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TIME


The Romans divided day and night into twelve hours each, so the length of an hour varied according to the time of year.


The seventh hour of the day always began at midday.


MONEY


Four sesterces (a coin made of brass) were worth one denarius.


Twenty-five denarii (a coin made partially of silver) were worth one aureus (partially gold).




 


 


March AD 273


Ursus took his mug from the bedside table and turned back towards the girl. Like him she was naked, lying on her front, feet atop the bunched-up blankets. She was sleeping now, head resting on her crossed arms, sleek black hair splayed between her shoulder blades. Sipping the honey-sweetened wine, Ursus surveyed her body and allowed himself a triumphant grin: as shapely a back as he’d seen; narrow waist; pale, inviting buttocks; and legs slender and shapely enough to drive a sculptor to distraction.


He’d spotted her a few days ago, several weeks into the posting at the temple and long after the more forward of the men had taken up with the more forward of the local girls. Such arrangements were as old as the hills; in return for a few coins every month, they would offer their favours plus the odd bit of sewing and the occasional home-cooked meal.


Ursus was pretty sure none of the legionaries had been near this one, though. The younger men were too interested in powdered faces and low-cut tunics to bother with her. But he’d been around long enough to take his time, seek out a nice girl who hid her assets well and wouldn’t cause him any trouble.


Even so, he’d taken the precaution of bringing her to his quarters only after dark (the men had been told to keep their dalliances completely away from the barracks). It was best all round if the priests didn’t find out. Holy men could be funny about that sort of thing and he didn’t want any trouble when the tribune next visited. In fact, he didn’t want any trouble full stop. Army postings didn’t come much better than this one.


The candle on the other side of the bed flickered, casting watery light over the girl’s skin. Ursus commended himself once more; he really had outdone himself this time. Who else would have noted the statuesque curves beneath the dull, shapeless clothing? He moved down the bed and ran his tongue over her hip, then sucked at the soft, yielding flesh of her bottom.


She gave a little moan then opened her eyes and turned over. ‘Is there more wine?’


He passed her the mug and continued kissing: her side, her belly, then up between her breasts to her throat. Giggling, she stretched over him and put the mug down.


Ursus lay back and let out a long breath. ‘So was I right? Did you enjoy yourself?’


‘Oh yes, sir. Yes I did.’


‘Tertius, please.’


‘Tertius.’


She hissed the second syllable and ran her fingers through the thick hair upon his chest. He hoped she wouldn’t notice the few grey ones that had appeared in recent years.


‘Tertius.’ She caressed the bunched muscles of his left shoulder.


Staring up at the shadowy ceiling, Ursus reminded himself to give her some of that herb concoction he’d bought in Gerasa. The officers there had sworn by it, told him it never failed. The last thing he needed was a girl with child.


She lay back and nestled against him. Ursus checked the hourglass by the candle but then remembered he hadn’t turned it since she’d arrived. Judging by the impenetrable dark beyond the window and the lack of noise coming from the barracks, it was late. Agorix would have come to tell him if any of the men were causing trouble but it was a relief to know they were asleep. Most would be drunk, of course – that was to be expected on the last night of the Festival of Mars – but they would still have to be up early, ready to take over from the unfortunates currently on duty.


All Ursus could hear was the girl breathing. He thought about putting his hands on her again, getting her wet for a second bout, but he too had downed a jug or more and he couldn’t leave everything to Agorix the next day. Better to sleep and be up in time to get her safely away unseen. He’d make sure she didn’t leave without some of the concoction, of course. Couldn’t forget that.


Settling into his pillow, he flicked the blanket up over his feet and closed his eyes. He knew he’d sleep well anyway but routines were routines and this one rarely failed him.


Ten squads to a century, six centuries to a cohort, ten cohorts to a legion, ten squads to a century, six centuries to a cohort, ten …


He awoke, shivering.


‘A call to the temple?’ the girl mumbled. ‘Now?’


The ringing of the bell was frantic and at a higher pitch than the one used by the priests. Ursus hazily remembered it had been his idea – to be used only in an emergency. And now someone was ringing it in the dead of night.


‘Blood of the gods.’


He half-clambered, half-fell out of the bed. Finding himself sitting naked on the chilly floor, he grabbed one of his boots and pulled it on. ‘There’s a lantern below the window. Light it.’


‘What?’


‘Light it! Use the candle.’


Ursus put the second boot on and made sure he tied the laces well. The girl was up but stumbling around.


‘Use the candle,’ he repeated. ‘Lantern’s on the floor below the window.’


He snatched his tunic from the hook closest to his bed and pulled it on over his head. The bell was still ringing. And was that shouting in the distance? On the second hook was his belt. Once he’d buckled it, he turned; the girl had the lantern’s shutter open and was now lighting it. On the third hook was his sword belt. He grabbed it and threw it over his shoulder. He hurried around the bed and the girl handed him the lantern. ‘What is it? What’s going on?’


He ran back across the room and wrenched the door open. ‘Stay here.’


He stepped outside and pulled the door shut. Despite the clanging of the bell, the parade ground was empty, the only light provided by the torches mounted at each corner. He turned to his left and gazed past the barracks. The army post was separated from the temple by two hundred yards of path surrounded by woodland. He saw dots of light – torches on the move. He heard more shouts, then a man scream.


Lantern held out in front of him, Ursus ran into the barracks and along the central corridor. ‘Get up! Boots and swords!’


There was no time for anything else; he just had to get to the temple with as many legionaries as he could muster. ‘Get up! Boots and swords! Every last man. Up!’


He darted into the closest room, which stank of bodies and wine. All eight beds were occupied but only one soldier had made it onto his feet. Naked but for a loincloth, he winced at the light.


‘Get your weapon, man!’


‘Yes, sir,’ replied the legionary, staggering towards the equipment rack by the door.


Ursus reached for the closest man still in his bed and bodily dragged him out onto the floor. ‘Get dressed. Get your weapon!’


The still-drunk legionary grunted something but Ursus was already back outside and pounding along the corridor again. ‘Get up! Every man! Up!’


A few of the soldiers were out of their rooms and awaiting orders. A slight figure pushed between two of them and approached Ursus. ‘Centurion.’


The soft Gaulish accent of Agorix, the younger and more able of the two guard officers.


‘What’s going on?’


‘Sounds of battle from the temple, sir. We’re under attack.’


‘Get them up, get them outside.’


‘Yes, sir.’


Ursus ran on, bellowing as he passed the remaining rooms, half a dozen men now behind him. In the last doorway on the right, one soldier was struggling with the straps of his segmented armour.


‘Forget that.’ Ursus pulled him into the corridor.


Just as he exited the barracks, a figure came bolting along the path. Ursus was about to draw his sword when the man tripped and fell in front of him. He was clad in long robes, his hair cut in a childish fringe. The young priest cried out as Ursus grabbed him.


‘You – what’s going on?’


The priest shook under the centurion’s grip.


‘Speak!’


The youth uttered a garbled stream of Aramaic. Ursus didn’t understand a word. He let go and moved away from the barracks door to let the others out.


‘Sir, what’s happening?’ someone asked. Ursus ignored him; he was counting the men as they filed out. Eight were armed and ready to move and a couple had even found time to strap on their helmets. A ninth came through the door and instantly dropped down to tie his boots. Ursus slapped him on the shoulder. ‘Wait here. Tell Agorix to bring the rest and meet me at the temple end of the path.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘You others, follow me.’


Ursus tightened his belt two notches and set off, the men behind him. At his insistence, torches had been put in at sixty-foot intervals: each stuffed with branches and covered in enough goatskin and oil to keep them burning for hours.


The bell had stopped and there were no more shouts. Cencius (his second guard officer) was on duty with twenty men. Could they really have been taken out so quickly? Were the raiders already inside? Had to be a large, well-organised force.


As Ursus passed the fifth torch, one of the legionaries cried out.


‘Sir, look there!’


A man – a man running towards them – flashed past the next torch and was then swallowed up by the dark once more. Ursus slowed. He could hear quick steps, panting breaths.


‘Draw!’


He gripped his sword hilt tight and eased it out of the scabbard. The legionaries came up on either side of him, blocking the path.


The man spoke. ‘The Pillars—’


Ursus completed the password: ‘—of Hercules. Who’s there?’


The soldier ran up to him, sword in hand, face wet with sweat beneath his helmet. Ursus knew him well: Bradua, a decorated veteran of the Palmyran campaign – not a man to run from a fight without good reason. ‘Sir, they’re in the temple. By the time I got there, they’d already surrounded the place. There are scores of them.’


‘Cencius?’


Bradua rubbed his eyes. ‘Didn’t see him. Lot of men down, sir.’


