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Summer, AD 270

Marcus Aurelius Valerius Claudius, Emperor of Rome, rules a divided domain threatened by invasion and revolt.

In the East, the Persians have long posed the greatest challenge to Roman dominance. Control of the eastern provinces has been ceded to Odenathus, Roman ally and emperor of the Syrian city-state, Palmyra. Having won the second of his major victories against the Persians, Odenathus has been mysteriously murdered.

His ambitious and charismatic widow, Queen Zenobia, takes command of his empire and army. Not content to remain guarantor, she unleashes a rebellion against Rome. Having already attacked Arabia, Palestine and Egypt, she now looks north to the mighty Syrian capital: Antioch.


I

Cassius Quintius Corbulo nudged his horse towards the side of the alley, taking them both out of the glare of the bright morning sun. He sighed impatiently, twisted in his saddle and stared down the line.

Some of the men were mounted, others were on foot. There were more than a hundred of them, but they were an unimpressive bunch: mainly clerks, engineers and slaves. The handful of legionaries were mostly injured and unfit for service. Supplies hadn’t reached the area in months; not one soldier had a full set of equipment.

Cassius had made a note of every name and occupation. He also knew each man’s age and had checked three times to confirm what he already suspected: at nineteen he was the youngest in the column.

Unfortunately, he was also in charge of it.

The alley ran alongside a walled square in the centre of Nessara, an isolated town on the edge of the Syrian desert. Until that very morning, the compound had housed a tiny garrison, now part of the column. Though long neglected and soon to be abandoned, the compound retained its most valuable feature: a working well. The Romans would not depart until every last man had filled every last barrel, canteen and gourd. They faced a long march, and if the previous week was anything to go by, it would be conducted in blistering, unrelenting heat.

‘Give that back!’

A local man hurried past, in pursuit of a burly Roman heading for the end of the alley. Opposite Cassius was the Syrian’s stall, a meagre selection of fruit laid out beneath a sagging awning.

The Roman turned round. It was Ammianus, the man in charge of the Nessara garrison. He held no rank but had assumed command on account of his age and years of service. Cassius had not enjoyed working with the vulgar Thracian over the last two days. He was by trade a stable master and seemed ill-equipped to deal with men, maintaining a particular antipathy for the locals.

In his hand was a palm leaf full of dates.

‘Give it back!’ repeated the stall owner, now switching from Greek to passable Latin.

‘Well, well,’ said Ammianus with a mocking smile, ‘an educated peasant. But not educated enough to know when to bite his tongue. Back to your stall now or I’ll slice it off!’

The Syrian was dark and well built. He squared up to Ammianus.

The other legionaries watched with interest, absorbed by the prospect of an impending fight.

Across the street was a group of six local men. They too looked on, heads bowed, jabbering excitedly. The departure of the column meant freedom from their Roman masters, for the time being at least. Most of their compatriots had been conscripted as Roman auxiliaries while others had elected to fight alongside the Palmyrans.

Had there been more men of fighting age, Cassius might have worried about some kind of uprising. He was still wary of having such a large group gathered together in the centre of the town. Ammianus and his like had done little to enhance relations. Tensions were running high; even the smallest incident might get out of hand.

Sighing again, Cassius patted his horse’s neck, slid off his saddle and walked towards the quarrelling pair. The dull ache that had been building in his head all morning was rapidly worsening.

‘What’s going on here?’

‘Nothing to concern you, centurion,’ answered Ammianus with an oily smile.

As usual, Cassius felt a pang of unease when so addressed. Technically speaking, he was not a centurion at all.

The Syrian spat a burst of invective in his native Aramaic. Cassius held up an appeasing hand and quietened him down before speaking to Ammianus again.

‘Perhaps you should return the fruit. Or at least pay for it.’

‘Since when do Roman soldiers take orders from locals, sir?’

There were a few murmurs and nods from the other legionaries.

Cassius had lost count of the times his instructions had been questioned since arriving in Syria. Most of the soldiers had never encountered such a youthful officer; they were used to experienced veterans promoted after years of service. Cassius had given up explaining to them that the army was now recruiting young, educated men to bolster the hard-pressed forces in the East. If not for the stripe on his tunic, the crest on his helmet and his signed set of orders, he doubted he would have got anything done.

Cassius was naturally rangy and his long, slender limbs made it impossible for him to pass for an older man. Even the rigours of training had added only a limited amount of bulk and this added to his sense of inadequacy. In truth, he felt very much like an actor playing a role and, as he had a little experience of theatre, he had decided early on that he should at least put considerable effort into his performance.

He gestured towards the horses.

‘In case you haven’t noticed, Ammianus, we are leaving. Retreating, in fact. Hardly the time to antagonise our hosts.’

Cassius spoke in Greek so that all present would understand what was being said. Most Syrians knew enough of the language to get by. Only those who dealt closely with the Romans picked up any Latin.

‘Hosts?’

One of the legionaries laughed.

‘I’ve been stationed here almost a year, sir,’ continued Ammianus, ‘and I have always taken as I pleased.’

The Syrian suddenly stepped forward and made a grab for the fruit. Cassius blocked his way.

‘Try that again. Please,’ said Ammianus, one hand on the horsewhip hanging from his belt.

A couple of the Romans cheered. More locals had gathered at the end of the alley, including the men from across the street.

