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About the Book


Trouble is brewing in Syria, on the eastern frontier of the Roman Empire.  With the troops in a deplorable state, centurions Macro and Cato are despatched to restore the competence of the cohort.  But another challenge faces them as Bannus, a local tribesman, is brewing up trouble and preaching violent opposition to Rome.


As the local revolt grows in scale, Macro and Cato must stamp out corruption in the cohort and restore it to fighting fitness to quash Bannus – before the eastern provinces are lost to the Empire forever . . .
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

It has been a great pleasure to research and write The Eagle in the Sand. From the beginning of the series I have wanted to take Macro and Cato east. It is long overdue for poor Centurion Macro, who has been fantasising about the lure of the east. On this occasion the reality has been rather grittier than he had hoped. Maybe next time.

Some readers might feel that I have taken a few liberties with the story of the most famous of the Judaean rabble-rousers executed by Rome – Jehoshua, or Jesus as he has come to be known. To them I would recommend Neil Faulkner’s Apocalypse, a quite superb account of the background and history of the great revolt of AD 66. The various crosscurrents of political, religious and social class divisions are clearly analysed in great detail, and Faulkner is adept at making telling comparisons with the more recent history of the region. I cannot recommend this book highly enough to anyone keen to discover more about Judaea in the first century.

Most of the landscape depicted in this novel remains unchanged and I have tried to convey the starkness and the spectacle of the eastern frontier as tangibly as possible. Bathing in the Dead Sea was as much a novelty for me as it was for Macro, and it is hard to describe the awesome experience of Petra. Even though I had read extensively about the city (and watched Indiana Jones gallop through the siq!) nothing can prepare a visitor for the moment when they emerge from the narrow chasm to be confronted by the towering edifice of the ‘Treasury’. And that was only the start of an unforgettable day’s exploration of the site. Petra’s man-made magnificence is matched by the natural spectacle of Wadi Rum (as it is known these days), a sprawling area of blood-red sand divided up by great walls of rock. The epic scale of the place is made yet more impressive by the silence, and it provides a fitting arena for the final conflict of the novel.

Jordan has some of the most impressive classical ruins in the world. The theatre at Amman is virtually intact, and the remains of some of the other cities of the Decapolis have been extensively excavated. Of particular note are Jerash, and Umm Qais where the visitor can sit high up in a theatre made of black stone and gaze out across Jawlan to Lake Tiberias, and then turn to see Nazareth. And yet the site that impressed me more than anything else was the most desolate and hard to reach, namely the desert fort of Q’sar Bashir. Even the Jordanian Ministry of Tourism was not quite sure where it was. Fortunately  King Abdullah put me in touch with a friend of his, Samer Mouasher, who was able to guide us to the site. The walls and towers of Bashir still rise up from the rock and sand, and the masonry dislodged by an earthquake over two centuries ago still lies where it fell. A visitor can scale some of the towers, and from the top the vista of sand stretches out to the horizon on all sides. I was struck by the hubris of an empire that could build a formidable fort in such an isolated position. ‘Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!’ Shelley had nailed the sensation precisely.

As we drove on to Petra, every detail of the fort stayed in my mind, and I knew that I had found the perfect inspiration for the setting of Macro and Cato’s latest adventure.

Simon Scarrow 
March 2006




As the first five books in the Eagle series were set in Britain it was easy enough to walk the ground and get a feel for the landscape that Macro and Cato would be fighting over. Setting the latest book in the desert, on the extreme fringe of the Roman Empire, proved to be more of a problem. Until I received a call from Mr Daghistani at the Jordanian Embassy and was told that His Majesty, King Abdullah, was a keen reader of the series and would like to invite me and my family out to Jordan to see the Roman sites that cover much of the country.

I would like to express my sincere gratitude to His Majesty for being such a kind host. I extend that gratitude to all the Jordanian people who made our visit to the country such a pleasure. Thanks to Rozana Abu Hamdi, of the Royal Protocol Office, for organising a wonderful itinerary of sites; to our driver Moraud, who proved a patient teacher of the Arabic we tried our best to learn; and finally thanks to Samer Mouasher, who knew exactly where to find a certain desert fort that was crucially important to the setting of this novel.




CHAPTER ONE

Centurion Macro noticed them first: a small band of men with hoods drawn over their heads casually entering the crowded street from a dark alley and merging with the flow of people, animals and carts heading for the great market in the outer court of the temple. Even though it was only mid-morning the sun was already beating down on Jerusalem and ripening the air in the narrow streets with a stifling intensity of smells: the familiar odours of cities throughout the empire, and other scents that were strange and evocative of the east – spice, citron and balsam. In the glaring sunshine and baking air, Macro could feel the sweat pricking out all over his face and body, and he wondered how any man could bear to go hooded in this heat. He stared at the band of men as they made their way along the street, not twenty paces ahead. They did not talk to each other, and barely acknowledged the jostling crowd around them as they moved forward with the flow. Macro switched the reins of his mule to the other hand and nudged his  companion, Centurion Cato, riding alongside him at the head of the small column of auxiliary recruits shuffling along behind the two officers.

‘They’re up to no good.’

‘Hm?’ Cato glanced round. ‘Sorry. What did you say?’

‘Up ahead.’ Macro quickly gestured towards the men he was watching. ‘See that lot with covered heads?’

Cato squinted for a moment before he fixed his eyes on the men Macro had indicated. ‘Yes. What about them?’

‘Well, don’t you think it’s odd?’ Macro glanced at his companion. Cato was a bright enough lad, Macro thought, but sometimes he would miss a danger or a crucial detail that was right under his nose. Macro, being somewhat older, put it down to lack of experience. He had served in the legions for nearly eighteen years – long enough to develop a profound appreciation of his surroundings. Life depended on it, as he had discovered on rather too many occasions. Indeed, he bore scars on his body for not being aware of a threat until it was too late. That he still lived was proof of his toughness and sheer brutality in a fight. Like every centurion in Emperor Claudius’ legions, he was a man to be reckoned with. Well, perhaps not every centurion, Macro reflected as he glanced back at Cato. His friend was something of an exception. Cato had won his promotion at a distastefully early stage of his army career by virtue of his brains, guts, luck and a little bit of favouritism. The last factor might  have irked a man like Macro who had clawed his way up from the ranks, but he was honest enough to recognise that Cato had fully justified his promotion. In the four years since Cato had joined the Second Legion, years in which he had served with Macro in Germany, Britain and Illyricum, he had matured from a fresh-faced recruit to a tough, sinewy veteran. But Cato could still lose his head in the clouds.

Macro sighed impatiently. ‘Hoods. In this heat. Odd, wouldn’t you say?’

Cato looked at the men again and shrugged. ‘Now you mention it, I suppose so. Maybe they’re part of some religious sect. Jupiter knows how many of them there are in this place.’ He scowled. ‘Who would have thought one religion could have so many? And from what I’ve heard, the locals are about as pious as you can get. You don’t get much more religious than the Judaeans.’

