their benches in the morning sunlight, he had embarked upon an explanation of what it was that made the emperor’s own province, on the far side of the sea dominated by their navy, so unique. He looked around his small and somewhat bemused audience with the self-satisfied look of a learned man in the presence of the less educationally privileged.


‘Not for no reason was it that the first emperor, whose name was Augustus, declared the province to be his own. He decreed that it was to be ruled by a man of the equestrian class, and not by a senator, for it was too precious a territory to risk losing to the control of a potential usurper. It is the empire’s breadbasket, no less, and were it to be lost then—’


‘Rome would starve. We know.’


The imperial functionary looked at the party’s leader, a tall, thin man wearing a tunic edged with the thin purple stripe of the equestrian order. His grey eyes were locked on the secretary in a flat stare that might have been described as pitying, were his features not set rather more kindly.


‘These were only my opening remarks, Tribune Scaurus.’


‘You know my name, from which I am to presume that you have been briefed as to who we all are?’


The secretary nodded.


‘You are Gaius Rutilius Scaurus, a tribune of the equestrian class. You have an infamous reputation for having played no small part in the fall of the last praetorian prefect, and for having helped the current chamberlain to be promoted into his position.’


The tribune nodded his head in agreement.


‘That much is true, more or less. Not that your master recognises my part in his elevation to ultimate power with any fondness.’


‘Indeed not. It is the talk of the palace secretariat that our master Cleander is somewhat ambivalent with regard to your eventual fate. He places you into situations where your death seems inevitable, with the added benefit that your unlikely survival can only be achieved by the defeat of Rome’s adversaries. And yet, despite your having been commanded to challenge the odds on three occasions, here you are, sailing on another imperial mission from which there ought to be no return.’


Scaurus shrugged.


‘And perhaps this time your master will achieve the result he so clearly—’


He frowned as the official raised a hand in correction.


‘With all due respect, Tribune, I find it best to be clear about matters such as that you refer to. And so for clarity, I am forced to point out that Chamberlain Cleander is not my master. I have no master, as such. I am a man raised in the Greek tradition, in the great city of Alexandria which, as every man knows, is the world’s centre of learning. I am a philosoph, literally, a—’


‘Lover of wisdom. With Socrates, Aristotle and Plato as your guiding lights.’


The Aegyptian inclined his head in agreement, apparently failing to recognise Scaurus’s gently sarcastic tone.


‘Indeed. I am a man of the intellectual tradition, a citizen of the world of ideas and knowledge just as much as I am a man of Aegyptus. And I have no master.’


The tribune smiled tolerantly.


‘Your point is taken, although, were I in a disputative frame of mind, I might point out that Chamberlain Cleander is every man’s master with the exception of just one. Shall we compromise as to his part in your life, and refer to him as the man who orders your every waking moment with even his slightest whims?’


The secretary nodded slowly.


‘In that much I am forced to agree, Tribune Scaurus. In truth, the chamberlain might as well be my master, even if he lacks the formal title.’


‘And your name is?’


‘Ptolemy. My mother named me for the great man who rescued my country from the disaster of the wars that followed the death of his friend Alexander.’ He drew himself up to his full height, still half a head shorter than the shortest man in the party. ‘She told me that I have it in me to be every bit as great as the king himself.’


‘Every man does, if he knows how to access the best in himself.’ Scaurus smiled, ignoring the sounds of stifled mirth from behind him and putting out a hand. ‘Well met, Ptolemy of Alexandria. And now, if you have been briefed as to who we all are, perhaps you could share that briefing with us?’


Ptolemy nodded happily.


‘It would be my pleasure to share that knowledge.’ He studied the men standing behind the equestrian, pointing to a man in his mid-twenties wearing a tunic bearing the same thin purple stripe as Scaurus’s. ‘You, Centurion, are Marcus Valerius Aquila, adopted son of a murdered senator, and you go by the assumed name of Marcus Tribulus Corvus. I know this by the two swords you wear, one of them given to you after the death of your birth father, a legatus who died in Britannia. You are of special interest to the chamberlain.’