Someone brushed past Cassius’ shoulder. He turned to find a tall legionary beside him, one arm bound by a bloodstained bandage, the other holding a gleaming five-foot throwing javelin.

‘Why not let them fight, sir? We could do with some entertainment.’

There were more cheers. Some of the Syrians pressed into the alley. One of the mounted soldiers spat into the dust at their feet.

‘Move back,’ Cassius said to the tall legionary. The man smiled contemptuously and took a quarter-step backwards.

‘Damn all you Romans,’ said the stall owner through gritted teeth, eyes locked on Ammianus.

‘That’s enough out of you!’ snapped Cassius.

‘Let me teach him some respect,’ suggested Ammianus. ‘These dogs only understand a good thrashing.’

‘Drop that and I’ll fight you right here,’ countered the Syrian, nodding at the whip.

‘Any way you want it.’

The Romans roared again. The tall legionary clapped his hands and waved to another man who had dismounted close to the end of the alley.

‘Cinna! Come quickly or you’ll miss the action! I’m betting on the Syrian.’

The legionary laughed. Ammianus frowned.

Some of the bolder Syrians pushed their way into the alley. As Cinna passed them, comments were made. Though spoken in Aramaic, their mocking tone was unmistakable.

‘Say that in Greek!’ Cinna barked.

Cassius’ headache was now an ever-enlarging ball of pain above his eyes. Beads of sweat had popped out across his face and back. His fingers, gripping the top of his belt, were wet against the slick leather.

He knew he had to act.

‘You!’ he shouted, pointing at Cinna. ‘Back on your horse! That’s an order!’

After a brief hesitation, the legionary removed his hand from his sword pommel and reluctantly retreated. Two others who had dismounted got back on their horses.

‘And you,’ Cassius said, speaking over his left shoulder, ‘can do the same.’

Cassius was taller than most legionaries but this man had a good three inches on him. He was bulky too, with thickly muscled forearms criss-crossed by scars.

Cassius waited, trying to look unperturbed.

The soldier didn’t move.

‘Alternatively, I can take your name. And you can prepare yourself for a lengthy discussion with your commanding officer upon our return to Antioch.’

The legionary tapped the javelin lightly against his shoulder, then finally backed away.

Cassius let out a breath. After a moment’s thought, he struck on a solution and turned towards Ammianus.

‘What if I pay for the dates?’

Ammianus looked surprised, then his face broke into a grin. Cassius imagined he was thinking of future drinking sessions, of boasting about the time a centurion bought him his lunch.

‘Fine by me, sir.’

Cassius reached into the small leather bag tied to his belt and pulled out a couple of bronze sesterces.

‘That should cover it,’ he said, handing the coins over. The stall owner looked satisfied; he’d been paid well over the odds. As he hurried back to his stall, a couple of the legionaries groaned with disappointment.

‘Caesar himself wrote about the importance of feeding an army,’ Cassius announced loudly. ‘And it is my responsibility to ensure that the most important individuals in our group are well nourished.’ Then, before Ammianus could react, he snatched the palm leaf from his hand, walked back to his horse and held the dates under its muzzle. The animal noisily devoured the fruit.

Cassius stared back at the dumbstruck Ammianus and smiled genially.

The tall legionary was first to react, chuckling at the sour look on the Thracian’s face. Some of the other soldiers joined in, adding a few quips at Ammianus’ expense. Then the Syrians began laughing too, and in moments the air of tension had been dispelled.

Cassius wouldn’t have sided with the Syrian had Ammianus been more popular, but the man had brought it on himself. Still scowling, the Thracian stalked back along the alleyway. A couple of the locals shouted at his back. Cassius hurried over to them.

‘That’s enough,’ he said, quiet but firm. ‘Please move along. We shall be leaving soon.’

The crowd broke up. Cassius found himself gazing at a shapely young girl carrying a clay amphora. She had the same smooth brown skin and flashing white teeth he’d noticed all over Syria. His stare lasted a moment too long and he realised some of the locals and legionaries were watching him.

‘Hurry up there!’ he shouted to no one in particular, feeling his face redden. Returning to his horse, he climbed up on to the saddle, cursing quietly and reminding himself to keep control of his baser instincts. It was just such interest in the female form that had landed him in his present predicament.

‘A moment of weakness’ was how he’d described it to his father. Up to that point, the old man had tolerated his drinking and dalliances, happy at least that his only son’s studies seemed to be progressing. Cassius had been working towards a career as an orator in his native Ravenna, hoping eventually to graduate to the forums of the capital.

However, when he had been discovered enjoying one of his aunt’s handmaidens (by his aunt, at her villa, during her fiftieth birthday party), his father’s patience had finally run out. Cassius’ protestations that the serving girl had ‘enjoyed it too’ did not help and over the next week he had been dismayed to find that his persuasive powers were not as far advanced as he thought. Corbulo senior was an ex-army man and he had decided that Cassius could only be deterred from a wasteful life of excess by ‘discipline, discipline and more discipline’.

Cassius cursed again and rubbed his fingers against his warm, aching brow. He still found it almost impossible to believe that such a small indiscretion had led to this. Here he was, stuck in this pit of a town; in a province facing imminent annexation; deprived of cultured company and all the finer things in life; and surrounded by barbarians, thugs and idiots.

Worse still, according to his father’s terms, he had five years left in the army.

Two weeks earlier, Cassius had stood in the office of General Marcus Galenus Navio, the commander charged with the defence of Syria.