‘Maybe,’ Macro said thoughtfully. ‘But that lot up there don’t look very religious to me.’

‘You can tell?’

‘I can tell.’ Macro tapped his nose. ‘Trust me. They’re up to something.’

‘Like what?’

‘I don’t know. Not yet. But keep watching them. See what you think.’

‘Think?’ Cato frowned irritably. ‘I was already thinking when you interrupted me.’

‘Oh?’ Macro replied, keeping his attention on the  men ahead of them. ‘I suppose you were contemplating something of earth-shaking importance. Must have been from that vacant look on your face.’

‘Nice. As it happens, I was thinking about Narcissus.’

‘Narcissus?’ Macro’s expression darkened at the name of the Imperial Secretary, on whose orders they had been sent to the east. ‘That bastard? Why waste any time on him?’

‘It’s just that he’s stitched us up nicely this time. I doubt we’re going to see this mission through. It stinks.’

‘What’s new? Every job that bastard has given us stinks. We’re the sponge-sticks of the imperial service. Always in the shit.’

Cato looked at his friend with a disgusted expression and was about to reply when Macro suddenly craned his neck and hissed, ‘Look! They’re making their move.’

Just ahead was the lofty archway which marked the entrance to the great outer court of the temple. The light was dazzling and for an instant silhouetted the heads and shoulders of those in front of them, and it was a moment before Cato’s eyes fixed on the hooded men again. They had thrust their way over to one side of the street as they passed through the arch, and were now walking quickly towards the tables of the moneylenders and tax collectors in the centre of the court.

‘Let’s go.’ Macro kicked his heels into the side of his mule, causing it to bray. The people in front glanced back  over their shoulders nervously and shuffled out of the animal’s path. ‘Come on.’

‘Wait!’ Cato grabbed his arm. ‘You’re jumping at shadows. We’ve hardly reached the city and you’re spoiling for a fight.’

‘I’m telling you, Cato, they’re up to no good.’

‘You don’t know that. You can’t just wade in and trample down anyone who gets in your way.’

‘Why not?’

‘You’ll cause a riot.’ Cato slipped out of his saddle and stood beside his mule. ‘If you want to follow them, then let’s go on foot.’

Macro took a quick glance towards the hooded men. ‘Fair enough. Optio!’

A tall, hard-faced Gaul strode up from the head of the column and saluted Macro. ‘Sir?’

‘Take the reins. Centurion Cato and myself are going to take a little stroll.’

‘A stroll, sir?’

‘You heard. Wait for us just inside the gate. But keep the men formed up, just in case.’

The optio frowned. ‘In case of what, sir?’

‘Trouble.’ Macro smiled. ‘What else? Come on, Cato. Before we lose them.’

With a sigh Cato followed his friend into the flow of bodies entering the great courtyard. The men they were following were already some distance away, still heading towards the stalls of the moneylenders and tax collectors.  The two centurions threaded their way through the crowds, jostling some of the people as they passed and drawing angry glances and muttered curses.

‘Roman bastards . . .’ someone said in accented Greek.

Macro stopped and whirled round. ‘Who said that?’

The crowd shrank from his enraged expression, but stared back with hostile eyes. Macro’s gaze fixed on a tall, broad-shouldered youth whose lips had curled into a sneer.

‘Oh, so it was you, was it?’ Macro smiled, and beckoned to the man. ‘Come on then. If you think you’re man enough.’

Cato grabbed his arm and pulled Macro back. ‘Leave him be.’

‘Leave him?’ Macro frowned. ‘Why? He needs a lesson in hospitality.’

‘No he doesn’t,’ Cato insisted quietly. ‘Hearts and minds, remember? That’s what the procurator told us. Besides,’ Cato nodded towards the stalls, ‘your hooded friends are getting away from us.’

‘Fair enough.’ Macro quickly turned back to the young man. ‘Cross my path again, Judaean, and I’ll take your bloody head off.’

The man snorted with derision and spat on to the ground, and Cato hauled Macro after him before the latter could respond. They hurried on, quickly closing the distance between them and the small knot of men  picking their way through the crowd towards the stalls. Cato, taller than Macro, was easily able to keep them in sight as the two centurions pressed on through the exotic mixture of races that filled the great courtyard. Amongst the locals were darker-featured Idumaeans and Nabataeans, many wearing turbans wound neatly round their heads. Cloth of all colours and patterns swirled amongst the crowds, and snatches of different languages filled the air.

‘Look out!’ Macro grabbed Cato’s arm and pulled him back as a heavily laden camel crossed in front of them. The beast’s wooden-framed saddle was weighed down with bales of finely woven material and it let out a deep grunt as it stepped aside to avoid the two Romans. When it had swayed past, Cato pushed on again, and suddenly paused.

‘What’s the matter?’ asked Macro.

‘Shit . . . I can’t see them.’ Cato’s eyes hurriedly skimmed over the section of the crowd where he had last seen their prey. But there was no sign of the hooded men. ‘They must have lowered their hoods.’

‘Oh, great,’ Macro muttered. ‘What now?’

‘Let’s make for the tax collectors. That’s where they seemed to be heading.’

With Cato leading the way, the two centurions moved over to the end of the line of stalls stretching alongside the steps that led up to the walls of the inner temple. The nearest stalls belonged to the moneylenders and  bankers, who sat in comfortable cushioned chairs as they conducted business with their customers. Beyond them was the smaller section where the tax collectors and their hired muscle sat waiting for payment from those who had been assessed for taxation. At their sides were stacked the waxed slates that detailed the names of those to be taxed, and how much they should pay. The tax collectors had bought the right to collect specific taxes at auctions held by the Roman procurator in the province’s administrative capital at Caesarea. Having paid a fixed sum into the imperial coffers, they were legally entitled to squeeze the people of Jerusalem for any taxes they might be deemed to be liable for. It was a harsh system, but it was one that was applied right across the Roman Empire, and the tax collectors were a deeply resented and despised social class. That suited Emperor Claudius and the staff of the imperial treasury very well indeed, since the odium of the provincial taxpayers was invariably focused on the local collectors and not the people from whom the latter had bought their tax-collecting rights.

A sudden outburst of shouting and screaming drew Cato and Macro’s attention to the far end of the line of stalls. A group of men had charged out of the crowd. Sunlight flashed off the side of a blade and Cato realised the men were all armed as they closed in round one of the tax collectors, like wolves at the kill. His bodyguard took one look at the blades, turned and ran. The tax collector flung up his arms to protect his face and  disappeared from sight as his attackers fell on him. Cato’s hand automatically snatched at his sword as he ducked round behind the line of stalls.

‘Come on, Macro!’