Marcus regarded him for a moment before replying. Lean and yet graced with a soldier’s muscle, his body hard and wiry, his hawk-like face was marked by scars on the bridge of his nose, and under his gaze the secretary visibly shrank slightly into himself.


‘Of special interest? Is that a way of saying that he has a special interest in my death?’


‘No, Centurion Aquila.’ The secretary stared back at him for a moment. ‘Forgive me, sir. Opportunities to converse with a living legend are not granted to a man many times in this life, so I may seem a little awed.’


‘A little awed?’ A man in full centurion’s equipment leaning on the ship’s rail spat over the side, taking a lungful of the salt-edged air before speaking again, with a hard smile that was as much menace as it was amusement. ‘What you seem, friend, is cock-struck.’ He switched to speaking Greek with the ease of a man long accustomed to the language, although his idiom was the clipped, hard tones of a soldier. ‘Since you say that you’re as much a Greek as Aegyptian, are you perhaps one of those Greeks we’ve all met? A man with a taste for men? Or do your tastes incline instead to young boys? Or ducks, perhaps?’


Ptolemy shook his head, clearly intent on not taking offence.


‘No, Centurion Cotta. And were it not for your friend, it would be you I would be regarding with a degree of reverence. Not many men, after all, have had both the nerve and the gods’ given blessing to kill an emperor.’


Cotta shook his head in disbelief.


‘That again? He wasn’t a fucking emperor, he was an idiot general who made the mistake of allowing his men to put a purple cloak around his shoulders and prance up and down shouting “rich soldier” at him, until he genuinely believed that he was the right person to replace his master. Who was, unfortunately for him at least, not actually dead. I was ordered to take Cassius’s head off his shoulders by my legatus, to spare him the indignity of the public punishment that would have preceded his death, had he caused the expense and loss of life of a civil war. All I did was what I was legally ordered to do, by a man invested with the authority to issue that order. You might as well blame the knife I used!’


Ptolemy smiled knowingly.


‘I read the official report from the imperial agent who gave you the order to deal with Legatus Augusti Cassius. You killed half a dozen men—’


‘Five men, and one would-be god.’


The secretary ignored Cotta’s interruption with the grace of a man well used to being verbally harassed by men less fortunate than himself.


‘After which you carried Legatus Augusti Cassius’s head back to your own legion’s lines in a bag, walking brazenly through his men’s guard posts without anyone realising what it was you had done. You are a fascinating man, Centurion.’


Cotta snorted, tipping his head at Marcus.


‘Go back to kissing that young idiot’s arse, before I tire of your attentions and put you over the side.’


The secretary bowed.


‘As you wish, Centurion. It is a long voyage, and given time, I have no doubt that you will soften sufficiently to tell me your story. And perhaps your friend’s taciturn companions will be more forthcoming in the meantime. The officer next to you, for example.’


The man leaning on the rail next to Cotta shot a sideways glance at Ptolemy before going back to contemplating the passing sea.


‘Avidus? I doubt it. He’s a man of few words, unless there’s a ditch to be dug or a siege engine needs building, and then you can’t shut the bastard up.’


‘Indeed, Centurion Avidus who, I believe, has what’s left of his century with him. A century which Tribune Scaurus “borrowed” from the Third Augustan Legion a few years ago and has apparently conveniently forgotten to return. The Third’s legatus has written in complaint to Rome more than once, but it seems that the chamberlain is reluctant to break up a winning team. It was also fortuitous that the centurion and his men were left behind in Rome when you marched to deal with the bandit Maternus, since it meant that they, unlike most of your command which is still on its way back from Gaul, were available to join you in your mission to Aegyptus.’


‘For all the good they’ll be. Unless we need a wall putting up, that is.’