‘So – a grain man, eh?’ the general said, examining the sheet of papyrus as he sat behind his desk.

Cassius didn’t reply. He was beginning to tire of the nickname used for agents of the Imperial Security Service. An independent wing of the military, the Service had been established during the time of the Emperor Domitian. Originally concerned with the supply and distribution of grain to the legions, its officers were spread far and wide across the Empire. Dealing so closely with the provincial populace, they were uniquely well placed to report back to Rome on all manner of issues. Over time they had become the ‘eyes and ears’ of the emperor and his general staff. The original name had stuck.

The Service maintained a headquarters in Rome known informally as ‘The Foreigners’ Camp’. Most legions were assigned several officers and, though their duties sometimes still included the procurement of supplies, Service men could find themselves acting as emissaries, tax collectors, investigators or spies.

Cassius had heard of his first posting via a missive from the Service chief, Spurius Sestius Pulcher: the same letter now in Navio’s hand.

‘You’re a little young,’ the general continued. ‘Usually a man has to prove himself a lying, scheming, underhand devil before being recruited to the Camp.’

Cassius stifled a grimace. He knew that the Service suffered from what could at best be described as a mixed reputation. Several friends had advised him against accepting the post. Some suggested that the Service was riddled with corruption, others that it was an impossible job – with loyalties divided between headquarters, local governors and the military hierarchy.

‘It is a rather unusual arrangement, sir, I know. My father was able to secure me a position commensurate with my level of education.’

Cassius chose not to add that only weeks of pressure from his mother had persuaded his father to call in a few favours and keep his son from front-line service.

The general grinned. Cassius noticed the thick, lined pouches of skin beneath his eyes. Though broad-shouldered and upright, Navio was quite overweight and this extra bulk sat unnaturally on the frame of what had once been an exceptionally fit man. Above his forehead was an island of grey fluff abandoned by the rest of his receding hair.

‘Well, unless your education extends to the dark arts of diplomacy, espionage and assassination you may find it a post more suited to a career criminal than a scholar.’

As Navio continued reading, Cassius looked around. Considering the general was responsible for the defence of Rome’s third city, his office was surprisingly modest. Well lit by a large window behind the desk, the only other items of furniture were four unused lamp stands, a neglected brazier and a holed rug. There was nothing for visitors to sit on. Cassius wondered if the general had problems with his eyes. He was taking a long time to read a short letter.

‘As you can see, sir, Chief Pulcher requests that I be directed to the senior Service officer in the province.’

At last Navio put the letter to one side.

‘Yes, well, unfortunately that arrogant bastard Abascantius doesn’t deign to trouble me with news of his activities, let alone request my permission for them.’

The general took some almonds from a small bowl on his desk and washed them down with a mouthful of wine.

‘I have no idea where he is. He disappeared into the desert two months ago without even telling me why. Not for the first time I might add. Luckily, there is no shortage of work for young, upstanding officers such as yourself.’

Despite the heat of late afternoon, Cassius felt a chill run down his spine. The prospect of five years with the Service seemed dreadful enough, but surely nothing could be more dangerous than a field posting with the legions.

‘You understand the situation here?’ asked the general.

‘I do, sir. We face revolt.’

‘I suppose you could call it that. The truth is, the Palmyrans have held the upper hand here for years. And you’ll find as many folk on the streets of Antioch would as soon raise Zenobia’s banner as Claudius’. But the Queen has gone too far, and seems intent on nothing less than annexation.’

‘We can assume that she knows of the problems in Gaul then. Not to mention the campaign against the Goths.’

‘Indeed. And that she’d be well advised to secure her position while the Emperor is preoccupied.’

Navio stood, ran a hand over his paunch and sauntered over to a large, tatty map mounted on the wall. It was marked here and there with charcoal and ink.

‘Come. Show me the partition boundary.’

It took Cassius a moment to find the right line, denoting the partition between Syria Coele and Syria Phoenice.

‘That’s it. Phoenice went first. That’s the Palmyrans’ home ground. Several cohorts were lost so I withdrew the rest to key settlements further north. A few were taken but I suspect the Queen was waiting for Arabia, Palestine and Egypt to fall before committing significant forces. Now they have; so we’re getting her full attention. Apamea and several smaller towns have gone in the last few weeks. All that stands between them and us is what’s left of the Third Legion.’

The general made circles with his finger in an area to the south-east of the capital.

‘Scattered amongst the towns here are a number of small garrisons. Just a few engineers and clerks now. Wounded, too. I need them rounded up and brought back here. It might be only weeks before the city is besieged.’

Despite such a prospect, Cassius had felt rather reassured by his few days in Antioch. The thought of venturing beyond its walls horrified him.

The general was already back at his desk. He filled a bronze pen with ink from a pot, then began to write on a papyrus sheet.

‘I’ll list the towns here. Get around them as quick as you can. I’ll assign a scout to help you find your way. My clerk will help you with any questions.’

‘Sir, you do understand that – officially – I’m not actually a centurion. I haven’t even been assigned to a legion yet.’

The general continued writing as he spoke.

‘What was the name?’

‘Corbulo, sir.’

‘Corbulo, you have an officer’s tunic and an officer’s helmet and you completed full officer training, did you not?’