There was a rasp as Macro’s blade was drawn behind Cato and then the two of them sprinted towards the killers, thrusting the moneylenders aside and leaping over their stacks of record slates. Ahead of him Cato saw the men draw back from the tax collector, now slumped over the top of his stall, his white tunic torn and bloody. In front of the stall the crowd drew back in a panic, crying out in terror as they turned and ran. The attackers turned on the men behind the next stall. They had frozen for an instant before realising the terrible danger they were in, but now they attempted to scramble away from the men brandishing the short curved blades that gave them their name: the sicarians – assassins of the most extreme fringe of the Judaean zealots resisting Roman rule.

The sicarians were so intent on their killing frenzy that they did not notice Cato and Macro until the last moment, when the nearest killer glanced up as Cato thrust a collector aside and leaped forward, teeth bared and sword thrust out in front of him. The point took the attacker just to one side of the neck, split his collar bone and drove deep into his chest, piercing his heart. With an explosive gasp the man slumped forward, almost wrenching the blade from Cato’s grasp. Cato raised his boot and kicked the body back, yanked the blade free and  crouched, looking for his next target. To one side there was a blur as Macro ran past and hacked his sword into the arm of the next sicarian, almost severing the limb. The man fell away, howling in agony as his nerveless fingers released his blade. The other men abruptly abandoned their attack on the tax collectors and turned to face the two Romans. Their leader, a short swarthy man with powerful shoulders, snapped out an order and the sicarians swiftly fanned out, some circling round the stalls while others climbed the steps and moved to cut off Macro and Cato from the direction they had come. Cato kept the bloodied point of his sword raised as he glanced round.

‘Seven of them.’

‘Bad odds.’ Macro was breathing heavily as he took up position with his back to Cato’s. ‘We shouldn’t be here, lad.’

The crowd had fled back towards the gate, leaving a clear space round the two Romans and the killers. The paving slabs of the outer court were littered with discarded baskets and half-eaten snacks, hastily flung aside as people fled for their lives.

Cato laughed bitterly. ‘Your idea, remember?’

‘Next time, don’t let me do the thinking.’

Before Cato could respond the leader of the sicarians snapped an order and his men closed in, moving quickly, blades held out ready to strike. There was no way out for the Romans and Cato crouched lower, limbs tensed as his  eyes flickered from man to man, none more than a spear’s length away from him and Macro.

‘What now?’ he whispered softly.

‘Fuck knows.’

‘Great. Just what I needed to hear.’

Cato sensed a movement to one side and turned just as one of the killers lunged forward, stabbing towards Macro’s side.

‘Watch it!’

But Macro was already moving, his sword a glittering blur as it swept round and knocked the blade from the man’s hand. Even as it clattered to the ground another sicarian feinted, causing Cato to turn towards him, ready to parry. As he moved, another of the men jumped forward, knife point flickering out. Cato turned back just in time to meet the threat. He lowered his spare hand and snatched out his dagger, broad-bladed and unwieldy compared to the narrow-bladed weapons of the killers, but it felt good in his hand all the same. The leader shouted another order, and Cato heard the anger in the man’s voice. He wanted this finished at once.

‘Macro!’ Cato shouted out. ‘With me! Charge!’

He threw himself at the men backing onto the courtyard and his comrade followed him, bellowing at the top of his voice. The sudden reversal of roles startled the sicarians and they paused for a vital instant. Cato and Macro slashed at the men in front of them, causing them  to jump aside, and then the Romans were through, running across the paving, back towards the entrance to the Great Courtyard. There was a cry of rage from behind and then the scuffling pad of sandals as the sicarians chased after them. Cato glanced back and saw Macro close behind, and just a few paces behind him the leader of the killers, lips drawn back in a snarl as he sprinted after the Romans. Cato knew at once they would never outrun them. They were too heavily weighed down and the sicarians wore nothing but their tunics. It would all be over in moments. Just ahead lay an amphora, abandoned in the rush to escape from the courtyard. Cato jumped over it and immediately turned round. Macro, with a puzzled expression, leaped past him just as Cato slashed his sword down, shattering the large jar. With a gurgling rush the contents sloshed across the paving slabs and the air filled with the aroma of olive oil. Cato turned and raced after Macro, and glanced over his shoulder just in time to see the leader of the sicarians slither, lose his footing and tumble back on to the ground with a thud. Two of the men immediately behind him also slipped over, but the rest skirted the spreading slick of oil and chased after the Romans. Cato saw that they were only a short distance from the stragglers of the crowd: the old, the infirm and a handful of small children, crying out in terror.

‘Turn round!’ he shouted to Macro and scraped to a halt, swivelling to face their pursuers. An instant later  Macro was at his side. The sicarians charged forward for a moment before they suddenly drew up, glaring past Cato and Macro. Then they turned away and ran back towards their leader and the others who were back on their feet, and the sicarians raced towards a small gate on the far side of the Great Courtyard.

‘Cowards!’ Macro called after them. ‘What’s the matter? No balls for a real fight?’ He laughed and slapped a thick arm round Cato’s shoulder. ‘Look at ’em go. Bolting like rabbits. If two of us can scare them off then I don’t think we’ve that much to worry about in Judaea.’

‘Not just two of us.’ Cato nodded towards the crowd and Macro glanced back and saw the optio and his men shouldering their way through the edge of the crowd and hurrying to the aid of the centurions.

‘After them!’ the optio bellowed, thrusting his arm out towards the fleeing killers.

‘No!’ Cato commanded. ‘There’s no point. We won’t catch them now.’

Even as he spoke the sicarians reached the gate and ducked out of sight. The optio shrugged, and could not hide a look of resentment. Cato could understand how the man felt and was tempted to explain. Just in time he stopped himself. He had given an order – that was all there was to it. There was no point in letting the auxiliaries go on a wild and dangerous goose chase through the narrow streets of Jerusalem. Instead, Cato gestured  towards the overturned stalls and the dead and injured victims of the sicarians.

‘Do what you can for them.’

The optio saluted, recalled his men and hurried over to what was left of the tax collectors’ area of the market. Cato felt blown from his exertions. He sheathed his sword and dagger and leaned forward, resting his hands just above his knees.

‘Nice move, that.’ Macro smiled and thrust the point of his sword back towards the shattered jar of oil. ‘Saved our skins.’

Cato shook his head and drew a deep breath before replying. ‘We’ve only just arrived in the city . . . haven’t even reached the bloody garrison, and already we’ve nearly had our throats cut.’

‘Some welcome.’ Macro grimaced. ‘You know, I’m beginning to wonder if the procurator was having us on.’

Cato looked round at him with a questioning expression.

‘Hearts and minds.’ Macro shook his head. ‘I get the distinct impression that the locals are not warming to the idea of being part of the Roman Empire.’




CHAPTER TWO

‘Hearts and minds?’ Centurion Florianus laughed as he poured the new arrivals some lemon-scented water, and slid the cups across the marble top of the desk in his office. His quarters were in one of the towers of the massive fortress of the Antonia, built by Herod the Great and named after his patron Mark Antony. These days it was garrisoned by the Roman troops charged with policing Jerusalem. From the narrow balcony outside his office he had a fine view out over the temple and the old quarter of the city beyond. He had been roused from his seat by the terrified cries of the crowd and had been witness to Macro and Cato’s desperate skirmish. ‘Hearts and minds,’ he repeated. ‘Did the procurator really say that?’