Ptolemy turned to three other men in the group, singling out the man who had spoken, a tall, muscular figure clad in a white tunic with the silver studded leather belt of an officer, an intricately decorated dagger sitting on his right hip, and bowed unexpectedly.


‘Dubnus, prince of the Brigantes. My felicitations to you, Your Highness.’


Cotta barked out a laugh, genuinely amused.


‘If only Julius were here. He’d have stained his tunic with joy at that.’


Dubnus, a man in his mid-thirties with more of the warrior about him than any of the secretary’s implied regality, shook his head in flat rejection of his new supplicant’s sympathy.


‘That’s Centurion to you, Scribe. The days when I was usurped as successor to my former tribe’s throne are so distant as to be nothing better than uncertain memory. And long since avenged.’


Ptolemy bowed again, an obliging expression on his face.


‘Of course, Centurion. I completely understand your desire not to be reminded of the past.’


Cotta laughed cynically.


‘Which makes a man wonder why you would raise it? In a hurry to find out the colour of your own guts, are you? Or just eager to swim with the sharks, perhaps?’


The big Briton ignored the interjection.


‘I have no problem recalling it. No sense of pain or loss, not after this long. It’s simply that when I walked up to the gates of the Roman fort and gave my life to Rome, I was reborn. The days when I was Dubnus, son of Cynbel, rightful ruler of my tribe, are nothing more to me than a dream. The last time I went back to my tribe’s city it was as a Roman officer, to make my peace with the man who succeeded my father and have revenge on the men who killed him.’


Ptolemy leaned forward, his eyes narrowing with evident fascination.


‘And will you tell me more of this? It would be a valuable addition to our understanding of your people.’


Dubnus eyed him with evident amusement, reaching out and tapping the official’s tunicked chest with a thick forefinger.


‘I know what you are, Scribe. I’ve met men like you before, book learned and as bright as gold buttons. You think you know all there is to know, and that everything that matters can be hidden in the scrolls you write, like a code for men like you who can decipher it. You observe, you note the details and you scribble them down for others to read. But most of all, you like to watch.’


The secretary nodded agreement, pursing his lips in apparent ambivalence.


‘What you say is true, more or less. I … we … do believe in the importance of the written word, to pass the lessons of the past down through generations, information that might otherwise be lost to the grandsons of the men who discovered what makes the world the way it is.’


The Briton leaned back, looking down his nose at the smaller man in a way that his comrades immediately recognised.


‘Oh, dear gods below, can you not resist the temptation to do your warrior king impersonation just this once?’


Dubnus waved Cotta’s complaint away.


‘I understand the power of words, freedman. They are part of the secret to Rome’s empire, words, and roads, and legions, but I believe that in putting your nose to a scroll for all your waking hours you miss the essential truth of this life.’ He patted the shaft of the axe whose heavy iron head rested on the ship’s planking, and which he had politely but firmly declined to store in the vessel’s hold. ‘This is the instrument with which I write my destiny. And my stories are written in the blood of my enemies, and that of the men who stand alongside me. You should exchange the stylus for a sword and see whether you too might find a purer calling.’


He grinned down at the scribe, evidently seeking to intimidate the man, but Marcus was intrigued to see that Ptolemy’s answer was a simple birdlike nod of his head.


‘I will take you up on that kind offer, Centurion. It would be a matter of the greatest honour to learn the secrets of the sword from you.’


Dubnus shook his head, drawing breath for some retort, but the man behind him, fully a head taller even than the massively built centurion, was faster to react. His barked laugh made the secretary jump, loud enough to narrow the Briton’s eyes in momentary discomfort.


‘By the gods, Lugos, if you’re going to bellow in my ear at least do me the favour—’


‘He have you, Dubnus!’ The long-haired tribesman simply ignored his complaint, his booming voice effortlessly overriding the Briton’s. ‘You make like big man, he find your heel of …’ He turned to Scaurus in question. ‘Who is man you tell me of, immortal except for his heel?’