Cassius nodded. He could easily recall every accursed test and drill he had undergone at Ravenna’s military academy. Though he had excelled in the cerebral disciplines and somehow survived the endless marches and swims, he had rated poorly with sword in hand and had been repeatedly described as ‘lacking natural leadership ability’. The academy’s senior centurion had seemed quite relieved when the letter from the Service arrived.

‘I did, sir, but it was felt I would be more suited to intelligence work than the legions. I really would prefer—’

‘And you did take an oath? To Rome, the Army and the Emperor?’

‘I did sir, and of course I am happy to serve but—’

The general finished the orders. He rolled the sheet up roughly and handed it to Cassius.

‘Dismissed.’

‘Yes, sir. Sorry, sir. I just have one final question.’

The general was on his way back to his chair. He turned round and fixed Cassius with an impatient stare.

‘Sir, how should I present myself to the troops? In terms of rank, I mean.’

‘They will assume you are a centurion, and I can see no practical reason whatsoever to disabuse them of that view.’

Cassius could not forget that phrase, nor could he shake off a mild sense of shame every time he donned his officer’s helmet, complete with its bright red horsehair crest. The helmet was made of iron, with a protruding nose guard and three hanging sections that protected the ears and neck. He was still not used to the weight, and though his headache was beginning to ease, he cursed quietly as he tightened the straps around his chin. He hated the damn thing but it seemed sensible to keep up appearances for the benefit of the locals. He could take it off once the column was clear of Nessara.

It was the last town on the general’s list. Fifty miles from the capital. If they were lucky they might do it in three days. Cassius was desperate to get moving. He had gleaned enough from the soldiers and locals to know that Palmyrans approaching from the east might overrun the area at any time.

Once back in Antioch, he intended to find this Abascantius, take up the post he had been promised and hopefully avoid any more field assignments. But as he had discovered of late, looking too far into the future was a dangerous indulgence. His priority was to get the column out of the town and on the move.

It was almost midday when they left. Cassius took the lead with the mounted legionaries behind him, riding two abreast. Next came the carts bearing supplies and the wounded. Bringing up the rear were those soldiers on foot and the local auxiliaries.

Apart from the now abandoned Roman compound, Nessara was little more than a cluster of low, mud-brick houses. Despite the ravages of war and the enervating climate of high summer, life continued apace. Small groups of children darted here and there, stopping only to gaze at the column as it passed. Traders – some with stalls, others with no more than a woven basket – offered all manner of food; from olives, dates, oranges and lemons to chicken, goat and lamb, available alive or dead. One man stood over a selection of military equipment polished to a high sheen: some Roman, some local, even a huge axe from some northern land.

Approaching the edge of town, the column passed a group of women hanging washing on lines strung between dwellings. Several stopped what they were doing and more than one pair of eyes were drawn to the unusual figure leading the way.

As if his youth and lean physique were not enough to set him apart, Cassius’ other features did little to help him blend in. His family was from the far north of Italy and, like his mother and three sisters, he had light brown hair and a fair complexion. Thankfully, he had also inherited his mother’s good looks and his distinctive appearance had never done him any harm in his relations with women, not to mention drawing attention from quite a few men. The effect was doubled when he found himself amongst the darker peoples of the East.

One of the younger women bent over a basket and, before he could help himself, Cassius was leering at the swell of her surprisingly large breasts. The girl caught his eye as she stood up. Hand on hip, she gave a provocative smile.

This was soon replaced by a frown as an older woman, presumably her mother, slapped the girl hard across the back of her head. Pulling her daughter’s robes together to cover her cleavage, she pushed her away through the laundry before shooting Cassius a venomous glare.

The scout assigned to assist Cassius was a man named Cotta, who was waiting for the column at the edge of town by a run-down farmhouse. He stepped out of the shade provided by a wall, rounded his horse and nodded a greeting.

‘Morning. Or should I say afternoon?’

Cassius was about to apologise but reminded himself that Roman officers did not offer excuses to scouts.

Cotta had a thin covering of greying hair and a heavily lined face that carried a certain air of nobility. He wore the white robes of a local, with only a traditional brooch to identify him as Roman.

‘Shall we?’ Cassius said, pointing towards the road ahead. It was marked by a darker shade of sand and the occasional line of stones. The lands beyond were dotted with hardy shrubs and trees. In the distance were the undulating hills that signalled a return to safer territory.

‘I thought you might prefer to wait,’ said Cotta.

‘For what?’

‘The messenger.’

‘What messenger?’

Cotta pointed towards the hills. Cassius and the legionaries peered into the haze. About a mile down the road, a speeding rider had just emerged from behind a small copse of trees.

‘And if my aged eyes serve,’ said Cotta, ‘he carries a spear with a feather attached.’

‘Meaning what?’

Cotta seemed surprised by Cassius’ ignorance.

‘The feather instructs all who the carrier meets to clear the way or lend assistance. It means he bears urgent and important news – a military emergency.’

Cassius narrowed his eyes. Though slumped forward in his saddle, the messenger was holding a spear aloft.

Cotta was right. The feather was there.


II

Two of the legionaries helped the messenger to the ground. The man looked utterly exhausted. His skin was red, his lips cracked, his tunic soaked through with sweat. He could hardly walk and the soldiers half dragged, half carried him over to the farmhouse wall as the rest of the men crowded round.

Cassius, still on his horse, looked on as Cotta administered some water. The messenger drank greedily, coughing it up at first, then emptied half the canteen. Squinting, he pointed over Cotta’s shoulder.