Agorix had caught up; accompanied by another small group.


‘Everyone follow me.’


Ursus ran on once more. Past the seventh torch, then the eighth. As the trees thinned out, he could see the vast, angular bulk of the temple over to the left. Torches flickered close to the great columns, sparking off armour and blades. More lights were scattered across the courtyard and by the main gate. Ursus could hear whinnying horses and hooves on stone.


He shuttered the lantern and slowed to a walk. ‘Quiet.’


Approaching the tenth and last torch he moved to the left side of the path, well away from the light. All he heard from his legionaries was their boots scuffing the ground as they narrowed into a line behind him. Just as he reached the low wall that surrounded the temple complex, a shout rang out and the torches closest to the building began to move away. Ursus crouched behind the wall, Agorix beside him. They were close enough to hear voices now.


‘What language is that?’asked the guard officer.


‘Not sure.’


‘Palmyrans?’


‘No idea. But the bastards know what they’re doing. Covert approach, quick … and attacking during the festival – they knew we’d be a mess.’


‘I count thirty torches, sir. Even if only every other man has one, that’s sixty.’


Bradua dropped down close to them. ‘Sir, I saw a cart. Big, reinforced thing – like we’d carry artillery loads in.’


‘Just one?’


‘Yes.’


Having gathered in the middle of the courtyard, the raiders now began to move right, towards the gate.


‘How?’ said Agorix. ‘How could they have got in and out already?’


‘Because they knew what they wanted and they left the rest,’ said Ursus. ‘They’ve got the rock.’


Hearing a sudden rush of movement, he and the others shot to their feet as a figure burst out of the darkness. The man ran straight into the wall and fell over it, landing in the midst of the legionaries.


‘Is that Bolanus?’ someone asked.


The soldier was writhing around on the ground, clawing at his face. The side of his helmet had been split by a blade and the same blow had carved a line across his face. Blood welled between his fingers and his mouth puckered like a landed fish.


‘Jupiter save him,’ said one of the men as two others knelt down and tried to hold the stricken soldier still.


Agorix was gazing at the courtyard. ‘They’re on horseback, sir. ‘We’ve only half a dozen mounts, none of them ready.’


‘They’ll stay with the cart,’ reasoned Ursus. ‘The cart will be slow.’


The other men closed in around him, listening in.


‘The road curves around that old guard tower at the edge of the wood. We can cut through the trees and get ahead of them.’


From the temple came a long, piercing wail, then another and another. It was the priests, mourning the loss of the sacred object they had pledged their lives to.


Ursus watched the last of the torches pass beneath the arch of the gate.


‘Sir, we’re badly outnumbered,’ said one of the soldiers. ‘Is it really worth it for some lump of—’


Though he saw the punch coming, the legionary was unable to avoid it and Ursus’s fist struck his jaw with a dull crack. Fortunately, the centurion had no intention of doing any real damage. ‘You can lead the way, Maro.’


Maro pressed his hand against his jaw but took the lantern offered to him.


‘Turn left after the closest light, then head south-east towards the road. Go!’


‘Yes, sir.’ Maro ran back down the track.


‘Agorix, you go last. Put the torch out and take it with you.’


‘Sir.’


Ursus did a quick head count as the men departed. Eighteen, including the two trying to help Bolanus.


‘Leave him.’


Unlike Maro, the legionaries knew better than to argue.


Ursus knelt beside Bolanus, who was lying on his side, head at rest in an ever-expanding puddle of blood. He was still now, and with each breath came an agonised whimper. Ursus put a hand on his shoulder. Bolanus was a local lad; he’d put in a leave request a few days ago – asking for two weeks off to help his mother on the family farm. Ursus turned him onto his back and stood. He took a moment to aim, then slashed downward with his sword, cutting the young legionary’s throat.


‘Gods forgive me.’


It didn’t take him long to catch up with the men but once in the trees, the going became difficult. Low, dense bushes carpeted the ground and – with the canopy blocking out most of the moonlight – they had only the lantern to guide them. Keeping his steps high, Ursus powered past Agorix and the others, urging them on. ‘Stay close together. Pick up your feet.’


As he closed in on the middle of the group, a man ahead of him fell, grunting as he struck the ground. Ursus grabbed him under one arm and hauled him to his feet before charging away again. As they entered a clearing, he took the opportunity to get to the front.


Maro was still leading the way. Ursus snatched the lantern from him and altered their direction slightly: by heading further south, they would have more time to get ahead of the raiders. On he ran, holding the lantern as steady as he could to keep the light aflame. As twigs snapped under his boots and birds scattered, he looked left. He could just make out the angular silhouette of the tower: the torches of the raiders hadn’t passed it yet. Fifty paces more took him close to the road and there was still no sign of a light. He crouched next to a tree, closely followed by Bradua and Agorix.


‘Bradua, here – guide the men in.’ Ursus swapped the lantern for the torch. ‘Agorix, you’ll take five of them across to the other side of the road. I’ll halt the lead horses. As soon as they stop, try and get the mounts down, then hit the men.’


‘Yes, sir.’


As the rest of the legionaries arrived, Ursus tapped five on the shoulder in turn. ‘You’re with the guard officer.’


The men gathered around Agorix. Ursus gave the Gaul one last order. ‘Remember – mounts first. The other animals will panic and you might just block the way.’


Agorix led his squad down a grassy bank then across the road.


Ursus looked through the trees towards the tower. A dozen torches were visible now, bobbing along as the column advanced. The first riders were no more than a hundred yards away.


‘That everyone?’ he asked, turning back towards the remainder of the men.


‘Numonis fell, sir. Done his ankle.’


‘All right, listen. Agorix will strike the front. We head along the side of the column and go for the cart. If we stop it, they can’t take the rock with them. If they can’t take it, there’s no point fighting on. Hit fast, hit hard … and remember who we toasted tonight. Mars is with us.’


Though a couple nodded, most of the legionaries just stood there, trying to slow their breathing, probably fighting the urge to run. All in all, Ursus considered them a decent bunch, but there was a smattering of new recruits and some others whose only experience of fighting was mopping up Palmyran irregulars. He had little idea how they would do.


Apelles came forward. He was a bearded, brawny Thracian who had somehow managed to equip himself with both spear and shield. He offered the shield to his centurion. Ursus knew he’d have a few of his beloved throwing darts mounted close to the handle.


‘Here, sir.’


‘Thank you, Apelles. But you keep it.’


Ursus moved up to a position between two trees at the top of the bank. The noise of the horses rumbled along the paved road and he cursed as he saw that the rear of the column was still coming past the tower. Sixty? More like eighty.


Glad to see no trace of Agorix and his squad, he ordered Bradua and Maro forward. Maro was the only man wearing a cloak.


‘Take that off. We need it to hide the flames. Bradua, light the torch.’


The veteran opened the lantern shutter and carefully removed the candle. Maro held up his cloak, which was easily wide enough to prevent the light being seen from the road. Bradua crouched beside it and put the candle to the torch. The goatskin and oil took light easily and in moments the whole thing was aflame.


‘Draw swords.’


Ursus armed himself once more and peered around the closest tree. The lead trio were twenty yards away, sitting high in their saddles, the middle man carrying a lantern. The raiders were armed with swords and wore pale, long-sleeved tunics. A few were also equipped with mail and helmets, all of a rudimentary design. What he saw told Ursus absolutely nothing about who they were or where they came from. Presumably that was the idea.


He counted five more ranks of riders before he saw the cart. The vehicle seemed to fill the road and was drawn by four stout horses. All he could see in the rear was a dark shape.


‘Get ready.’


As the lead riders drew level with their position, Ursus grabbed the flaming torch from Maro and threw it into the road.


The raiders pulled up, one man already wrestling with his reins as his mount backed away from the flames.


‘Now!’


By the time Ursus reached the bottom of the bank, Agorix and his men were already on the road. The Gaul went straight for the middle horse and hacked his blade deep into the animal’s neck. As Ursus bolted along the side of the column, he glimpsed the mount rearing and the rider being thrown.


There was a strange moment of hesitation while the raiders struggled to react to what they were seeing. The second and third ranks did nothing more than watch Ursus run past them. The closest man in the fourth rank urged his horse out to block the Roman’s path but Ursus nipped up the bank and around him. He was then confronted by another horse and a spear-point coming at him.


The spear suddenly fell to the ground and the attacker slumped back in his saddle, a small metal object sticking out of his throat.


‘With you, sir!’


Apelles still hadn’t drawn his sword but already had another of the throwing darts ready. The driver of the cart was trying to control the horses and spied the Romans just before the second dart lodged itself in his chest. He dropped the reins and tried to pull it out.