The tribune smiled up at him with an affection born of years of shared hardship.


‘Achilles, Lugos. Half-man, half-god.’


‘Hah!’ The giant clapped a hand on Dubnus’s shoulder, the comradely gesture tipping the Briton’s body to one side momentarily. ‘He find your heel of Achilles. Your pride make you his prisoner. Now you must teach him sword!’


Dubnus turned his irritation on the scribe.


‘Were you trying to catch me out, you devious little sh—’


‘Not at all, Warrior Prince!’ Ptolemy raised his hands in protest, eyes wide with conviction. ‘But tell me this, I implore you! Who, if offered the opportunity to learn from a master of their art, would do anything other than accept the kind gesture with the utmost alacrity?’


‘I think he means that given you were stupid enough to make the offer, you—’


‘I know what he means, Cotta!’ Caught between his own frustration and the danger of appearing churlish under the secretary’s deluge of praise, Dubnus capitulated, albeit with an obvious reluctance. ‘Very well, Scribe, tomorrow morning, and every morning, we will practise with the sword. Let’s see what can be made of you.’


He turned away, then, caught by a sudden inspiration, returned his gaze to the freedman.


‘One more thing.’


‘Anything!’


‘My comrades here.’ Dubnus hooked a thumb over his shoulder at the massive bulk of Lugos looming behind him, and the watchful figure of the tribune’s servant Arminius at his side. ‘What did your briefing tell you about them?’


Ptolemy bowed to Lugos, who stiffly returned the gesture with an expression of genuine interest in whatever the imperial functionary was about to say.


‘With regard to this man, my briefing was simply this: a barbarian giant, extremely dangerous. Not to be provoked or trifled with.’


Dubnus shook his head in disbelief.


‘So I can be provoked, but not this monster?’


The subject of his ire shook his head briskly.


‘Far from it, noble Centurion. I was instructed to treat you with the utmost of respect, but to engage you in discussion at any opportunity. You are one of us, and therefore open to rational discussion. The barbarian Lugos, however, I was told to avoid any discourse with at all costs. Apparently his sort are prone to fits of rage, presumably as the result of their realisation that they can never match the grandeur of Rome.’


Lugos looked down at him in silence for a moment, ignoring Cotta’s attempts to muffle his laughter with the scarf that protected his neck from the edging of his armour. When he spoke, his voice was curiously muted, the point he wished to make evidently rooted in sadness rather than anger.


‘You are right, little man.’ He leaned forward to put his big face so close to Ptolemy’s that the scribe could see the pale detail in the long scar that carved a furrow through the flesh of his right cheek. ‘My people do not live in palace of stone. We do not eat from bowl of silver. We do not even wear coat of iron, like Roman warrior. We are poor people. But we have …’


He looked at Scaurus, seeking assistance with what he was trying to express.


‘Dignity?’


The giant nodded, but before he could repeat the word Marcus spoke into the charged silence, his voice charged with emotion on his friend’s behalf.


‘And pride. Pride in who you are. And what you were before Rome turned your lives upside down.’


Ptolemy frowned and opened his mouth to argue, only to be interrupted by Arminius.


‘A fate avoided by my own people, the Quadi, only at a high price in our blood. Like every people who have surrendered to Rome and found themselves assimilated. Conscripted. Taxed.’ The German stepped forward, looking down at the secretary with an unreadable expression. ‘You might find us untypical subjects of the empire, Scribe. We have seen Rome’s rule in Britannia, Gallia, Germania, Dacia, Syria and half a dozen other provinces. And we have travelled in the east, as far as Ctesiphon, and looked back at Rome through the eyes of our enemies. We see what Rome is, and what she does to the peoples her armies conquer.’


‘I know. I have read of your exploits, Arminius of Germania.’ Ptolemy’s voice was abruptly soft. ‘And I have many questions for you on the subject of those travels.’ He nodded slowly. ‘And I understand your point. Rome is a hungry beast, with an appetite for conquest, regardless of the consequences for others.’