‘Centurion Corbulo?’

‘Yes,’ answered Cassius evenly. He removed his helmet, dismounted and walked over.

The messenger reached into his tunic and pulled out a sodden piece of cloth. He attempted to undo it but his fingers were still too numb from gripping the reins. Cotta took over and unwrapped a roll of papyrus sealed with maroon wax.

‘It carries the general’s mark,’ he said, offering Cassius the letter.

As Ammianus attended to the messenger’s equally shattered horse, Cassius took the letter and walked round to the other side of the farmhouse. The seal was indeed the general’s, the letters M, G and N quite clear. Cassius felt his stomach turn over as he scratched away the seal. Opening up the page, he recognised the same even hand that had given him his first ever set of operational orders. Now he had his second.



Corbulo,

Zenobia’s advance has gathered pace. She has ordered her forces to take control of the settlements close to your position. The easternmost of these is a fort named Alauran. It should still be occupied by men of the Third Legion. There is a large stock of provisions there and, more importantly, a deep, reliable well.

General Valens and the Sixteenth Legion are on their way south to meet this new advance. His men will need that food and water.

I do not know the size of this Palmyran force but I have already dispatched a message to Valens, requesting that he send a unit of cavalry immediately to Alauran. They should be there four or five days after this letter reaches you.

There are no other officers in the area. Get yourself there, Corbulo. If there’s anyone of rank, give them this letter and any assistance you can. If not, take charge of whatever forces remain. You are, after all, employed to safeguard imperial security; this is a perfect opportunity to do so. Prepare for an attack and hold Alauran until reinforcements arrive.


May the gods favour you,

General Marcus Galenus Navio



‘Well?’ asked Cotta, now standing close by.

Cassius wiped away the thick beads of sweat running down his face, no longer entirely as a result of the heat. He took a deep breath and tried to compose himself.

‘A change of plan. How far to Alauran from here?’

‘A day and a night perhaps.’

‘And the route?’

The scout pointed to the south-east.

See the three hills there, on the other side of the plain?’

Cassius shaded his eyes once again.

‘There’s a pass through the first two. Get to the other side and bear directly east into the desert. Alauran is within clear view – there are palms by the western wall. It may have been overrun by now. Surely we’re not going there?’

‘You’re not.’

As Cassius walked back towards the column, he briefly considered throwing the orders away, concocting some scheme to avoid this new mission, but the thought died, stillborn. After six months of training, instructions from above carried an undeniable, irresistible weight. Orders were given, orders were obeyed. Cassius gave a grim, unnoticed half-smile. There had always been a certain inevitability about this moment; what he feared most had come to pass.

Approaching the soldiers, he was met by a line of expectant faces.

‘You. Cinna, isn’t it?’

‘Sir.’

‘You know my attendant? The fat Gaul? He’s close to the back of the column. Tell him to come up with as much of my gear as we can carry on two horses. Assist him if he needs help.’

‘Yes, sir.’

Cinna coaxed his mount out of the line and set off at a trot. Cassius ignored the exchange of cynical glances between the other legionaries. Young centurions were rare. Young centurions with their own manservant were almost unheard of.

Cassius hurried back towards Cotta and met him by the shaded wall.

‘So, what do you know of the place?’

‘I was there about four months ago. I delivered orders for their senior officer to report any sightings of the Palmyrans and prepare the defence. I assumed they had been withdrawn by now.’

‘Apparently not.’

‘From what I recall the fort was in a pretty poor state. There was a centurion still there but I didn’t see him. He was very ill. Close to death I think.’

Cassius shook his head and cursed his father.

‘And the men?’

‘Unit of the Third Legion. Disorganised lot. No one else taking charge.’

‘How many? A century’s worth?’

‘Oh no, certainly not.’

‘Wonderful. Anything else?’

‘They ate well. There’s a granary full of grain, dried meat and fish. And plenty of wine. A little too much of which was being consumed by the men, actually. I left the orders with an old veteran. Name began with a B. He knew the place inside out. Kept going on about some man he referred to as the Praetorian.’

‘A member of the Praetorian Guard? Out here?’

‘That was my reaction. I never saw him but the old fellow seemed sure they would be safe as long as this Praetorian was around.’

‘Sounds to me like the figment of a deranged imagination.’

‘I don’t know,’ said Cotta, fiddling with his brooch. ‘He was old certainly, but not deranged. I got more sense out of him than anyone else there. I saw a few legionaries but they could barely string a sentence together.’

Cotta mimed tipping a cup towards his mouth.

Cassius wafted away a fly. Clusters of them had begun to gather round the stationary horses.

‘So. Apart from drunks, insane old men and fictitious Guardsmen, is there anyone else I should know about?’

‘I believe there were a few locals left: traders, those too sick to travel, a couple of whores . . .’

As Cotta’s voice trailed off, Cassius turned and saw Simo and Cinna approaching. Simo’s horse was laden with gear. Cinna had two leather saddlebags perched on his lap.

‘Simo, we’re to be on our own for a while. You’ll need to use my mount too.’ Cassius nodded at his horse, pacing slowly in the shade.

Cotta held up a hand.

‘A word of advice. Travelling alone you’ll make for an easy target. Apart from the Palmyrans, some of the locals might be tempted now we’re pulling out. Keep an eye out for bandits. You should make it across the plain before dark.’

Cotta lowered his voice.