Sitting to his left was a tall, broad man wearing a fine metal chest plate. The wounded driver turned to him for help but the man did no more than glance at the soldiers then drop down onto the other side of the road.


As Bradua and another legionary arrived, Ursus went for the lead horse on his side. With the column stationary, the beast had nowhere to go. Like the others, it was bucking against the reins, eyes rolling, mouth frothing. Ursus chopped four times into its throat. Chunks of flesh and hair and gouts of blood spilled noisily onto the stone. Mortally wounded, the horse fell to its knees.


As the animal stench filled his nose, Ursus looked back along the road. The rest of his men were just behind him. One was trying to pull a rider out of his saddle. Another was felled by some unseen strike.


As Ursus moved up to the cart, a spear clattered along the road, narrowly missing his feet. To his left, Apelles was flanked by Bradua and the other legionary, all three trading blows with the raiders. Ursus raised his blade, ready to cut the reins and disable the riding gear.


But he faced an unexpected danger. The driver had managed to pull the dart out of his chest and was now clutching a dagger.


As he flung himself off the bench, Ursus simply ducked. One of the driver’s boots caught his head but the rest of him crashed heavily onto the road. Ursus spun around, booted him in the side then drove his sword down into his unprotected heart. Pulling the blade free, he turned back towards the cart and peered at the closest wheel. It was as solid as any he’d seen, the wooden spokes two inches thick. His sword would barely scratch it.


He looked up at the stone; it had been covered by a sheet. While he was trying to think of another way to disable the vehicle, another spear struck its side. He checked to the right again. More of the raiders were off their horses and engaging the Romans. Only two of his men were left on their feet. They – and he – had only moments.


‘Centurion!’


Ursus turned back in time to see Bradua knocked to the ground, his head cracking against the road. His neck had almost been severed by a deep, dark wound. The other legionary was already down, lying next to the rear wheel of the cart.


Apelles fought on alone. As Ursus went to help him, the Thracian’s shield suddenly flew high into the air, landing several yards up the bank. Towering over him was the tall man from the cart; head now encased in an angular helmet – bronze like his armour. Apelles swept at his foe but the blade bounced off the chest plate. The riposte was so quick that Ursus didn’t even see the tall warrior’s weapon. Apelles staggered, then fell, hand clutching his chest.


Ursus snatched a last look down the road. The raiders were advancing, stepping over the bodies of his fallen men. As he turned back, he wondered about Agorix, though he knew he must be dead too. The odds never had been good but they’d fought well to a man.


As the warrior came forward, the raiders behind him stayed where they were. He was a foot taller than most of them, and in his hands was an immense double-bladed axe, the wooden handle reinforced with bands of metal. Ursus now saw that while the others were from the eastern provinces, the tall warrior had the face of a man from the northern part of the world. His eyes were pale, and the few tufts of hair poking out below the rim of the helmet were fair.


‘Nice try, Roman. A commendable effort.’ His voice was a low rumble, the Latin impeccable.


‘My men,’ said Ursus. ‘You’ll leave them as they lie?’


He wanted them to be found with their swords and – as importantly – the lead identity tablet each wore around his neck.


‘We will.’


‘The army will find you. And they’ll kill you.’


‘No more talk. You’ve delayed me long enough as it is.’


Ursus took a deep breath. By the great and honoured gods he was going to hurt this big bastard if he could. A bit of armour would have been handy, though, shield and helmet too.


The warrior stomped forward, axe held high. Ursus looked for a weak spot but the man clearly took his personal protection seriously; he was also wearing arm-guards and greaves.


Ursus stepped back. He’d just realised he didn’t particularly want to die at the end of some barbarian’s dirty, bloody axe blade.


‘The army will find you.’


He turned his sword upward and placed the tip against his throat. The last thing he saw was the warrior lower his axe.


Ursus drove the blade in. Cold iron gave way to warm blood and he slumped to the ground, his head coming to rest on Apelles’s leg. The sound of the raiders’ voices and their boots on the road grew faint as the black fog took him.


His last thought was of the girl. She was probably still waiting in his quarters: alone, confused and scared. It was not a good thought. Not good at all.


Gutha looked down at the Roman and shrugged. A centurion, perhaps. Hardly a glorious death but he had led a glorious charge; and he seemed like a man who’d done his fair share of fighting for the Empire. At least he’d chosen the manner of his death. Gutha could understand that.


‘Any of them left?’ he shouted in Nabatean. The only replies were the moans and prayers of the injured. He walked over to the bank and wiped his axe blades clean on the turf, then placed the weapon in the cart. He unbuckled his helmet, removed it and put it beside the axe.


He pointed at Reyazz, his second in command. The young man had already sheathed his sword and was flicking blood off his hands.


‘Place ten riders in a cordon around us until we’re ready to move. I don’t want any more surprises.’


Reyazz relayed the orders.


Gutha walked up to the front of the cart. The men were struggling with the other horses, all of which were desperate to get away from the dead animal. Gutha could see that some of the riding gear had been damaged. Another warrior came up from the front of the column.


‘They did the same to us, sir. We’re clearing the horse out of the way now.’


Gutha turned to Reyazz. ‘How long before you can get us moving again?’


‘Half an hour?’


‘Make it a quarter. Who did you send to check the barracks?’


‘Syrus. Commander, please, don’t—’


Unsure where the man was, Gutha shouted: ‘Syrus, come here!’


He heard a cry and saw a man running up from the rear.


As he waited for him, Gutha watched the others checking the fallen. From the looks of it, not one Roman was left alive.


‘You.’


The closest man turned round, a hulking fellow with a patch over one eye. ‘Commander?’


‘Put the Romans on the other side of the road. Nobody is to take anything from them. Our dead and those too hurt to move – lay them here on the bank.’


‘Yes, sir.’


Syrus came to a stop, breathing hard, already chewing his lip.


Gutha rested his hands on his belt and looked down at him. ‘You were sent to check the barracks?’


‘Yes, Commander. My men and I got very close. There wasn’t a single soldier. You were right: the festival, the drink—’


‘You were told to wait. To watch. To send a runner if anyone appeared.’


‘We did wait, sir. But we saw no one. We returned—’


‘Too early. Far too early.’


Syrus dropped to one knee. ‘My apologies, Commander. The fault is entirely mine.’


‘I’d say so, yes.’


Gutha watched as a fifth injured warrior was laid out on the bank. ‘That the last of ours?’


‘Yes, sir,’ said the man with the eye-patch. ‘Plus six dead.’


‘Strip all but their tunics.’


‘Yes, Commander.’


Only two of the wounded were moving. One man’s tunic had been slashed open, exposing a glistening cut across his chest.


‘Water,’ he gasped. ‘Water.’


‘Thing is,’ Gutha told Syrus, ‘we can’t take him and the other four. We’re in enemy territory. We need to move quickly, without drawing attention. And we can’t leave them alive because they know too much.’


Syrus was still down on one knee.


‘Get up.’


The younger man did so.


‘Best get to it,’ added Gutha.


‘You mean—’


‘Yes. All five.’


Syrus gazed up at the heavens and muttered a prayer. He drew his sword.


‘Water,’ pleaded the injured man. ‘Please.’


Syrus walked towards him then stopped. ‘Sir, could I at least give him some water?’


‘No. Best to be quick. Merciful.’


The men attending to the horses had stopped to watch Syrus.


‘Keep at it!’ Gutha ordered.


Syrus stood over the injured man. As he lowered the blade towards his throat, the warrior tried to swat it away.


‘Why?’ he asked. ‘Why?’


Syrus stuck the blade in. The slick of blood that soon striped the warrior’s tunic was made black by the moonlight. His eyes remained open, even when his body became still.


The next man stirred. Despite the numerous messy injuries to his belly and groin, he managed to roll away. Syrus tried to pull his blade out of the first man but it was stuck. Something crunched as he twisted it this way and that before finally wrenching it free. Gutha heard a whimpering cry and initially thought the warrior was still alive. But the noise had come from Syrus. He composed himself then moved on to the next man. Gutha ran a hand across his head and cursed.


All this for a rock.


They rode on through the night, putting ten miles between them and the temple. At dawn, the bulk of the column continued south while Gutha, Reyazz and two others sheltered at a previously requisitioned barn, then moved on the following day. Numbers were now more of a hindrance then a help and, with the cart’s precious load hidden beneath a stack of reed-bales, they hoped to reach friendly territory.


It took nine days to reach friendly territory. Nine tense, long days spent avoiding army patrols, customs officials and curious locals. Once beyond the reach of the legions, they reunited with the main force and Gutha found the last few days of the journey far less taxing. He was looking forward to delivering the rock to his employer; partly because the long, complicated operation would be over, but also to see the mad bastard’s reaction.