‘No.’ They turned back to Lugos, who had straightened to his full height and was staring out over the warship’s side at the distant smudge that was all they could see of the receding coast behind them. ‘Rome not hungry. Rome got all it ever need. Rome is like a jealous neighbour, want you land, you wife. Want to enslave you children and take you gold. And very few people got strength to tell Rome no.’


He turned away and walked to the ship’s side, leaving them staring after him.


‘I had no idea that a barbarian of such apparent brutality could be so thoughtful. I must speak more with that man. And perhaps with you as well, Centurion Qadir?’


The Syrian archer bowed slightly.


‘I cannot imagine what it could be that I could say that would be of any interest to a man as full of knowledge as you.’


‘And yet I do have questions for you. The secretariat has been interested in you ever since you came to our attention.’


‘Me?’ Qadir appeared genuinely puzzled. ‘What is there to me that could attract the interest of your scholars?’


Ptolemy smiled back at him kindly.


‘It is not the scholars among us who are interested in you, Centurion, but rather the record keepers. When your presence in this familia was first noted by the men set to watch the tribune and those who accompany him, the usual searches of the records pertaining to your province were made. The secretariat is most diligent in such things, as I’m sure you can imagine. And the mills of imperial record-keeping do grind slowly, but they also grind very finely. And yet with regard to yourself there was nothing at all, not until the time you joined the army as an archer, under what appears to have been a pseudonym. That is an invented name, used for the purpose of disgui—’


‘We know this, Scribe. And your point is? I’m sure my colleague wouldn’t be the first man to join up with a new name.’


Ptolemy nodded earnestly.


‘The secretariat, Centurion Cotta, hates a mystery. Perhaps Centurion Qadir can illuminate his origins and put their concerns to rest. Nothing troubles an administrator more than a lack of certainty as to particular facts, as I am sure you can imagine.’


His matter-of-fact statement, made, apparently, without any intent to threaten, left the party momentarily nonplussed, a silence which the single-minded Aegyptian completely failed to recognise as a reason for concern.


‘Doubtless we can talk more on this subject at some point.’ He turned to Scaurus with the determined expression of a frustrated teacher. ‘And now, sir, with your permission, I will resume the briefing I have been ordered to deliver to you.’


‘Oi, what about us?’


Both men turned to face a pair of soldiers standing at the rail, their tunics rough compared to the finer cloth worn by the officers, the fabric much repaired with off-coloured patches taken from other garments, their belts and daggers utilitarian rather than decorated.


Ptolemy looked at them both blankly.


‘What about you, legionaries? You seem unremarkable, other than your somewhat surprising status as barbarian legionaries who have the ability to speak Greek.’


The shorter of the two, a man in his late thirties with a sly, calculating look, shook his head in disgust at the response.


‘Of course we speak Greek, we learned it in the east. How else was we supposed to get fed, or get a drink, or a woman? So what were you told about Sanga and Saratos, eh?’ He opened his hands wide. ‘Spies, brawlers and fighters, we are, with stories to tell!’


‘Stories like “How I spent all the tribune’s gold in a brothel and told him it was used bribing secrets out of other men when all I actually did was get them pissed and listen to their drunken babble”?’ Cotta raised an amused eyebrow. ‘I can see how the imperial secretariat would be keen to get that one onto paper for generations to come to marvel at.’


Ignoring the jibe, the soldier stared at Ptolemy, who shook his head slowly.


‘No mention was made of either of you, legionary.’


‘I ain’t a legionary, I’m a watch officer!’


His companion tapped him on the shoulder and shook his head.


‘Leave it. Is same as always.’


‘Too bloody right it is.’ Sanga turned away and leaned over the side, muttering to himself, and Cotta barked another laugh, if a little more sympathetically. ‘Not every man can be a figure in this fool’s history of the world. And trust me, Sanga, you’re better off sticking to the simple life you enjoy so much, calculating time by how long it’ll be before you have a drink in your hand and a woman pretending to laugh at your stories while she prays that the contents of your purse are larger than what’s under your tunic. Because when the time comes that we all fall foul of some evil bastard, you’ll be able to slide out from under.’