‘He did.’ Macro nodded. ‘And more besides. A whole speech on the importance of maintaining good relations with the Judaeans.’

‘Good relations?’ Florianus shook his head. ‘That’s a laugh. You can’t have good relations with people who  hate your guts. This lot would stick a knife in your back the moment you dared turn away from them. Bloody province is a disaster. Always has been. Even when we let Herod and his heirs run things.’

‘Really?’ Cato cocked his head slightly to the side. ‘That’s not what you hear back in Rome. As far as I was aware the situation in the province was supposed to be improving. At least, that was the official line.’

‘Sure, that’s what they tell people.’ Florianus laughed bitterly. ‘The truth is that the only places we control are the larger towns and cities. All the routes between are plagued by bandits and brigands. And even the towns are riven by political and religious factions jockeying for influence over their people. It’s not helped by the fact there are so many dialects that the only common tongue is Greek, and not many of ’em speak that. Hardly a month goes by without some trouble flaring up between Idumaeans or Samaritans or someone. It’s getting out of hand. Those people you had a fight with in the Great Courtyard were from one of the gangs hiring themselves out to the political factions. They use the sicarians to kill off rivals, or make a political point – like this morning’s demonstration.’

‘That was a demonstration?’ Macro shook his head in bewilderment. ‘Just making a political point? I’d hate to get into a full-scale row with those bastards.’

Florianus smiled briefly before he continued. ‘Of course, the procurators rarely see that side of things from  Caesarea. They just sit on their arses and send out directives to the field officers, like me, to make sure the taxes are paid. And when I send them reports on how shit the situation is, they bury them and tell Rome that they’re making great progress on settling things down in the sunny little province of Judaea.’ He shook his head. ‘Can hardly blame them, I suppose. If they told the truth it’d look as though they were losing their grip. The Emperor would have them replaced at once. So you can forget about what you’ve been told back in Rome. Frankly, I doubt we’ll ever tame these Judaeans. Any attempt to Romanise them slips away quicker than crap through a goose.’

Cato pursed his lips. ‘But the new procurator – Tiberius Julius Alexander – he’s a Judaean, and he seemed more Roman than most Romans I’ve ever met.’

‘Of course he does.’ Florianus smiled. ‘He’s from a wealthy family. Wealthy enough to be raised and educated by Greek tutors in expensive Roman academies. After that someone was kind enough to set him up with a glittering commercial career in Alexandria. Surprise, surprise – he ends up rich. Rich enough to be a friend of the Emperor and his freedmen.’ Florianus snorted. ‘Do you know, I’ve spent more time in this land than he has. That’s how much of a local boy he is. The procurator may have pulled the wool over the eyes of Claudius, and that Imperial Secretary of his, Narcissus, but the people here can smell a rat. That’s always been the trouble. Right from  the outset, when we made Herod the Great their king. Typical one-pattern-fits-all approach to diplomacy. Just because we’ve managed to impose a king and ruling class in other lands we assumed the same thing would work here. Well, it hasn’t.’

‘Why not?’ Macro interrupted. ‘What’s so special about Judaea?’

‘Ask them!’ Florianus waved his hand towards the balcony. ‘Eight years I’ve been posted here and there’s hardly a man amongst them I can call a friend.’ He paused to take a long draught from his cup and set it down with a sharp rap. ‘So you can forget any notion of winning their hearts and minds. It’s not going to happen. They hate the Kittim, as they call us. The best we can do is grab ’em by the balls and hang on until they cough up the taxes they are due to hand over.’

‘Colourful image.’ Macro shrugged. ‘Reminds me of that bastard Gaius Caligula. What was it he used to say, Cato?’

‘Let them hate, as long as they fear me . . .’

‘That’s it!’ Macro slapped his hand down. ‘Bloody fine piece of advice that, even if Caligula was barking mad. Sounds as if it might be the best approach to these people, if they’re as difficult as you say.’

‘Take it from me,’ Florianus replied seriously. ‘They’re as difficult as I say. If not, worse. I blame that self-righteous religion of theirs. If there’s any slight to their faith they take to the streets and riot. A few years back,  during the Passover, one of our men stuck his arse over the battlements and farted at the crowd. Just a crude soldier’s joke you might think, but not to that lot. Scores of deaths later we had to hand the soldier over for execution. Same thing with an optio up at some place near Capernaum who thought he would burn a village’s holy books to teach them a lesson. Nearly caused a revolt. So we let them have the optio and the crowd tore him to pieces. It was the only way to restore order. I warn you, the Judaeans are not prepared to compromise on the slightest detail of their religion. That’s why we have no cohort standards here and no images of the Emperor. They look down their nose at the rest of the world and cling to the idea that they have been singled out for some great purpose.’ Florianus laughed. ‘I mean, look at this place. It’s a dusty little rat-hole. Does it seem to you like the land of a chosen people?’

Macro glanced at Cato and shrugged. ‘Perhaps not.’

Florianus poured himself another cup of water, took a sip and considered his guests thoughtfully.

‘You’re wondering why we’re here.’ Cato smiled.

Florianus shrugged. ‘It had crossed my mind. Since I doubt the Empire can spare the services of two centurions to nursemaid a column of recruits to their new postings. So, if you don’t mind my being blunt, why are you here?’

‘Not to replace you,’ said Macro and smiled. ‘Sorry, old son, but that’s not in the orders.’

‘Damn.’

Cato coughed. ‘It seems that the imperial staff is not as ignorant of the situation in Judaea as you think.’

Florianus raised his eyebrows. ‘Oh?’

‘The Imperial Secretary has heard some worrying reports from his agents in this part of the Empire.’

‘Really?’ Florianus looked steadily at Cato, his face expressionless.

‘More than enough to doubt the reports given out by the procurator. That’s why he sent us here. Narcissus wants the situation assessed with fresh eyes. We’ve already spoken to the procurator, and I think you’re right about him. He simply can’t afford to see things as they are. His staff are well aware of what is going on, but know that Alexander isn’t best pleased by any views that contradict his official line. That’s why we needed to see you. As Narcissus’ chief intelligence agent in the region, you would seem to be the best person to speak to.’

There was a brief, tense silence before Florianus nodded his head slightly. ‘That’s right. I assume that you made no mention of this to the procurator.’

‘What do you take us for?’ Macro said flatly.

‘No disrespect, Centurion, but I have to guard my true role here very carefully. If the Judaean resistance movements got wind of it, I’d be food for the vultures before the day was out. Only after they’d tortured me to get hold of the names of my agents, of course. So you can see why I have to be sure that my secret is quite safe.’

‘It’s safe with us,’ Cato reassured him. ‘Quite safe. Otherwise Narcissus would never have told us.’

Florianus nodded. ‘True . . . Very well then, what can I do for you?’