‘Are you sure you don’t want to take some of the legionaries with you?’

‘No. They are the only front-line troops in the column. Besides, they are still recovering from their last engagement.’

‘And you are fresh and eager to face action?’ asked Cotta with a wry smile.

Cassius knew there was no point trying to hide his concerns from such an experienced campaigner. He made no attempt at bravado, in fact he made no reply at all. His oratorical skills had so deserted him that he was unable even to summon a witty riposte.

‘Your name’s Corbulo, isn’t it?’ Cotta continued.

‘That’s right.’

‘Gnaes Domitius Corbulo. The general who restored order in Armenia for Nero. Any relation?’

‘Distantly I believe.’

‘And he led the Third Legion. A good omen. You’ll do well with these men.’

‘I wish I shared your confidence. Come, there are some points of command to settle.’

The messenger had been taken to the rear of the column. Ammianus and the legionaries were back on their horses and arranged in a loose semicircle. Cotta took the reins of his own mount and followed Cassius towards them.

‘I have to leave,’ Cassius announced. ‘Cotta here is in charge of all matters relating to the journey back to Antioch. He knows the territory well and is to be regarded as commander in this respect.’

The legionaries all nodded their assent. Cassius knew there were no soldiers of senior rank in the column but somebody had to take charge. He caught the eye of the tall legionary with the injured arm. He now had a whole bundle of the throwing javelins slung across his back.

‘Your name?’

‘Licinius.’

‘Well, Licinius, I have a job for you. If there is an attack, you are to take over and coordinate the defence of the column. Assuming all goes well, report to the first senior officer you come across. Understood?’

Unlike many of the soldiers Cassius had encountered, Licinius seemed to respond well to being given responsibility; he sat higher in his saddle and seemed happy to take charge.

‘Yes, sir.’

‘And do whatever you can to keep everyone moving in the hours of daylight.’

Cassius moved towards Cotta, now also in the saddle.

‘When you’re ready then.’

‘May Fortuna watch over you,’ replied Cotta gravely as his mount moved off.

Cassius backed away from the column towards the farmhouse, looking on as the legionaries and auxiliaries followed in turn.

‘Centurion!’ Cotta shouted over his shoulder. ‘The old man! His name was Barates.’

Cassius only just heard him over the sound of the horses.

‘Barates?’

‘That’s it!’

They exchanged a final wave. Cassius, now back in the shade, was struck by the number of men who took the time to salute or shout a goodbye.

Simo had led the horses round to the other side of the farmhouse, away from the dust kicked up by the column. He had readied his own mount and was now shifting full canteens of water on to his master’s saddle. He was a big man, broad-shouldered and solid, and carrying a quarter more weight than he needed. He had an open, youthful face made older by a hefty double chin. His thick, black hair was now wet and matted to his forehead. Cassius watched him work for a moment. All things considered, Simo had adjusted to his new life rather well.

Though he had been tended to since birth, Cassius had decided against maintaining an attendant whilst in the army, mainly because he couldn’t afford it. But he was not one to turn down a convenient opportunity, and during his brief stay in Antioch a rare piece of good fortune had come his way.

He had visited a friend of his father, a wealthy, aged merchant named Trimalchio. Fearing the city would fall, Trimalchio was taking his family back to Rome and clearing up his affairs in the province, not expecting to return. He and his wife remembered Cassius as a young boy and, sympathetic to his predicament, they had treated him kindly. He had dined with them twice and those few hours had given him valued respite from the tense wait for orders.

On the day of the family’s departure, Trimalchio had presented him with Simo. He was of Gaulish descent, a sixth-generation slave highly regarded by his master. No money changed hands but Cassius had been told he could make use of Simo for as long as he was required. Only then would he join the rest of the staff in Rome.

Simo looked up as he tied off the last canteen.

‘A necessary measure I’m afraid, sir.’

Cassius waved the comment away.

‘Go ahead. Do you think I’d rather die of thirst than pile on a bit of extra weight? You have the money, I trust.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Simo patted his tunic.

Corbulo senior had at least been generous enough to furnish his son with fifteen hundred denarii in silver coins: twice the annual army salary and enough to bribe one’s way out of most situations.

‘Is there anything else to do?’ Cassius asked. ‘If it’s just to be the two of us for a while, I should probably lend a hand.’

‘Just your armour, sir. I’ve not found a spot for that yet.’

Simo pointed at Cassius’ mail shirt, folded neatly on top of a pile of bricks. Like all soldiers, Cassius had purchased it with his own money. In fact, he had opted for the priciest and most highly recommended example he could find. The thousands of rings were made of copper alloy, which produced a distinctive silvery tinge. The trader had assured him that it was both stronger and lighter than conventional iron or bronze mail. Cassius did not expect ever to make a more important investment.

Dusting it down first, he lifted the shirt by the shoulders and walked back to his horse. He could see no space on the side Simo was working, so instead examined the other flank. Every available saddlebag was filled: one with food, one with a wood axe, another with his cloak. Cassius could see no obvious solution. Simo intervened.

‘Allow me, sir,’ he said, taking the shirt. He hurried round the horse’s rear and removed the axe from the largest bag. Wrapping it in some sackcloth, he swiftly found a way to fit the axe neatly inside the mail shirt.

‘Most resourceful,’ said Cassius, running a finger across his chin and resolving to leave servants’ work to servants in future.