Ptolemy waited for a moment, listening politely to the soldier’s aggrieved muttering before turning back to Scaurus.


‘As to that briefing, Tribune, I—’


The tribune raised a hand.


‘Before you continue, tell me, Scribe, just how far is it from Ostia to Alexandria?’


Ptolemy answered without hesitation.


‘Fifteen hundred miles, more or less.’


‘And how long will the Victoria take to cover that distance?’


‘Given the prevailing winds, I believe that we can expect a crossing of approximately fourteen days.’


Scaurus nodded.


‘As I thought. So, given that we have two weeks to fill, more or less, perhaps we might defer the pleasure of receiving your extensive knowledge of the emperor’s province to some later date?’


Ptolemy inclined his head in solemn acceptance of the point.


‘I will look forward to that opportunity to share my knowledge with you.’


‘Thank you. Although there is one question that I would appreciate an answer to, in the meantime.’


‘Name it, sir, and I will answer, if it is within my power to do so.’


‘We have been hurried aboard this vessel and shot like an arrow from the imperial bow at Aegyptus, with orders to deal with “a minor problem in the province”. A minor problem that remains utterly unspecified, with no further briefing having been provided by the praetorian detachment that escorted us to the docks. Can you illuminate us as to the nature of whatever it is that requires our very particular skills?’


The scribe’s face fell.


‘With the deepest apologies, sir, I must admit that I am unable to provide you with any further detail as to the nature of the task entrusted to you by the imperial chamberlain. Perhaps you will be more completely briefed by the prefect commanding the province?’


The Victoria made landfall on the day her tribune had predicted, much to the pleasure of his crew, who were keenly anticipating the opportunity to sample the city’s delights, although the prospect of making harbour was apparently not one that gave their fleet commander any joy. A taciturn, heavily bearded man, known to Scaurus’s familia from previous journeys at Cleander’s command, he stared over the vessel’s side as her navarchus alternated between barking out a succession of steering and rowing orders and directing a steady stream of invective at the smaller craft obstructing her path. The entrance to the city’s eastern harbour was less than a quarter of a mile distant, the four-hundred-foot-high lighthouse of Pharos towering over its entrance in its scarcely credible three-tiered grandeur, the gap through which the flagship would have to pass crowded with traffic. Scaurus gestured to the vessel’s captain, as he paced the deck with the look of a man ready to assault anyone that gave him the slightest excuse.


‘Wishing that was you, Tribune?’


The naval officer shot Scaurus a disbelieving glance.


‘Do I look like a fucking idiot?’


The soldier inclined his head gracefully, conceding the point.


‘Not every man who manages, by good fortune and his own skills, to be promoted to the height of his competence, is necessarily happy to leave the performance of his skills to other, lesser men.’


They watched in silence for a moment as the navarchus ordered a swift change of course, guiding the flagship’s stately progression into the city’s Great Harbour around a group of small boats whose occupants seemed determined to seek their deaths under the beak of her copper-sheathed ram.


‘You think I wish I was the one shouting the orders and cursing the bum boats?’ The sailor shook his head. ‘I spent ten years being the man responsible for sailing this unwieldy monstrosity around Our Sea, forever wondering when I was going to run it onto an uncharted rock and end my days begging for spare change outside the arena with the other failures. And now, thanks to you taking the fleet’s last commander ashore with you and leaving him six feet under the dirt of wherever it was in Persia that you took him, I command the fleet. Me, the son of a butcher, who ran away to sea rather than put up with the stink of offal and the perpetual buzz of flies.’


‘How was it that you kept your temporary command? I had expected that there would be a queue of suitably qualified gentlemen for such a prime position.’


The dark-faced seaman raised an eyebrow at Scaurus.