The final obstacle was the lengthy mountain road, particularly the steep stretch that led down to the town. But the cart and its load survived intact. As they halted at the outer wall, the escort was dismissed, every last man having sworn an oath of secrecy. Once through the noisy, busy streets, they reached the inner wall. Only Reyazz was permitted to remain alongside Gutha. As the guards closed the doors behind them, other men came forward to take control of the horses. Gutha jumped down to the ground and looked around him, glad to be in familiar surroundings.


To the left of the gate was a sloping path cut into the rock which led up to a cavern. Within was the vast network of ancient chambers that Ilaha had now claimed for his headquarters. Gutha heard a cry, and saw the man himself rush out into the light, his purple cloak a vivid splash of colour against the pale rock. He looked almost giddy as he ran down the path, eyes fixed on the cart.


Gutha had worked for him for three years; and when they’d first met he’d gone by a different name. He’d been no more than an up-and-coming tribal chief then, with perhaps only a couple of hundred swordsmen at his command. Ilaha had always been a tad eccentric but there could be no denying his drive and energy, nor his ability to lead. Yet Gutha had observed a dramatic change in him – a change that seemed to gather pace with every passing day – and he now knew what to expect when he was in his priestly garb.


One constant remained, however: for Gutha the only factor that really mattered. The man paid well. Unusually well.


Holding up his cloak as he ran, Ilaha reached the bottom of the slope. The men had by now finished removing the reed-bales from the cart. As Ilaha approached, they and Reyazz withdrew, leaving Gutha alone with him. Ilaha lifted the sheet and peeked under it, then backed away, as if barely able to believe what he had seen.


His cloak was embroidered with gold thread, the back covered by a lustrous sun. Though he was wearing a tunic and trousers underneath, Gutha could tell that he’d lost yet more weight. A wonderful rider and formidable swordsman, Ilaha hardly ever seemed to carry a blade these days and spent little time outside. And the weight lost from his fair, almost androgynous face made him seem gaunt, though his dark eyes had not lost their compelling power. It took him a long time to drag them off the rock.


‘You did it,’ he said in Greek. ‘You brought it to me.’


He dashed forward and grabbed Gutha’s tunic, then pulled him down and kissed him on the cheek.


‘I heard it, Gutha,’ he whispered. ‘I heard it. I knew you had it. It’s been speaking to me for days.’


Ilaha abruptly let go and yelled at the men. ‘Where are those logs and ropes? Get it inside at once!’


Gutha was sleeping when the guards came for him. He swiftly dressed and followed the pair back through the town to the inner gate. They escorted him as far as the cavern, then silently joined the other sentries there. Gutha peered inside, at the rows of mounted torches that narrowed into the passageway beyond. The scent of blood – rust and rot – breathed out into the night. He took a last gulp of fresh air and entered.


After fifty paces, the passageway reached the high-roofed chamber that Ilaha now referred to as the temple. Braziers had been lit, casting a fuzzy orange glow. Gutha smothered an oath as he realised that what he had taken for statues were in fact Ilaha’s priests. All ten of them were there, heads bowed, each man wearing an identical scarlet cloak and cowl. They stood in a circle around the rock. Gutha knew he should have kept walking to the passageway opposite but he still hadn’t taken a good look at the thing. The priests – who were allowed to speak only to Ilaha – did not react as he walked over, stopped between two of them and gazed at the black stone.


It seemed small: the conical top no more than five feet high, the rounded base no more than six across. The composition was unlike anything he’d seen: a honeycomb pattern topped by a grey, almost metallic sheen. Etched upon the surface was marking upon marking but every time he thought he saw a familiar word or letter or image, the lines seemed to shift. He moved around it, past another priest, and the very colour and shape of the rock seemed to change. He blinked; and put it down to tiredness or a trick of the light.


Gutha looked down. The rock was mounted on a plinth surrounded by a circular basin filled with water. Connected to the basin were four channels that ran out to the chamber’s walls, each ending below a large iron hook. Gutha saw the blood in the water and went to see which animals had been sacrificed to the sun god.


He found a calf, a goat and a lamb; and smelt the shit they had voided when their throats had been cut. Having traversed the whole chamber, he approached the last hook.


The yellow-beaked eagle was still breathing. It had been tied on by its wings, its neck merely nicked to ensure a slow death. The bird’s chest was twitching weakly, but as Gutha came nearer, its talons scraped the air, vengeful claws desperate for something to tear into.


Gutha watched it a while longer, then continued on towards Ilaha’s quarters. He passed two closed doors. The third was open.


‘Gutha?’


‘Yes.’


‘Come in.’


A small, sparsely decorated cavern. Ilaha – now barefoot and without the cloak – was sitting at a hexagonal table. In front of him was a jug and some fine glasses.


‘Please, sit.’


Gutha did so and cast a wary glance towards the rear of the room. The old woman was sitting in a chair by the hearth, facing away from them.


Ilaha called her ‘Mother’ but Gutha couldn’t believe she was a day under eighty and as Ilaha couldn’t be much more than thirty, he reckoned she was actually his grandmother. Gutha was glad she was well away from him. Apart from the fact that she stank, he hated even looking at her. Her face was more lines than skin, her eyes opaque and yellowed, yet her white hair was as thick as his and hung down as far as her waist. Despite her age, she was never ill and always available to advise and guide her ‘son’. To Gutha, her very existence seemed unnatural.


‘Wine?’ said Ilaha.


‘No, thank you.’ As Gutha settled into the chair, the frame groaned under his weight.


Ilaha looked tired and pale but those dark eyes somehow still shone. ‘Did you feel it? Did you feel its power? I believe I can hear it beating like a heart.’


‘I am relieved it is finally here.’


‘Reyazz did well?’


‘Exceptionally. He thinks the real stone is lighter than the one we practised with – that’s why they were so quick. Twelve minutes in and out. There was a little trouble getting the frame on but the rollers and the ramp worked to perfection.’


‘So everything went to plan?’


‘Pretty much.’


‘I’ve warned you before about lying.’ The crone sounded like a little girl with hands around her throat. ‘What about the man who spilled the blood of horses and then his own?’


Gutha was never quite sure how she did that; was she really a sorceress or just exceptionally well informed?


‘Centurion, I think. Ambushed us on the way out. Lost a few men but they didn’t slow us down for long.’


‘There’s no possibility that someone could have followed you here?’ asked Ilaha.


‘Not a chance.’


‘I want them to know I have the stone, but at a time of my choosing.’


‘The Emperor will have heard of it by now. He is coming east to put down the Palmyrans himself.’


‘He knows,’ said the old woman. ‘He knows what he has lost.’


‘It was well guarded,’ said Gutha. ‘I imagine he’ll do whatever’s necessary to get it back.’


Ilaha looked irritated. ‘I believe we have been through this before.’


‘We have. But there can be no turning back. You have started along a dangerous road now.’


‘I?’


‘We.’


Ilaha leaned forward onto the table. ‘There will be no turning back, Gutha. It is good that the Emperor comes east now. The invincible god of the sun aids us by bringing him here. It will only hasten his demise.’


Gutha didn’t like the sound of that. The man wasn’t just becoming more unstable and more arrogant; he was becoming more ambitious.


‘I have been busy while you’ve been away,’ Ilaha continued. ‘Our allies have been summoned.’


‘Potential allies.’


Ilaha ignored him. ‘They will gather here on the last day of the month; and when I show them what I have, every last one will pledge himself and his men. But even before then we must show them that the tide is turning, that Rome has already lost control. We must stay in the shadows no longer. All of Arabia must see that our time has come.’


‘You wish to send another message?’


‘I do.’


Gutha didn’t much like the sound of that either but they both knew he would do as he was bid. Ilaha did pay well. Unusually well.


‘I’m sure we can come up with something.’


Ilaha glanced at the door. ‘You came through the temple. How’s the eagle?’


‘Still alive.’


Ilaha grinned. ‘Not for long.’




I


Bostra, capital of the Roman province of Arabia, April AD 273


‘Damn you, Simo. Damn you, damn you, damn you.’


Cassius Quintius Corbulo sighed and shook his head. The helmet’s bronze was greasy and dull, the crest needed combing and there was a dead spider stuck to the cross-piece.


‘Sir?’ Muranda appeared in the doorway.


‘Didn’t I ask you to clean this?’


The chubby maid hurried forward and took it. ‘I thought I had, sir.’


‘By the gods, look at it, woman. You must polish it – I want to see my face in there.’


‘Yes, Master Cassius.’