Now that the air had been cleared Cato could speak freely. ‘Since much of the information Narcissus has gathered comes from your network you’ll be familiar with his most obvious concerns. The most dangerous threat comes from Parthia.’

‘And there’s nothing new there,’ Macro added. ‘As long as Rome has had an interest in the east we’ve been facing those bastards.’

‘Yes,’ Cato continued, ‘that’s right. But the desert forms a natural obstacle between Parthia and Rome. It’s allowed us to have some kind of peace along that frontier for nearly a hundred years now. However, the old rivalry remains, and now it seems that the Parthians are playing politics in Palmyra.’

‘So I’ve heard.’ Florianus scratched his cheek. ‘I have a merchant on the payroll who runs a caravan to the city. He tells me that the Parthians are trying to stir up trouble between members of the royal household at Palmyra. It’s rumoured they’ve promised the crown to Prince Artaxas if he agrees to become an ally of Parthia. He’s denying it of course and the King dare not have him removed without hard evidence, in case he panics the other princes.’

‘That’s what Narcissus told us,’ said Cato. ‘And if  Parthia should get its hands on Palmyra, then they’ll be able to march their army right up to the boundaries of the province of Syria. At the moment there are three legions at Antioch. Arrangements are being made to send a fourth, but therein lies the other problem.’

They had reached the limit of Florianus’ knowledge of the situation and now he stared at Cato intently. ‘What’s that?’

Cato instinctively lowered his voice. ‘Cassius Longinus, the Governor of Syria.’

‘What about him?’

‘Narcissus doesn’t trust him.’

Macro laughed. ‘Narcissus doesn’t trust anybody. Mind you, nobody in their right mind would trust him.’

‘Anyway,’ Cato continued, ‘it seems that Cassius Longinus has some contacts with those elements back in Rome who oppose the Emperor.’

Florianus glanced up. ‘You mean those bastards who call themselves the Liberators?’

‘Of course.’ Cato smiled grimly. ‘One of their men fell into the hands of Narcissus earlier this year. He gave up a few names before he died, including that of Longinus.’

Florianus frowned. ‘I’ve heard nothing from my sources in Antioch about Longinus. Nothing to arouse suspicion. And I’ve met him a few times. Frankly he doesn’t seem the type. Too cautious to strike out on his own.’

Macro smiled. ‘Having three legions at your back has a wonderful way of stiffening a man’s spine. Four legions  even more so. To have that much power in your grasp must be quite inspiring to a man’s ambition.’

‘But not enough to turn him against the rest of the Empire,’ Florianus countered.

Cato nodded. ‘True, as things stand. But suppose the Emperor was compelled to reinforce the region with yet more legions? Not just to counter the Parthian threat, but to put down a rebellion here in Judaea.’

‘But there isn’t a rebellion here.’

‘Not yet. But there’s plenty of ill feeling brewing up, as you yourself have reported. It wouldn’t take much to incite an open revolt. Look what happened when Caligula gave orders for a statue of him to be erected in Jerusalem. If he hadn’t been murdered before work could begin then every man in the land would have risen up against Rome. How many legions would it have taken to put that down? Another three? Perhaps four? In addition to the Syrian legions, that’s at least seven in all. With that kind of force at his disposal a man could easily make himself a contender for the purple. Mark my words.’

There was a long silence as Florianus considered Cato’s proposition, and then he suddenly looked back at the young centurion. ‘Are you suggesting that Longinus might actually provoke such a revolt? To get his hands on more legions?’

Cato shrugged. ‘Maybe. Maybe not. I don’t know yet. Let’s just say it’s a sufficiently worrying prospect for Narcissus to send us here to investigate it.’

‘But it’s preposterous. A revolt would lead to the deaths of thousands – tens of thousands of people. And if Longinus was intending to use the legions to force his way into the palace in Rome he would leave the eastern provinces defenceless.’

‘The Parthians would be in here like a shot,’ Macro quipped and then raised his hands apologetically as the other two turned to him with irritated expressions.

Cato cleared his throat. ‘That’s true. But then Longinus would be playing for the highest stakes of all. He would be prepared to sacrifice the eastern provinces if it meant becoming Emperor.’

‘If that is his plan,’ Florianus responded. ‘Frankly, that’s a very big if.’

‘Yes,’ Cato conceded. ‘But still a possibility that has to be taken seriously. Narcissus certainly takes it seriously.’

‘Forgive me, young man, but I’ve worked for Narcissus for many years. He is inclined to jump at shadows.’

Cato shrugged. ‘Longinus is still a risk.’

‘But how exactly do you think he is going to cause this revolt? That has to be the key to the situation. Unless there’s a revolt he’ll not have his legions, and without them he can do nothing.’

‘So, then, he needs a revolt. And isn’t he lucky to have someone here in Judaea who has sworn to provide one.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘There’s a man named Bannus the Canaanean. I assume you’ve heard of him.’

‘Of course. He’s a minor brigand. Lives in the range of hills to the east of the River Jordan. He’s been preying on the villages and travellers in the valley, besides raiding a few of the wealthy estates and some of the caravans making for the Decapolis. But he’s not a serious threat.’

‘No?’

‘He has a few hundred followers. Poorly armed hillsmen and those on the run from the authorities here in Jerusalem.’

‘Nevertheless, according to your most recent reports, his strength has grown, he’s becoming more ambitious in his attacks, and he’s even claiming to be some kind of divinely chosen leader.’ Cato frowned. ‘What was the word?’

‘Mashiah,’ said Florianus. ‘That’s what the locals call them. Every few years some crazy fool sets himself up as the anointed one, the man to lead the people of Judaea to freedom from Rome, and eventual conquest of the world.’

Macro shook his head. ‘An ambitious-sounding lad, this Bannus.’

‘Not just him. Almost every one of them,’ Florianus responded. ‘They last a few months, gather a desperate mob behind them and eventually we have to send the cavalry out from Caesarea to knock a few heads together and crucify the ringleaders. Their followers melt away readily enough and then we just have a handful of anti-Roman fanatics and their terror tactics to worry about.’

‘So we saw,’ Macro said. ‘I can tell you, there was nothing low-level about that.’

‘You get used to it.’ Florianus waved his hand dismissively. ‘It happens all the time. They pick on their own more often than not, those people they accuse of collaborating with Rome. Usually a quick kill in the streets, but when their targets are hard to get at the sicarians are not above using suicide attacks.’

‘Shit,’ Macro muttered. ‘Suicide attacks. What kind of madness is that?’

Florianus shrugged. ‘You make a people desperate enough, and there’s no telling what horrors they are capable of. Give it a few months here, and you’ll see what I mean.’

‘I want to leave this province already.’

‘All in good time.’ Cato gave a thin smile. ‘This Bannus. You said he operates on the far side of the Jordan.’

‘That’s right.’

‘Near the fort at Bushir?’

‘Yes, so?’

‘That’s the fort where the Second Illyrian Cohort is stationed, under Prefect Scrofa.’