‘How do you think? I was summoned to an interview with the chamberlain, in which I was informed that the position was mine for the rest of my time at sea, but only if I was willing to undertake certain secret operations without asking any awkward questions.’


‘Smuggling?’


The sailor’s expression remained impassive.


‘I have no idea, Tribune. From time to time I receive orders to bring the fleet here, or a squadron, or sometimes just the Victoria. Showing the locals the strength of Rome, as my orders put it. After all, there’s no point having a navy and allowing it to rot at anchor, or at least that’s the chamberlain’s stated position on the matter. How else could my navarchus be so familiar with this shoal- and rock-strewn channel as not to need a pilot?’


‘And while you’re docked, and your oarsmen and marines are ashore doing their best to plant a crop of little sailors and soldiers in the local women, the odd unofficial cargo comes aboard?’


‘Sometimes the items in question are small enough to be tucked under a visiting dignitary’s cloak. Sometimes five hundred men will labour for a full day to bring them aboard my ships. We once loaded twenty-one vessels to their full capacity with bags of what I can only presume was grain.’


‘I see.’


Both men were silent for a moment, Scaurus staring up at the towering lighthouse on the ship’s right-hand side.


‘You’ve heard the name of Alexander the Great, I presume?’


The naval officer nodded scornfully.


‘I may live for the sea, Tribune, but I’m not a total fool. And yes, I know that he commissioned this city from bare sand, marking out the street plan with flour. Which is funny, given the amount of grain that comes through here to keep Rome from starving.’


‘And Ptolemy?’


The big man smiled ruefully.


‘Some Aegyptian or other. There are limits to a sailor’s interest in the doings of lesser mortals.’


Scaurus returned the smile.


‘Ptolemy was a Macedonian, just like Alexander. And he was the great man’s closest friend, allegedly the bastard son of Alexander’s father Philip. They grew up under the teaching of a genius called Aristotle, and a good deal of that wisdom must have rubbed off on him, because when his friend died, Ptolemy was the first of his generals to realise there was no way to keep the empire he’d built in one piece. He staked out Aegyptus for its wealth and strategic position, and he took it for his own. He made himself a king, to start with, the most that could be tolerated from a Greek by the population, but he was astute enough to rule wisely, better than the Persians before him, and made this city into a centre of philosophy and the arts. And in time, through clever association with the local deities, he made himself and his successors into living gods.’ He shot a grin at the sailor, who was listening with the expression of a man being lectured. ‘Which is a good trick. Our emperors have to die before being admitted to the imperial cult. How much better to attain godhead while you’re still alive, eh?’


‘It’s a good story. Are you sure you’re not just passing the time with a history lecture for a dumb oarsman?’


‘Stay with me, there’s a point to my story. Ptolemy was a clever man, not just a warrior, and his time at the feet of one of the greatest philosophers that ever lived had gifted him with a lifelong love of the civilised way of life. He built this city to last, to be a place of splendour for all time, and one of the challenges he decided to tackle was this …’ Scaurus waved a hand at the harbour before them. ‘You know what a difficult bay this would have been to enter, what with the island of Pharos and the offshore reefs that stud the harbour mouth. And so he decided to put a light on Pharos, tall enough to be seen from thirty miles away at night, to guide sailors to safety and mark out the rock.’


He gestured to the lighthouse, now less than a quarter mile distant as the warship stood into the bay at a dignified walking pace under the steady propulsion of its banked oars.


‘The man who designed that thing for Ptolemy was called Sostratus, or so the historian Plinius would have us believe. It cost eight hundred talents of silver to construct, which, when you bear in mind that the Parthenon of Athens is said to have cost around half as much, tells you what a dent that must have made in the royal finances. And when it was complete, or so the story goes, Sostratus had his own name carved into the building, then covered it with plaster into which the king’s name was inscribed.’


The sailor nodded approvingly.


‘Clever bastard.’