The housekeeper waddled out of the bedroom, sandals slapping on the floor. Cassius was convinced that if she worked a bit harder she might lose some weight off her bottom half.


‘Just come back soon, Simo,’ he whispered. ‘Please.’


His Gaulish attendant had finally taken the leave long promised to him and journeyed to Antioch to visit his father. The Syrian capital was a week away so Cassius had allowed him three weeks in total. But twenty-four days had now passed. He knew Simo had arrived safely yet he had heard nothing since. Cassius felt as if his entire life were in utter disarray.


Seeing the state of the hourglass did nothing to improve his mood.


‘And why didn’t you wake me sooner?’ he shouted. ‘The meeting is in a quarter-hour!’


After only a couple of days without Simo, Cassius had grown tired of putting all his clothes and belongings away, so in order to find things he’d decided to leave them all out where he could see them. Muranda occasionally popped in to take some washing but she seemed to have a gift for missing the dirtiest items.


So far that morning, the only clean item Cassius had managed to locate was a long-sleeved scarlet tunic. He looked around for a cape but the only one in view had a stain down the front.


‘Tunic’ll do,’ he said to himself. ‘Now, er … sword belt, sword belt.’


This at least was easy to find: it was lying on a chair by the doorway. Cassius grabbed it and lowered the strap onto his right shoulder, more at ease with the weight of the weapon now. The regular lessons with Indavara were really starting to pay off and he was almost beginning to enjoy handling the blade, though the bodyguard continued to insist it was too big for him. Cassius inspected the ornate eagle head at the base of the hilt and tutted: it too was unclean. He grabbed a loincloth and gave it a quick rub.


‘Er … satchel, satchel.’


The deer-hide bag was hanging from a candelabra. Cassius undid the buckle and checked he had some paper and a stick of charcoal. He seldom made notes at these meetings with the governor but it always paid to appear conscientious. He slung the bag over his left shoulder and hurried out into the atrium.


The curtain to Indavara’s room was open; an empty plate left on the bed. Wondering where he’d got to, Cassius hurried into the kitchen, expecting to find Muranda there. But, apart from the mangy cat that had taken to wandering in, the room was empty.


‘Muranda!’


She came shuffling in from the courtyard. ‘Here, sir. Sorry. I needed the light.’


Cassius took the helmet from her. ‘Well, at least the spider’s gone.’


As Muranda stroked the cat – which had jumped onto the bench beside the kitchen table – Cassius did his best to straighten out the rough bristles of the crest. He couldn’t fault the maid’s manners but she really was a useless creature.


‘Shall I prepare a dinner for later, sir?’


The very mention of the word made Cassius long for the innumerable dishes Simo could conjure at speed, every one adapted to suit his palate. By contrast, Muranda seemed unable to invest any foodstuff with a pleasant taste.


‘No. I’ll eat out.’ He aimed a finger at the cat. ‘And keep that wretched thing out of here. Yesterday I found a hair in my dates.’


‘Yes, Master Cassius.’


He strode back across the atrium to the front door. Mounted on the wall close by was an oval, silver-framed mirror. After a few hurried adjustments to his hair, he looked at his nose. Simo kept telling him the break had reset perfectly and Cassius had almost believed him until Indavara cracked a joke about it one night. Now he could barely look at his face without fixating on the knob of bone. Apart from cosmetic considerations, he hated the fact that he’d been left with an inescapable reminder of his last assignment: a brutal confrontation with a rogue centurion.


Muttering curses, he stepped outside, only just resisting the temptation to slam the door.


The villa faced onto the Via Cappadocia, the wide street which – a stone’s throw to the left – led straight into Bostra’s legionary fortress. Beyond the marble arch of the gatehouse and the high wall lay the sprawling complex: headquarters of the Third Cyrenaican, Arabia’s only standing legion. Two sentries holding spears and in full armour flanked the gate. Above them a large red and gold standard hung limply from its pole.


‘Afternoon, sir,’ said one of the men as Cassius reached the pavement.


‘Afternoon.’


Given the villa’s location, Cassius had come to know the faces of the sentries and this fellow was unusually cheery. The second soldier just about managed a nod. Cassius imagined he – and most of the others – weren’t overly concerned about impressing an officer of the Imperial Security Service, long-standing rival of the regular army.


Setting off along the street in the opposite direction, Cassius realised he no longer worried as much about such things. The attitude of his compatriots, ranks and officers alike, was something he could do little about; and the benefits of a life free from the punishing grind of conventional soldiering still outweighed the disadvantages, for the time being anyway.


The morning was bright and windless, his light linen tunic ideal. This was Cassius’s third spring in the eastern provinces and it was a pleasant time: little rain and plenty of sun, but without the stifling heat of the summer.


He, Indavara and Simo had arrived in Bostra three months earlier. Though the city lacked the grandeur and history of Antioch, there was a fine theatre, several excellent baths and some decent inns. The occasional appearances of the desert folk – the Saracens – added something to the place, as did the myriad colours of the native clothing and the exotic smells of the spice market.


All in all a reasonable posting, except that much of the province’s army had been despatched to assist with fresh rebellions brewing in Syria and Egypt. The Third Cyrenaican was now down to just six cohorts; fewer than three thousand men. Worse still, the Tanukh – a confederation of Arabian tribesmen traditionally allied to Rome – could no longer be relied upon; rumours abounded of dissent in the south.


‘Officer Corbulo. Officer!’


Over the wall of the villa he was passing, Cassius spied a familiar figure bustling along the path. He stopped outside the gate just as Mistress Lepida opened it, already smiling.


Most of the residents on the Via Cappadocia had some connection to the army and Lepida was the wife of a tribune who’d been transferred to Egypt. According to Muranda, her husband had lost interest in her long ago and she freely sought her pleasures elsewhere. Even so, Cassius had resisted her advances. It was rarely advisable to indulge with the wives of fellow officers, and though she was in good shape for her age – which he reckoned was about thirty – the large mole on one side of her nose was singularly off-putting.


‘Good day to you, sir.’


‘Good day, Mistress Lepida.’


Cassius was all set to walk on when he saw a younger lady exiting the villa.


Lepida didn’t seem overly concerned by the speed at which he shifted his gaze. ‘May I introduce my cousin, Miss Helena Umbrenius.’


‘Miss Helena.’


Cassius stepped into the garden and took her hand; and a well-manicured hand it was too. She was rather short but slim with it; and far darker than Lepida. She looked like the local girls, in fact, with jet-black hair and remarkably white teeth.


‘Helena arrived from Qottein yesterday. She is staying with me for now because of the troubles. Any news, Officer? There’s talk that the rest of the legion might be recalled.’


‘I’m really not sure.’


‘I thought you were supposed to know about these things.’


‘As you know, I deal mainly with logistics.’ Cassius smiled. It was a running joke between them.


‘Come now, Officer.’


‘Cassius, please.’


‘Very well – Cassius. Enough of this pretence. I have been an army wife for more than ten years and I am fully aware that it is the job of the Service to know things before everyone else.’


‘I wish that were true,’ he replied honestly.


‘Officer Corbulo was born in Ravenna,’ Lepida told her cousin. ‘He hails from one of the old families and is related to Gnaes Domitius Corbulo, the great general.’


‘You are kind, Mistress Lepida, but I’m sure Miss Helena doesn’t want to hear about me.’


The look on the young lady’s face suggested otherwise. Cassius guessed she was around his age. Almost certainly unmarried or Lepida would have mentioned it by now.


He continued: ‘Tell me, have you had a chance to look around the city? The theatre is really quite impressive.’


‘Not yet,’ the girl replied shyly.


‘Are you attending the performance tonight?’ asked Lepida.


‘Brutus?’ replied Cassius. ‘I thought that had been cancelled.’


‘It’s back on. Apparently the governor gave specific instructions that all should continue as normal.’


‘Ah. Well, Accius has always been a bit broad for my tastes, but—’


‘Perhaps you would escort us?’ asked Lepida.


‘Why not?’


A bell rang out from the fortress, marking the start of the third hour.


‘Gods, sorry, I’d better be going.’


‘Is that an arrangement, then?’ asked Lepida.


‘Certainly. Shall I call in at the twelfth?’


‘Perfect.’


‘Good day, ladies.’


They answered together: ‘Good day.’


Feeling his spirits rising by the moment, Cassius placed a steadying hand on his sword and jogged away along the street. He didn’t like being seen to hurry in public but he liked being admonished for tardiness even less.


Up ahead, a double line of cavalry had just turned onto the road, bound for the fortress. They were trotting along at quite a speed and several locals had to take evasive action. One unfortunate tipped his little cart onto the pavement. Bounding over a cascade of watermelons, Cassius nodded politely at the cavalry commander. The officer returned the gesture and bawled at the poor vendor, who bowed repeatedly as he recovered his wares.