‘Yes. What of it?’

‘Our cover story is that we have been sent to relieve Scrofa. Macro is to take command of the cohort and I’ll act as his second in command.’

Florianus frowned. ‘Why? What possible use will that serve?’

‘I believe Prefect Scrofa was appointed directly on the orders of Longinus?’

‘That’s true. He was sent down from Antioch. But it’s not unusual. Sometimes a new commander is needed and there’s no time to refer the matter to Rome.’

‘What happened to the previous commander?’

‘He was killed. In an ambush, while he was leading a patrol in the hills. That’s what his adjutant said in the report.’

‘Quite.’ Cato smiled. ‘But the fact that his adjutant was named by the same man who told Narcissus about Longinus is more than a little intriguing, to my mind at least.’

Florianus was still for a moment. ‘You’re not serious?’

‘I’ve never been more serious.’

‘But what is the connection with Longinus?’

Macro smiled. ‘That’s what we’re here to find out.’

Centurion Florianus called his orderly and sent for some wine. ‘I think I could use something a little stronger. You two are beginning to frighten me. There’s more to this than you’ve let on.’

Macro and Cato exchanged a brief look and Macro nodded his assent. ‘Go on then. You know the background to this better than I do.’




CHAPTER THREE

Cato was still for a moment, focusing his thoughts before he told Florianus about the meeting with Narcissus in the imperial palace nearly three months earlier, at the end of March. Before then Macro and Cato had spent several months training recruits for the urban cohorts – the units assigned to police Rome’s streets. The recruits were the type of men who would never be selected for the legions, and the two centurions had done their best to kick them into shape. It had been a thankless task, but even though Cato had been desperate to return to active service, the summons of the Imperial Secretary had filled him with foreboding.

The last mission that the imperial agent had sent them on had been a near suicidal operation to retrieve some scrolls, vital to the security of the Empire, from the clutches of a gang of pirates who had been preying on shipping along the coast of Illyricum. The Sybilline scrolls completed a set of sacred prophecies that were supposed to describe in some detail the future of Rome, and its  ultimate fate. Naturally, the Emperor’s right hand man had to win possession of such a treasure to safeguard his master and the Empire he served. Cato and Macro had been assigned training duties as a ‘reward’ for successfully finding the scrolls and delivering them safely into the hands of the Imperial Secretary. Macro was on leave when the messenger from Narcissus arrived at the barracks and so Cato approached the palace alone just as dusk thickened about the grimy walls and sooty tiles of the city.

An early spring storm was raging across the city as Cato entered the palace complex. He was escorted to the suite of the Imperial Secretary and then ushered into Narcissus’ office by one of his neatly groomed clerks. Cato handed his drenched cape to the clerk before he crossed the room and sat on the chair that Narcissus waved him towards. Behind the Imperial Secretary was a glazed window through the panes of which the view of the city was distorted. Black clouds billowed across the sky, illuminated every so often by a dazzling flash of lightning that, for an instant, froze the city in brilliant whiteness, before the vision was snatched away and Rome was plunged once more into the shadows.

‘Rested, I hope?’ Narcissus attempted to look concerned. ‘It’s been several months since that campaign against the pirates.’

‘I’ve been keeping fit,’ Cato replied carefully. ‘I’m ready to return to active service. So is Macro.’

‘Good. That’s good.’ Narcissus nodded. ‘And where is my friend Centurion Macro?’

Cato stifled a choke. The idea that Macro and this effete bureaucrat might be considered friends was sublimely ridiculous. He cleared his throat. ‘On leave. He went to Ravenna to see his mother. She hasn’t got over her loss.’

Narcissus frowned. ‘Her loss?’

‘Her man was killed during the final attack on the pirates.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ Narcissus replied flatly. ‘You must pass on my condolences, when you rejoin him. Before you take on your new task.’

Cato froze for a moment, feeling a sick sense of inevitability rise up as he realised the Imperial Secretary had further plans for him.

‘I don’t understand,’ he said. ‘I thought Macro and I were waiting to be reassigned to a legion.’

‘Ah, well, the situation has changed. Rather, a new situation has emerged.’

‘Really?’ Cato smiled mirthlessly. ‘And what would that be?’

‘Those scrolls you recovered, I’ve been studying them closely for some time now, and I appear to have stumbled on to something quite interesting.’ He paused. ‘No. Not interesting. Frightening . . . As you might imagine, I concentrated on the prophecies relating to the immediate future, and I came across something that rather jarred my  mind. You see, the seeds of the eventual downfall of Rome are being sown even now.’

‘Let me guess – a plague of tax collectors?’

‘Don’t be glib, Cato. Leave that to Macro – he’s better at it.’

‘But he’s not here.’

‘What a pity. Now if I might continue?’

Cato shrugged. ‘Go on then.’

Narcissus leaned forwards, clasped his palms together and propped up his chin as he began. ‘There was a passage in the scrolls which predicted that in the eighth century after the founding of Rome a great power would stir in the east. A new kingdom would be born that would destroy Rome utterly, and build a new capital on her ruins.’

Cato sniffed with derision. ‘Every mad prophet on the streets of Rome is spouting that kind of prediction.’

‘Wait. It’s more specific than that. It said the new empire would rise out of Judaea.’

‘That’s nothing I haven’t heard scores of times before. Hardly a year goes by without the Judaeans discovering another great man to lead them to freedom from Rome. And if I’ve heard about these men, then you surely have.’

‘Granted. But there is a new sect amongst the Judaeans that has come to my attention. I’m having my agents investigate them even now. Seems they are followers of a man who claimed to be some kind of divinity. Or at least that’s what my agents say his followers  are claiming now. I’m told that in reality he was the son of some rural craftsman. Jehoshua was the man’s name.’

‘Was? What happened to him?’

‘He was accused of inciting civil disorder by the high priests in Jerusalem. They insisted that he be put to death, but lacked the guts to do it themselves, so the procurator at the time had this Jehoshua executed. Trouble was that, like so many of these prophets, he was quite charismatic. So much so that his coterie have managed to attract a large following in the years since his death. Unlike most other Judaean sects, this one promises them some kind of glorious afterlife when they die and go into the shades.’ Narcissus smiled. ‘You can see the appeal.’

‘Perhaps,’ Cato muttered. ‘But it sounds like the usual religious quackery to me.’

‘I agree with you, young man. But that’s not stopping these people from finding new adherents.’

‘Why not just stamp them out? Proscribe their leaders?’

‘All in good time. If the need arises.’

Cato laughed. ‘Are you saying these people are threatening to overthrow Rome?’

‘No. At least not yet. But we’re keeping an eye on them. If I judge them to be the threat identified by the scrolls then they will be . . . removed.’