‘I believe we’re about ready, sir,’ said Simo, surveying his handiwork.

‘Let’s be away then,’ replied Cassius, noting that virtually the entire column was now past them.

‘None of the legionaries are to accompany us, sir?’ Simo asked.

‘No,’ Cassius answered flatly as he hauled himself up into the saddle. The horse spent a few moments protesting, perhaps noticing the added bulk, but then calmed down. Simo, now also in the saddle, moved up to take his position behind Cassius, but his master waved him forward to join him.

‘It would be better if two pairs of eyes monitor our path in this haze. We’ll start by heading for that tree. See there, with the crooked trunk?’

Simo followed the line of his outstretched arm.

‘I see it, sir. And did I hear that we’re to make for a pass between the first two hills?’

‘That’s it, yes. I see you are as anxious to establish our route as I.’

‘As you say, sir, two pairs of eyes are better than one. I’ve become rather used to finding the way. Working for my last master it was a daily occupation. I lost count of the times I had to show him the way to buildings within his own estate.’

‘Is that so?’ asked Cassius as they rode away from the farmhouse. ‘Still, I’ll wager you’d rather be on your way to Rome than stuck out here with me.’

Simo took a while to reply.

‘It’s not my place to decide how best I can serve, sir. You can be sure I’ll perform my duties as well as I can.’

Cassius frowned, feeling slightly guilty that he’d provoked such a statement.

‘Oh, I know that, man. I’ve seen enough of you to know that.’

The two of them fell into an uneasy silence. The only sounds to be heard were the increasingly distant rumble of the column and the annoying thumps and thuds of equipment shifting around on the saddles. As their riders eased their grip on the reins, the horses settled into a slow, steady pace and stared blankly at the ground in front of them, oblivious to the distances ahead.

By the time they finally lost sight of the column, the sun was already beginning its descent. Cassius had been turning round every so often and had just seen the last moving speck disappear behind the pale yellow hills north of Nessara. A few minutes earlier they had reached the crooked tree, stopping to water the horses. Cassius hadn’t felt like eating anything and they soon got under way again.

He now realised he had made his first serious mistake. Cotta’s words rolled around his head and he found himself struggling to remember precisely what the scout had said about bandits. Given the present situation, he knew his garb would do nothing to deter any would-be attackers. Simo carried a dagger, but he hardly seemed the warrior type, and with his own fighting ability still so limited, he had been stupid not to bring along a couple of the legionaries.

Squinting into the haze, Cassius looked for horses on the plain, or moving along the base of the hills ahead. As they had at least two or three more hours until they reached those hills, he decided to occupy the time with conversation, knowing at least that if they were attacked, it would not be difficult to see their foes coming.

‘So Simo. Remind me how it is that a Gaul comes to be so far from home.’

Simo also seemed eager to distract himself and eased his horse a little nearer.

‘Well, sir, I have worked for my master all my life, as my father did for his. My antecedents were captured in battle and taken to Rome. My grandfather’s grandfather came here in the service of a leather merchant. It was during the time of the Emperor Hadrian – ‘the days of glory’ as my father would call them. He used to tell stories passed down to him: the building of Antioch’s great temples and aqueducts and theatres; the garrison parading the walls, five thousand strong; and the rise of the Christians, of course.’

Cassius rolled his eyes.

‘The Christians. I heard almost as much about them in Antioch as the Palmyrans. It seems they are with us to stay.’

‘I should say so, sir. My uncle’s dwelling in the city is not far from a house used by Paul of Tarsus no less. Do you find nothing of merit in their teachings?’

Cassius shrugged. Ever since his earliest days, he had lacked a natural interest in things religious. Here in the East, he had found that every tenet of traditional Roman belief seemed to be a subject for debate, and his interest had declined even further.

‘Not particularly. It seems to me that life is short, difficult and dangerous, and one is better off looking to oneself if one wishes to progress. Although I must accept I am in a minority as far as such thinking goes. Of course, if the Emperor and his general Aurelian do well, it may be that one day they find themselves worshipped as divine beings.’

‘The Emperor does seem the type to bring the provinces to heel, sir.’

‘Indeed, though I must confess I never expected to be involved in such efforts myself. If only that rampaging bitch Zenobia would be content to stay in her lair, I would be spared such a trial. Only a mob of witless barbarians would allow a woman to rule them.’

‘Barbarians they are, sir. I have heard tales of their treatment of prisoners that turn the stomach.’

Cassius was relieved that Simo didn’t go into any detail.

‘There’s one issue I might agree with the Christians about. War is one thing but an interest in needless torture and suffering is the mark of a feeble mind. Anyone who’s seen the parade of inbreds and freaks emerging wide-eyed from a gladiator contest can attest to that.’

‘May I ask something, sir?’

Cassius had just finished another sweep of the horizon.

‘You may.’

‘Why exactly are we journeying to Alauran? Forgive my question, I wish only for an idea of what awaits us.’

Cassius took a deep breath. When he replied, he found himself listening to his own words with an unsettling sense of detachment, as if they were being spoken by someone else.

‘An attack by the Palmyrans is expected. If there is no senior officer present, I will have to do what I can to ensure that the fort and its well do not fall into their hands. As to what precisely awaits us, I advise you take the position I have adopted. I think we’re just going to have to wait and see.’

As the sun dipped below the horizon and their shadows stretched away from them, the two riders reached the edge of the plain and turned south at the base of the hills. The pass was still a fair distance away and Cassius decided to make camp at the next suitable location.