Once past the last pair of riders, Cassius crossed to the other side of the street. At the corner, he turned left onto the Via Petra and passed the city’s largest sanctuary. Equipped with an immense central fountain, it functioned as spring, retreat and meeting place. Water-carriers bearing jugs or skins gathered by the numerous pipes while richer folk walked the gardens or sat sunning themselves.


Another hundred paces took him under the imposing arch commonly known as the East Gate. Squatting in the shadows were a pair of legionaries and four city sergeants. Noting his approach, they whispered warnings, but when Cassius ignored them they returned swiftly to their dice. Turning right up a narrower street, he heard a desperate cry of ‘Dogs? Again?’ Cassius grinned; the gambler had rolled four ones – the lowest possible score.


A smaller arch marked the entrance to the governor’s residence. The two guards outside had been slouching but straightened their spears and their backs as Cassius strode past. ‘Good day, sir.’


‘Good day.’


The residence was known locally as Rabbel’s House – palace of the last king before the annexation of Arabia by the emperor Trajan. Cassius thought it appropriate that few people actually used the word palace. Despite two colonnaded storeys, it was a blocky, rather anonymous building, and several of the city’s richer inhabitants could boast far grander homes. The governor had, however, done his best to improve the place: it was surrounded by a colourful strip of flowerbeds and watched over by Trajan and several other of Rome’s most revered emperors. Hurrying between life-size bronze renderings of Hadrian and Marcus Aurelius, Cassius approached the passageway that led to the palace’s central courtyard.


Standing there with another sentry was one of the staff; an aged attendant holding a waxed tablet and stylus. ‘Officer Corbulo, good day to you. The governor is holding his meeting in the Table Room. Do you—’


Cassius didn’t break stride. ‘I know the way.’


The courtyard was large – forty yards from corner to corner – and today contained two groups of people. One was a huddle of toga-clad men: senior administrators deep in discussion. The others were centurions, helmets cradled under their arms as they listened to another officer reading from a sheet of paper. None of the men looked up.


Cassius passed through a portico then turned right into a corridor. Two maids were on their knees, rolling up a heavy rug. They were about to scramble out of Cassius’s way but he held up a hand and nimbly turned sideways to get past them. Slowing down as he approached the Table Room, he checked his helmet, straightened his tunic, and walked in.


The room was well lit by three grilled windows and dominated by the eponymous table – a rectangular monstrosity far too big for the space that housed it. On the interior wall was a fading fresco; the inevitable seven hills of Rome. At the near end of the table stood two young clerks, silently sorting through some papers. Sitting at the far end were Governor Calvinus, Tribune Pontius and Chief Nerva.


‘Ah, Corbulo.’ Calvinus beckoned Cassius forward then addressed the clerks. ‘You two leave us. Shut the door behind you.’


As the clerks complied, Cassius placed his helmet on a table next to Nerva’s (which looked in rather better condition) then slipped the satchel from his shoulder. The governor occupied the chair at the end of the table, the others to his right. Cassius took a seat to his left.


Directly opposite him was Pontius: a tall, striking man. At twenty-six he was five years older than Cassius and the legion’s senior tribune. His light woollen tunic was of unmistakable quality, the wide purple stripe running from shoulder to belt. Pontius was a senator’s son, putting in his time in the provinces before returning to Rome to take up a political career. With the prefect away leading the legion’s crack cohorts in Syria, he was now effectively commander of the province’s forces. Brash and direct, Pontius was also a renowned rider, having won several prestigious contests. Cassius had tried to ingratiate himself with all those he dealt with at his new posting but Pontius remained as unreceptive as Chief Nerva – possibly the only thing the two had in common.


Though technically a centurion, as the man in charge of the fortress, Nerva enjoyed a status only just below Pontius. Unlike the tribune – who might be back in Rome within a year – he had served with the Third Cyrenaican for two decades. Jowly and squat, his red tunic was far more faded than Cassius’s and looked at least a size too small. Pinned to his chest was a miniature silver spear: symbol of his post; and around both his wrists were broad gold bands: decorations for distinguished service.


Calvinus was a little older: well into his fifties. According to local lore he had shunned the possibility of a future career in Rome because of his love of the province and its inhabitants. His broad face was topped by a thick head of silvery curls, his cheeks lined with red veins. He was said to like his drink but there was never any at these meetings. Cassius was a tad hungover, and wouldn’t have minded pouring himself some water from the jug on the table. But it was too far away and he was last to arrive, so he sat up straight and waited for the governor to begin.


Calvinus ran a knuckle across his brow. ‘Chief Nerva passed this news to me early this morning. Pontius, Corbulo – you are the first to know. Five days ago the legionary fort at Ruwaffa was attacked. Burned to the ground. It was efficiently done – the fire was started in several places and the gates blocked from the outside. Almost the entire century perished. The three men that escaped had to climb over the walls. They eventually made it to Humeima from where Centurion Ignatius immediately despatched a message.’


‘By the gods,’ said Pontius. ‘This is an outrage.’


‘And unprecedented,’ said Calvinus. ‘In all my years here.’


Cassius had several questions running through his head but remained silent. Upon finding out he would be taking the job, he’d been relieved – pleased to accept an administrative position at last. But he was still getting to grips with both the role and the situation. He planned to listen, learn and keep his head down.


Chief Nerva broke the silence. ‘Without wishing to go over old ground, sir, it’s no coincidence that the frequency and severity of these attacks have risen since the legion was dismembered. Our enemies know we are weak.’


‘Dismembered? Must you use such dramatic language, Marcus? What we must focus on is finding out exactly who these enemies are.’


‘Could be brigands,’ replied the centurion. ‘Some splinter group within the Tanukh? Palmyrans, even?’


‘Perhaps our resident spy has something to add?’ said Pontius, staring across the table at Cassius.


Nerva weighed in before he could reply. ‘Unlikely, Tribune. To find out anything useful one might actually have to leave Bostra.’


Pontius sneered, then continued the attack. ‘Well, Corbulo? Isn’t it your job to anticipate such events?’


The governor intervened. ‘I shall remind you both that Officer Corbulo has been here only a matter of weeks. He is no more a soothsayer than you or I.’


Cassius decided he had to say something, if only to be seen to contribute. ‘Sir, was there any further information regarding the attack in the letter? Any evidence or—’


‘No,’ said the governor. ‘Just the bare facts.’


Nerva picked up a sheet in front of him and slid it across the table. ‘Here.’


Cassius examined the letter – a few sentences scrawled hastily on a well-worn page.


Calvinus continued. ‘Ruwaffa is – was – our most southerly presence. Now we shall know even less about what is going on down there.’


‘What about the Tanukh, sir?’ asked Nerva. ‘Any progress?’


‘Whatever their other concerns, the thirteen chiefs do not currently seem particularly interested in meeting me.’


‘What is wrong with these bloody Saracens?’ uttered Pontius. ‘We have safeguarded this province for almost two centuries. They should be coming to us, not the other way around.’


‘With respect,’ said Nerva, ‘you weren’t here when the Palmyrans hit us. The Tanukh’s reward for fighting alongside us was to see their villages and towns razed, their caravans robbed. When the Emperor defeated Zenobia we told them that was the end of it; that we could guarantee a period of peace. And now? Palmyra up in arms again. Egypt? No wonder they’ve turned their backs on us.’


‘Is there no more we can do, sir?’ asked Pontius.


‘My emissaries are working hard but we have heard almost nothing,’ said Calvinus. ‘You know how it is with these nomads – always on the move. Let’s go over the numbers again. If this attack presages a wider problem, I want to know just how bad it could get if the Tanukh do turn against us.’


‘Sir, I think that’s extremely unlikely,’ said Pontius.


‘Based on what?’ replied Calvinus irritably.


‘The fact that they have fought beside us before, been our allies for many years.’


‘That’s right. They have. I consider some of these men my friends. I have eaten with them, ridden with them, seen their children grow up. And they are ignoring me. That silence frightens me more than anything.’


Nerva swiftly outlined the deployment of the Third Cyrenaican. ‘The first and tenth cohorts of course remain here in Bostra, the sixth outside Petra, the seventh at Aila. The eighth is divided between Gerasa and Philadelphia. The ninth currently man the fortresses in the south of the province. Based on current strength returns, we can muster a total of around two thousand six hundred men.’


Nerva saw the look of surprise on the governor’s face.


‘This outbreak at Gerasa, sir. A third of Modius’s men are laid up. Half his officers too.’


‘Auxiliaries?’