Cato reflected that it was typical of the man to talk in such euphemisms. For an instant he felt contempt, then  with a sudden flash of insight he wondered if the Imperial Secretary could only carry out his work because of a euphemistic frame of mind. After all, the decisions that Narcissus made frequently resulted in deaths. Necessary deaths perhaps, but deaths all the same. Opponents of the Emperor consigned to oblivion at the stroke of a pen. How that must weigh on a man’s conscience. Far better for Narcissus to see them as a problem removed, rather than a string of corpses littering his wake. Of course, Cato thought, that presupposed the man had a conscience to be perturbed by the decisions of life and death that he made every day. What if he didn’t? What if the euphemisms were merely a matter of rhetorical style? Cato shuddered. In that case Narcissus was completely without ethics. The ideal of Rome was no more than a hollow edifice whose real centre was the simple, unadorned greed and lust for power of the elite few. Cato tried to shake off such thoughts as he forced his mind to focus on the matter at hand.

‘I didn’t think you placed much faith in such prophecies?’

‘Normally, I don’t,’ Narcissus admitted. ‘But it so happens that the same day I read of this supposed threat to Rome, a rather disturbing intelligence dossier, compiled from reports from my agents in the eastern provinces, happened to cross my desk. It seems that there is a confluence of dangers in the region. For one thing, these followers of Jehoshua are divided. One tendency, the  version that even has its adherents in Rome, preaches some kind of unworldly pacifism. That we can live with. After all, what possible danger could come from such a philosophy? It is the second tendency that concerns me. The movement is led by Bannus of Canaan. He preaches resistance to Rome, by any and all means available to the people of Judaea. If that kind of philosophy overspilled the borders of the province then we really would be in trouble.’

‘Indeed.’ Cato nodded. ‘But you implied there were more threats. What else is there?’

‘Our old adversary, Parthia, on the one hand. Parthia is making a play for Palmyra; territory that directly encroaches on our frontier. Unhappily, this, the worsening situation in Judaea, and the rise of this man Bannus are further complicated by the fact that the Governor of Syria has been linked to the Liberators. Put it all together and even a cynical rationalist like me would consider it more than a little foolhardy to ignore the words of the prophecy.’

‘What are you saying exactly?’ Cato frowned. ‘The prophecy could refer to any of these threats, assuming it has any validity at all.’

Narcissus leaned back in his chair and sighed. For a moment he said nothing, and Cato was conscious for the first time of the rattling of rain against the window. The wind must have changed. A distant flash of sheet lightning momentarily silhouetted the Imperial Secretary and after  a pause the sound of thunder grumbled across the city.

Narcissus stirred. ‘That’s my problem, Cato. The wording is vague enough to embrace all of those threats. I need someone to investigate the matter further, assess the dangers, and if possible resolve them.’

‘Resolve?’ Cato smiled. ‘Now that’s a vague term if ever I heard one. Covers a multitude of possibilities.’

‘Of course it does.’ Narcissus smiled back. ‘And it’s up to you to discern the best means of resolving any issue you judge to constitute a threat to the Emperor.’

‘Me?’

‘You and Macro, of course. You can pick him up in Ravenna when you board a ship bound for the east.’

‘Now, wait a moment—’

‘Unfortunately, we can’t wait. There’s no time to waste. You must leave Rome immediately.’

Cato stared back at Narcissus with a hostile expression. ‘That last mission you sent us on nearly got us killed.’

‘You’re a soldier. Getting yourself killed is an occupational hazard.’

Cato stared at the Imperial Secretary for a moment, consumed with rage and a sense of injustice. He forced himself to answer as calmly as he could. ‘Macro and I don’t deserve this. Haven’t we done enough for you already?’

‘No man can do enough in the service of Rome.’

‘Find someone else. Someone better suited to this  kind of work. Let Macro and me get back to soldiering. It’s what we do best.’

‘You’re both fine soldiers,’ Narcissus agreed smoothly. ‘As good as they come. And being soldiers is a useful cover for your real mission. You and Macro will be assigned to a frontier unit in the province. Since you belong to the select few who know about the prophecies you are the most obvious choice for the job.’ He shrugged. ‘In a way, you are victims of your own success, as the saying goes. Come now, Cato. It’s not as if I’m asking you to risk your lives. I just want you to assess the situation.’

‘And resolve it.’

‘Yes, and resolve it.’

‘By what means?’

‘You will be acting with the full authority of the Emperor. I have prepared a document to that effect. It’s waiting in another office, together with Centurion Macro’s letter of appointment, the report from Caesarea and all the other material I felt it was relevant for you to see. I’d like you to read through it tonight.’

‘All of it?’

‘Yes, I think that would be wise, since you will be leaving Rome at dawn tomorrow.’

Centurion Florianus shook his head as Cato finished relating the details of the meeting. ‘That’s tough. The Imperial Secretary seems determined to make you boys earn every sestertian of your pay.’

Macro rolled his eyes. ‘You can’t imagine.’

‘Of course,’ Cato said quietly, ‘you are never to speak to anyone else about the scrolls. Narcissus instructed me to inform you alone. Only a handful of people are aware of their existence, and we are the only three in all of the eastern provinces in the know. That’s how Narcissus wants it to stay. Is that understood?’

Florianus nodded.

‘Very well,’ Cato continued. ‘I won’t insult you by asking you to swear to secrecy. Knowing the Imperial Secretary as we all do, it’s enough to imagine what he might do to us if we ever revealed the secret.’

‘Don’t worry,’ Florianus replied casually. ‘I know what becomes of those who fall foul of Narcissus. Before I came here, I was one of his interrogators.’

‘Ah . . .’ Macro made to speak, thought better of it, closed his mouth and impulsively thrust his cup towards Florianus. ‘I think I need some more of your wine.’

As Macro took a hefty gulp from his replenished cup Florianus continued, ‘So what is your plan?

‘We’ll start with Prefect Scrofa and Bannus,’ said Cato. ‘If we can sort them out then we might be able to prevent an uprising. Without that Longinus will have no reason to call for reinforcements. He won’t be strong enough to march on Rome. If he’s forced to hold his position, then, with luck, the Parthians will not dare to push their ambitions too far.’

‘That’s two ifs too many for my taste,’ Macro muttered.

Cato shrugged. ‘There’s nothing we can do about it. At least until we reach the fort at Bushir.’

‘When will you go?’ asked Florianus.

‘A fine host you are!’ Macro laughed, and Florianus tried to stop himself blushing as he replied.

‘I’m not trying to get rid of you. It’s just that since you killed some of the sicarians in that skirmish down in the temple, their friends will be looking out for you. I’d advise you to look to your safety until you reach Bushir. Don’t go anywhere alone. Always keep armed men close to you and watch your backs.’

‘We always do,’ Macro told him.

‘Glad to hear it. Now, I imagine you’ll want a guide. Someone who knows the route, as well as the lie of the land around Bushir.’

‘That would be helpful,’ said Cato. ‘Do you know anyone we can trust?’

‘None of the local people, that’s for sure. But there’s a man who should serve your needs. He usually works as a guide on the caravan routes to Arabia so he knows the land and the people well. Symeon’s not exactly a friend of the Empire, but he’s smart enough to know that nothing good will come out of any attempt to defy Rome. You can trust him that far at least.’