‘Quite so. He reasoned that by the time the render fell away, both architect and king would be long dead, meaning there would be neither an insult, a victim, nor indeed anyone left to be accused. Rather like the relationship between our emperor and his current chamberlain.’


‘What are you trying to say?’


Scaurus shrugged, a faint smile touching his lips.


‘I suppose my point is that Cleander is like the architect. While Commodus takes the plaudits, and lives the life of a magnificent ruler, the man who is managing the empire for him intends that his name too will echo down the centuries. At least if he has his way.’


The naval officer turned to look at him.


‘You think these acts of smuggling are part of some plot to put Cleander on the throne?’


‘Who knows?’ Scaurus smiled again, raising his eyebrows in question. ‘Perhaps he’s just one of those men for whom no amount of wealth can ever be enough. But an abundance of riches, or of gifts bestowed by the gods, or just simple luck, is a strange thing. It tends to make a man view the world differently. He starts to consider men not blessed with the same good fortune as lesser beings, to be disposed of as he sees fit. Who knows what ambitions are harboured in the chamberlain’s mind? After all, with each dawn he wakes to the task of bending his ferocious talents to the ceaseless and unforgiving management of one hundred million subjects, while the emperor busies himself only with his own pleasure.’


‘If you put it like that, I see your point. But what else am I to do?’


Scaurus nodded.


‘There is little alternative, that’s clear. You must continue to perform the small favours that the chamberlain requests of you. But keep a record, my friend, and if at all possible, find out what it is that you are carrying for him. Who knows, one day that knowledge might be the difference between being able to defend your actions and a less happy outcome, if Cleander falls and the man that succeeds him comes looking for cronies to deal with.’


The warship was rounding the pier that struck out from the lighthouse’s base, and Scaurus looked across the strip of water that separated ship from land at the crowd of citizens who had gathered to watch the powerful vessel’s passing, wondering what they were thinking as such a powerful symbol of Rome’s imperial might swept through the harbour’s entrance.


‘We still have a little time before you’re called on to play the fleet commander for the local officials, so let me tell you another story. You’ll see my point soon enough.’


The sailor gestured for him to continue.


‘In his early days on the throne Ptolemy needed money. He was only a king at that time, rather than a god, and a kingdom like this one needs constant attention if it is to be efficiently milked of the sort of money that builds four-hundred-foot-high stone lighthouses. And so, to assist him with that milking, he enlisted, or rather he tolerated, the services of a man by the name of Cleomenes. Greedy, corrupt and completely untrustworthy, he was nevertheless an expert at the art of taxation, of plucking the goose without being pecked, and under his control the imperial authorities generated all the money Ptolemy needed. Albeit at a price, which was Cleomenes’s own enrichment, and his not-so-gradual rise to grandeur. And for a time the king tolerated his venality, until the time was right for him to upgrade himself from ruling as a mere mortal and assume the role of god. At which point he turned on Cleomenes, sided with the men who accused him of extortion, and had him executed. At his trial, the king’s former favourite was accused of having accumulated eight thousand talents, enough to build that lighthouse ten times over, making him quite possibly the richest man in the world. But all that wealth was no defence against the wrath of a living god.’


‘You’re telling me that Cleander might go the same way?’


Scaurus looked out over the Great Harbour’s bustling waters.


‘Who can tell? Commodus has ignored the machinery of state for so long that he might well have forgotten what it is to actually rule. And he might continue to ignore his duties to the degree that Cleander can simply slide the empire out from under him and into his own pocket. But a man in that position needs to tread softly, because an emperor wakened to the danger of harbouring a usurper tends to strike hard, and fast. All I’m suggesting is that you keep a record of the jobs Cleander asks you to perform, ready to detail for the men who might come to question you when he falls from grace, as I suspect he surely will. And now, Tribune, you must go and perform your duty as the fleet’s commander. And we, as ever, must go and find out just how deep the bucket of dung we’ve been dropped into is this time around.’
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