‘Viridio’s camel-riders are in as good a shape as ever. Strength returns for the other cohorts are adequate.’


‘That’s something, I suppose,’ said Calvinus. ‘Now what about the Via Traiana? It’s an obvious target for whoever’s behind the attack. The road must stay open. Trade must continue, taxes must be collected and the general staff must be assured of free movement across our territory.’


Calvinus and Nerva turned to Pontius.


‘No incidents reported to me. Clearly, protecting the entire road is a virtual impossibility but we are ready to mount extra patrols and put squads into the way-stations if required.’


‘And your report on potential placements for these patrols and squads? Wasn’t it due last week?’


‘My apologies, Governor. We are doing our best but where previously the chiefs would have provided us with intelligence, we are now rather in the dark. I must confess I am bemused as to what Officer Corbulo has been doing for the last few weeks.’


Cassius had been reading the letter for a second time while keeping one ear on the conversation. He lowered the sheet as the three senior men looked at him.


‘As you know, my predecessor Verecundus wasn’t the most conscientious of individuals but I have been in contact with a few of the men he employed as informers.’


‘And?’ asked Pontius.


‘I have obtained nothing that could be described as actionable intelligence,’ admitted Cassius. ‘Some refused to meet me, others claim that the tribesmen are spending less time in the north of the province. None were prepared to cooperate.’


Pontius snorted.


‘How I love the Service,’ scoffed Nerva. ‘About as useful as a candle in a snowstorm.’


‘Actually, sir, what I have learned is quite useful, in a way.’


‘Knowing nothing is useful?’ countered Pontius. ‘Then you must consider yourself an expert, Corbulo.’


‘The fact that Verecundus – by all accounts a lazy, disorganised fellow – was able to gather information, yet I have not, is in itself instructive. It reinforces what Governor Calvinus has already told us. The situation has changed. I would surmise that some or all of the informers are withholding information out of fear. Perhaps because the attitude of the less loyal Saracens towards Rome is now at best unfriendly, at worst hostile.’


Pontius seemed determined to assert himself. ‘We must get a grip of the situation, sir. Allow me to march the tenth cohort down to Humeima. We shall investigate the Ruwaffa attack and bring those responsible to justice. Once there are a few dozen bodies hanging by the road these bastards might think twice about attacking again.’


Nerva was nodding. ‘If we can restore order, the chiefs may come back to us.’


Cassius made a noise, and realised the governor had heard him only when Calvinus looked at him.


‘Corbulo? Something to say?’


‘Er, well, sir … I’m not sure the situation is as chaotic as it first appears. I’ve been working through the documentation regarding the various incidents as you instructed. The majority may well be due to the reduction in troop numbers and a consequent breakdown in order. But a few – and I wouldn’t be surprised if this attack on Ruwaffa is the latest – share certain common characteristics.’


‘Go on.’


Cassius knew he should have been spending six hours a day on the paperwork Verecundus had left behind. In fact he’d been doing about two hours, but he was most of the way through it and sure of his conclusions.


‘Sir, I shall refer only to incidents where our people have been killed. You will recall that a tax collector was murdered outside Aila last March.’


‘Hardly a rarity,’ said the governor.


‘Usually two or three a year,’ added Nerva.


‘Four last year,’ said Cassius. ‘The other three were investigated by local legionaries and brought to a conclusion – all disgruntled taxpayers as I recall. The Aila murder wasn’t solved. Then, last October, a legionary patrol was ambushed outside Humeima.’


‘Palmyran irregulars, wasn’t it?’ said Nerva.


‘That’s what Verecundus wrote it up as,’ replied Cassius. ‘But I checked the original report from the optio down there. There was no evidence of Palmryan involvement. There was no evidence at all. Verecundus just wanted a neat conclusion to his investigation. Then there was the robbery of the wage cart at Udruh in January. Six men killed this time, several thousand sesterces taken. Verecundus made no progress identifying those responsible. All three incidents were roughly the same time apart, all struck directly at symbolic Roman targets and all were carried out with a high degree of professionalism.’


‘And you chose not to mention this before?’ asked Pontius.


‘I did mention it,’ Cassius replied quickly. ‘It was in the preliminary report I prepared for the governor. Your office should have received a copy.’


Pontius turned to Nerva, who nodded.


‘Bloody useless clerks,’ said the tribune, reddening.


‘Now this attack,’ said Cassius, tapping the letter. ‘Again, a few months after the last incident and, judging from what we know so far, again carried out efficiently.’


‘Do you have a theory about who might be responsible?’ asked Calvinus.


‘No, sir. Frankly, I don’t know enough about the province. All I can say is that there seems to be a guiding hand at work. Someone who is becoming more brazen, more confident.’


‘Governor,’ said Nerva. ‘You know the chiefs better than any of us. Are they really capable of this?’


‘Knowing so little of their present state of mind, it’s difficult to say. But a few were certainly more reluctant allies than others, and some still cling to the hope of a return to the old days.’ Calvinus flicked his head upward. ‘When old King Rabbel lived under this roof and the desert folk came and went as they pleased.’


‘This person is an opportunist,’ said Cassius. ‘They might have waited for years, even fought alongside the legions.’


‘We have always been so vulnerable here,’ said Calvinus. ‘Thousands of miles of ungovernable territory to our south and east; and always dependent on the Saracens to provide information and security.’


‘Well, sir?’ said Pontius, still anxious to regain some ground. ‘I could have that column on the move within days, down to Humeima in a couple of weeks.’


‘Show our faces,’ added Nerva. ‘Discourage a further escalation.’


Calvinus didn’t seem convinced. ‘I will not risk such a move yet. Not until I know more. If the Tanukh are involved, retaliation may make things worse and the chiefs can each count on at least a thousand swords; if they turn against us we are outnumbered five to one. I shall look into this Ruwaffa incident myself. Pontius, I want that deployment report – use what information you have. Nerva, keep a close eye on those centuries with a large intake of new recruits – we may need them sooner rather than later. Corbulo, your priority must be these informers. One way or another, we must find out what the chiefs are up to.’


‘Yes, sir.’


Calvinus continued: ‘Also, I have instructed the magistrate to pay special attention to any disruptive elements within the city; anyone even mentioning the word revolt will find themselves up on a charge. Talk of the attack will get out eventually – it always does – but for now keep it to yourselves. Oh, and as of today, all leave is cancelled.’


Cassius stood. Pontius and Nerva were already on their way out. Calvinus moved his chair away from the table and ran his fingers through his silvery curls. ‘Corbulo, wait.’


Cassius turned towards him, hands clasped behind his back.


Calvinus crossed his legs and rearranged the folds of his toga. He spoke only when he was sure the others were gone. ‘You defended your corner well, young man, and I cannot fault your analysis. But if the present informers aren’t doing the job, recruit new ones. Get out there. Find out what I need to know. If you require more personnel, more funds, tell me.’


‘Yes, Governor.’


With that, Cassius picked up his satchel and left, collecting his helmet on the way out. The courtyard had emptied and – as he exited the residence and passed the sentries – he saw Chief Nerva striding away towards another exit, accompanied by two other officers.


As he neared the East Gate, Cassius heard the clatter of hooves behind him. He moved to the left side of the road but as the noise grew louder, something told him to turn. A tall, broad horse was bearing down on him.


Cassius threw himself out of the way, striking a low wall and half-burying his head in a bush.


By the time he’d recovered himself, the rider was well past. Tribune Pontius turned and gave a sly grin, then rode on.


‘Bloody idiot!’


Cassius kept the volume of his shout down so that the tribune wouldn’t hear, then felt ashamed for doing so.


‘Bloody army!’ He kicked away a nearby lump of wood, then checked himself for damage – just a few scratches on his arm.


Cassius continued on his way, still cursing. He resented always having to swim against the endless tide of army antagonism towards the Service but he was determined to prove himself. According to the demands of his father, he still had two more years to serve, and he planned to fulfil his duties as well as he could (preferably without taking any more risks than was necessary).


Thinking of the stack of paperwork awaiting him back at the villa, he quickened his pace. He would have to work hard for the rest of the day if he was to keep his evening appointment with the ladies.




II


It was the noise that did it. The previous rounds of the archery competition had been held in the morning, with only a few dozen inside the hippodrome. But the final was to commence at the eighth hour and over five hundred tickets had been sold. Before being introduced, the finalists waited inside one of the stalls usually used by chariot teams.


Indavara stood at the back, staring vacantly at clumps of horsehair stuck in the planks of the wall. There hadn’t even been a cheer yet but he could hear that low buzz of excited anticipation. His hands were clammy, his throat tight; and for a moment he considered walking straight through the swinging doors and out of the stadium. But with little else to occupy him in the last few weeks, he’d put in hours and hours of practice and he was determined to see it through. Sixty-four entrants were now four and the winner stood to collect ten aurei plus a silver trophy.