‘Sounds useful.’ Macro smiled. ‘My enemy’s enemy is my friend.’

Florianus nodded. ‘Thus it ever was. Don’t knock it, Macro. The adage works well enough. Now is there anything else I need to know? Anything I can do for you?’

‘I don’t think so.’ Cato stared out over the ancient city. ‘Given what you said about the sicarians, I think we should leave Jerusalem as soon as possible. Tomorrow morning, if possible.’

‘Tomorrow?’ Macro repeated in surprise.

‘We should leave at first light. Try to put as much distance between us and Jerusalem as we can before nightfall.’

‘Very well,’ Florianus nodded. ‘I’ll get hold of Symeon and organise a mounted escort for you. A squadron of horse from the garrison should be enough to guarantee you reach Bushir safely.’

‘Is that really necessary?’ Macro asked. ‘We can move faster on our own.’

‘Believe me, if you left here without an escort, the bandits would track you down and kill you before the day was out. This is a Roman province in name only. Outside the city walls there is no law, no order, just a wasteland ruled by the local thieves, murderers and the odd religious cult. It’s no place for Romans.’

‘Don’t worry. The lad and I can look after ourselves. We’ve been in worse places.’

‘Really?’ Florianus looked doubtful. ‘Anyway, keep me informed of the situation at Bushir, and I’ll pass the reports on to Narcissus.’

Cato nodded. ‘Then it’s all settled. We leave in the morning.’

‘Yes. One last thing,’ Florianus said quietly. ‘A word of advice. When you reach Bushir watch your backs. Seriously. The commander before Scrofa was killed by a single sword blow, from behind.’




CHAPTER FOUR

The small column prepared to leave the city just after the sun had risen, bathing the walls of the Antonia fortress in a warm rosy glow. The air was cool and after the heat of the previous night Macro relished its refreshing embrace as he ensured that his bags were securely tied to his saddle horns. Like every man in the legions he had been taught to ride after a fashion, but still distrusted and disliked horses. He had been trained as an infantryman, and from long experience he preferred the company of ‘Marius’ Mules’, as the footsloggers were known the length and breadth of the empire. Still, he was respectful enough of the fierce heat that blasted the rocky landscape of Judaea to know that it would be far more exhausting to reach Bushir on foot. So by horse it would be.

He glanced round at the cavalry squadron detailed to accompany the two centurions to the fort. These men were Greek auxiliaries, recruited from the population in Caesarea. There were no native units in the province now that Rome had taken Judaea under direct control. The  army of Herod Agrippa, largely composed of Gentile mercenaries, had been disarmed and dispersed after his death two years ago. With all the inter-faction fighting that had plagued the kingdom of Judaea the authorities in Rome had decided that it would be foolhardy in the extreme to make any attempt to raise local forces and provide them with weapons. Besides, the peculiar requirements of the local religion, with all the fasting and days of abstaining from any labour, did not sit well with the routines of the Roman military system.

Macro cast an experienced eye over the cavalrymen. They seemed competent enough, and their kit was well maintained and their mounts well groomed and healthy-looking. If there was any trouble on the road then he and Cato could count on these men to put up a good enough fight to beat off an ambush. A quick charge and any band of robbers would bolt like rabbits, Macro decided. He turned to look for Cato.

His young friend was talking earnestly to the guide, and Macro’s eyes narrowed slightly. Centurion Florianus had brought the man to them as Cato and Macro were packing their saddlebags by the wan light of oil lamps in the last hour before dawn. Symeon was a tall, broad-shouldered man in his forties. He wore a clean but plain tunic, sandals and a simple keffiyeh held in place by an ornate headband that was the only outward sign of opulence. Indeed, he carried little on his horse apart from a small bundle of spare clothes, a thin curved  sword, and a compound short bow and a quiver of arrows. He had a pleasant, round face and spoke Greek fluently. More than fluently, Macro realised. Macro’s grasp of the language was limited, no more than the basics learned from Cato on the voyage from Ravenna. With the diversity of languages at this end of the Empire, the common second language was Greek and Macro had to be able to make himself understood. The guide’s accent was flawless. The effect was so unexpected that Macro was instinctively suspicious of the man. Yet he seemed friendly enough and had clasped forearms in a firm and frank manner when he had been introduced. Cato was smiling at some comment the guide had made, and then he turned away and strolled over to join Macro.

‘Symeon has been telling me about the route to the fort.’ Cato’s eyes glinted with excitement. ‘We go east to Qumran, on the shore of the Dead Sea, then cross the River Jordan and climb the hills on the far side up on to the escarpment. That’s where the desert begins, and that’s where the fort is.’

‘Oh joy,’ Macro replied tonelessly. ‘A desert. Can’t wait to discover what they do for entertainment out that way. Finally, after all these years, I make it out to the eastern provinces. Do I get to see the fleshpots of Syria? I do not. Instead I spend the time in some far-flung fort in the middle of a bloody desert where I’ll be lucky if the sun doesn’t fry my brain to a crisp every day. No. I’m sorry,  Cato, but I just can’t seem to share your obvious pleasure at the prospect. Sorry.’

Cato punched him on the shoulder. ‘We’re going to spend tonight by the Dead Sea, you idiot. Surely you want to see that?’

Macro stared at him. ‘Dead Sea? Does that sound like a nice place to you?’

‘Oh, come on.’ Cato grinned. ‘You must have heard of it.’

‘Why?’

Cato looked stunned. ‘It’s a natural wonder. I read about it back in Rome when I was a boy.’

‘Ah, well. You see, while you were busy reading about natural wonders, I was busy learning how to be a soldier and sticking it to those barbarians up on the Rhine. So excuse me for not being up to speed on sightseeing attractions at the arse end of the Empire.’

Cato grinned. ‘All right then, misery-guts. But just you wait until you see it tonight.’

‘Cato,’ Macro began wearily. ‘Once you’ve seen one sea, you’ve seen ’em all. There’s nothing special or even nice about the sea. After all, fish fuck in it and shit in it. That’s as magic as a sea gets.’

Before Cato could respond, the decurion in command of the squadron bellowed the order for his men to mount and the courtyard of the fortress was filled with the sounds of horses stirring and scraping their hooves across the paving stones as their riders swung themselves up on  to their saddles. The leather seats gave under the weight of the riders and the saddle horns squeezed slightly inwards, giving the cavalrymen a steady position on top of their mounts. The two centurions abandoned their conversation and climbed on to their horses in a somewhat ungainly manner, and then steered their beasts over to the middle of the column. Florianus had suggested that this would be safest for them until they were outside the walls of Jerusalem, when they could join Symeon and the decurion at the head of the column. Macro was not entirely happy about the precaution.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/publisher.jpg
headline





OEBPS/simo_9780755350803_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
2\ rRoW

THE NO. 1 BESTSELLING AUTHOR