One of the other competitors – a cocky Egyptian named Eclectis – was removing the remains of his lunch with a toothpick. Two others – both local men – stood close to the front, peering over the doors. Outside, the organiser of the event, Taenaris, was warming up the crowd. The two locals exchanged a few barbed comments about him then shared a drink from a jug of wine.


Indavara walked forward and checked the first few rows of benches for Sanari, the maid from next door. She had promised she would come. Corbulo had said the same but Indavara doubted he would be there, especially without Simo around to remind him. Though they shared a roof, Corbulo rarely needed his services these days and was usually busy with work or his social life.


Belatedly realising that examining the sea of faces was only making him feel worse, Indavara turned away and tried to control his breathing.


‘Nervous, big man?’ asked Eclectis. The Egyptian had been calling him that since the quarter-finals. Every one of the competitors was by necessity broad chested and strong, but most were leaner than Indavara. They were mainly ex-auxiliaries. Eclectis, however, was still serving and always brought along dozens of his fellow soldiers.


‘Just want to get out there,’ said Indavara.


‘My advice – enjoy yourself now. This is as good as your afternoon’s going to get.’


Eclectis had won the competition for the last three years and it seemed a good proportion of his winnings went on clothes. He was wearing a pale blue tunic decorated with two vertical bands of silver thread. The bands were not solid but composed of a series of miniature arrows arranged nose to tail. His belt buckle was, of course, in the shape of a bow.


Taenaris had almost finished the preamble. His two assistants came over, their sandaled feet visible under the swinging doors. Eclectis and the local men lined up beside Indavara.


‘People of Bostra, please welcome … the competitors!’


The assistants pulled the doors apart. Eclectis was out first and soon bowing theatrically to the crowd gathered to their left. The surge of clapping and shouting was almost too much for Indavara, who hung back behind the others. He looked forward at the range.


The four targets had been set up on the crowd’s side of the ‘spine’ – the high, stone structure that formed the centre of the chariot course. Precisely one hundred yards away was the rope from where the competitors would fire their arrows. Taenaris stood there, beaming.


Indavara glanced at the crowd and noticed a few city sergeants on the front row of benches, clubs laid out on the sand in front of them – ready for any trouble. Lads carrying trays were trotting around, selling palm leaves stuffed with sweet and savoury snacks. There were bookmakers on the move too; each trailed by a clerk clutching a handful of papers or a writing tablet.


Indavara was glad to be farthest from the crowd. Each competitor had been given a circular table for his equipment. The two others were between Indavara and Eclectis, who was still enjoying the attention too much to worry about actually getting ready. His cronies were already on their feet and shouting his name.


Indavara checked his gear. His leather case was propped up against the table, on top of which lay his arrows and the bow he had purchased the previous year in Syria. The string was a few weeks old – fresh enough to maintain elasticity but worn in enough to be consistent. The other archers had laughed when they saw he would be taking his arrows from the table. As seasoned auxiliaries they plucked theirs from a quiver on their back or hanging from their belt. Indavara owned one but wasn’t used to it yet; he preferred his own method for now.


He ran through a few stretches and started to feel better. As he swung his arms to loosen up, Taenaris came over. The Greek was short – barely five feet – and remarkably hirsute, with black hair sprouting above his tunic collar. ‘When they’ve quietened down I’ll introduce you by name. Where are you from again?’


‘Er … Antioch.’


‘And a bodyguard, yes?’


‘Yes.’


‘No family name.’


‘No.’


Indavara continued his exercises.


Taenaris turned to face the crowd. ‘Welcome once more! Welcome all, to the twenty-second annual Bostran archery contest. And a fine one it’s been this year, with competitors from six different provinces, all vying to win the much-coveted Silver Archer, not to mention ten – yes, ten – golden aurei.’


One of Taenaris’s men held the figurine up to the crowd, then the bag of coins.


‘Eclectis has spent half of it already!’ yelled someone. The Egyptian chuckled along with the crowd and Taenaris waited once again for the noise to fade before continuing. ‘First, making his debut this year: the man who set a record-equalling score in the semi-finals – twenty-six points from ten arrows. Hailing from Antioch and currently employed as a bodyguard – I wish I could afford him! – Indavara!’


Muted applause; mostly from a small group of girls sitting close to the front. Indavara had a quick look but couldn’t see Sanari. The girls were soon shouted down by the auxiliaries with cries of ‘Get back to work!’, ‘Stick to cleaning!’ and a few more vulgar insults.


‘Now, now, gentlemen,’ cried Taenaris. ‘Everyone is welcome here.’


He went on to introduce the two locals, one of whom was a previous winner. Eclectis listened proudly to every word of his introduction, which was so lengthy and flattering that Indavara reckoned he’d probably helped write it. By the time Taenaris eventually called out his name, the auxiliaries were joined on their feet by much of the rest of the crowd.


One of the Greek’s men ran off to station himself by the targets, while the other inspected the competitors’ equipment. Sitting at another table close by was a clerk of the Bostran court; a respectable-looking man in charge of scoring. Assisting him was a lad standing next to a large wooden frame facing the crowd. He had written the names of the competitors on paper sheets and now slotted them into openings on the left side of the frame. Next to each name was a row of holes. Once the contest started, coloured pegs would be placed in the holes to allow the onlookers to keep track of the score.


‘Is Bostra ready?’ asked Taenaris.


Indavara tapped his fingers against his belt; this tiresome routine had preceded the start of every round.


‘I ask once!’


‘Yes!’ bawled the crowd.


‘Twice!’


‘Yes! Yes!’


‘Thrice!’


‘Yes! Yes! Yes!’


‘Let’s loose those arrows!’


A final roar, amplified by stamping boots.


‘Gentlemen, ready yourselves,’ said Taenaris, taking a small hourglass from the clerk’s table.


Indavara selected an arrow and stepped up to the rope. He took a long breath and a long moment to gaze at the target, then turned side-on and nocked the arrow.


‘Usual rules for the first round,’ announced Taenaris. ‘Our competitors have five minutes to fire ten arrows. At the end we will count up the scores. The competitor with the lowest score drops out and we move in to round two. As ever, an arrow stuck in the white scores one, an arrow in Hades’ Eye scores three. Are the competitors ready?’


Indavara nodded, facing away from the crowd and the other men.


‘Five minutes, then,’ said Taenaris. ‘I am turning the hourglass … now.’


Eclectis always got a shot in quickly to intimidate the others and – judging by the shouts – he’d struck red.


Indavara knew he had plenty of time and little to fear from the other two but he could feel his fingers shaking as he drew back the string. He stopped at three-quarters of a full extension: all he needed for a shot of three hundred feet.


He closed his left eye and slowly breathed out.


He took aim, then let go. The string snapped tight and he knew instantly the shot was low. The arrow clattered into the frame below the target, drawing a groan from the crowd.


Indavara grimaced. He’d missed only once through all the hundreds of shots in the previous rounds, and then only because some drunk had thrown a bottle onto the range. He lowered the bow. The others were already onto their second or third shots.


All those people watching. The pressure, the tension. It felt like the arena.


This is different. It doesn’t matter. You can walk away whenever you want. You are a freedman. Free.


The tightness in his throat eased. He took his flask of water from the table and drank, continuing only when he felt ready. By the time he loosed his second arrow the others had all fired their fourth. It was a decent hit, not far from the three-inch circle of red.


From then on he did well: white, white, red, white, white, red, white, red. His pace improved too; and he finished just after the locals. Eclectis had been done for some time and wandered over to take a seat on the front row. The Egyptian had scored five reds and five whites, giving him an impressive total of twenty.


Thanks to Simo, Indavara’s mathematical skill was now sufficient for him to count up his score, and even before Taenaris announced the result he knew he was through to the next round. His total of fifteen was matched by one of the locals but nerves had obviously got the better of the other competitor; he hadn’t hit a single red. With a quick salute to the crowd, he collected his gear and sloped off.


Taenaris then brought out a comedian; entertainment for the short break before the next round. Eclectis stood there, listening and laughing along, having sent a lackey to fetch his arrows. The other competitor asked one of Taenaris’s men to get his. Indavara chose to recover his arrows himself.


The walk gave him a chance to calm down but halfway along the range, he heard a woman call his name. He turned to his left and saw Sanari. She and a couple of friends had followed him; away from the benches and along the protective wall that ringed the chariot course. The young maid had that ever-present smile on her face. Indavara couldn’t help grinning back.
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