It turned out to be a small hollow where a dried-up stream had eaten down into the soil. The site had been used before: several bulky stones lay round a circle of ash and an area at the base of a voluminous boulder had been cleared for sleeping.

‘This will do,’ said Cassius as he dismounted, ‘though a nice little cave would be ideal. The air already feels colder, but we can’t risk a fire in the open.’

Shaking the stiffness out of his legs, Cassius drank from his canteen and leaned back against the boulder, watching the last quarter of the sun disappear. Simo removed the saddles and tethered the horses to long ropes, which he tied off round a heavy stone. There was a little grass on the slopes above and both animals soon drifted away to investigate.

‘The desert is a cruel land, sir,’ observed Simo as he unpacked a saddlebag. ‘Not like Italy or Gaul, where the temperature often suits. Here it’s too hot by day, too cold by night.’

Cassius was yet to experience such a night, having previously spent the hours of darkness inside either a commandeered building or his spacious officer’s tent. Unfortunately, that was now on its way to Antioch.

Simo retrieved six blankets, which he folded over and lay on the ground in the shelter of the boulder. He gave his master four: two to sleep on and two to cover him.

‘Leaving just two for you, Simo. Well, you do have more natural insulation.’

‘Quite so, sir. Quite so.’

Cassius began to undress. His leather boots had seemed too large at first but now fitted nicely, and it took him a while to lever them off. The merchant who sold them to him had stated that the sturdy hobnailed soles would last for five hundred miles of walking on good road.

Next he removed his sword belt, which hung diagonally from his right shoulder, holding the weapon over his left hip. The arrangement had felt unnatural to begin with but he had soon seen the sense of keeping it free from other encumbrances at his waist, namely the military belt, key identifier of a Roman soldier.

Made of thick, resilient leather, the belts were usually decorated with metal plates, inscriptions or other adornments. Cassius, however, had settled on a simple example with a modest iron buckle. Next off was his dagger, which hung in its own scabbard on the right. These short, wide blades had been in use for centuries and made for formidable sidearms. Cassius lay down both weapons next to his blanket and was about to continue undressing when Simo’s broad features emerged out of the darkness in front of him.

‘I’d keep your tunic on if I were you, sir. And here’s your cloak too.’

Nothing more than a rectangle of heavy wool, the cloak was another piece of standard legionary equipment Cassius was yet to use.

‘Surely it won’t be that cold?’

‘I believe it will, sir,’ Simo said firmly.

‘Very well.’ Cassius took the cloak. He had learned to trust Simo’s judgement on such matters.

‘Dinner won’t be a moment, sir. I must just attend to a few other tasks while we still have a little light.’

Cassius sat down on the blankets and pulled the cloak over him, leaning back against the rock. Despite the uneven ground beneath, it felt good to be still and rest his tired limbs. Having never ridden so consistently in his life, he had acquired an unpleasant set of bruises on his thighs and backside. At least the painful blisters on his fingers seemed to be drying out. This was not the only change to them. Since the beginning of training, his hands had been worked so hard that he had actually noticed his fingers increase in size.

Aside from the sounds of Simo going about his work, all was quiet. The darkened plain stretched away in front of him, with only the distant lights of Nessara to remind him where they had come from. He lay down and tried to find a moment’s relief from thoughts of Alauran and what turmoil the next few days might bring.

The sky above was cloudless, lighter than the inky black around him, and he passed the time by identifying the few stars he knew. He had long since forgotten the names but one of his childhood tutors had made a point of showing him the most recognisable constellations. They had used the star catalogues within Ptolemy’s Almagest, of which his father had a good copy. Tracing lines between the stars with his fingers, Cassius succeeded in losing himself for a while, only to be interrupted by Simo, who emerged out of the dark proffering a wooden plate.

‘And what delights have you prepared for me?’

‘Some spiced pork, sir, some bread, a few dried apricots also.’

‘It’ll have to do. I’m becoming used to eating like a peasant. I must say though, Simo, you’re doing rather well with this outdoor stuff. You’ve travelled widely in the province?’

‘No, sir. My work kept me at my master’s house or one of his other premises. This is the furthest I have ever been.’ Simo’s usual immaculately neutral tone wavered. ‘And this is the longest I have spent away from the city.’

‘I see.’

‘I’ll just fetch your wine, sir.’

Cassius found the pork with his fingers. He was about to take a bite when he heard a noise from behind the boulder. It sounded like the scuffing of feet.

Warily lowering the plate to the ground and freeing himself from the coverings, Cassius reached for his sword and slid it gently out of the leather scabbard. Simo was not close enough to hear a whisper so he got to his feet and circled the boulder, crouching low. The slab of rock was easily ten feet across and it wouldn’t have been difficult for some unseen foe to hide there, waiting to strike when the two of them were off their guard.

As the angle of the sword changed, the blade caught the moonlight. Cassius stared down at it, eroding what little night vision he had gained. Cursing his stupidity and blinking the glare away, he rounded the boulder and gazed into the darkness. The hillside was as black as the plain and might have masked a hundred men. He could barely see two yards.

‘Sir?’

Ignoring Simo, Cassius started up the slope, only to catch his right boot on something. He jumped back and thought he’d perhaps startled a snake. Then he heard a sniff and his fears evaporated. His sight had improved enough to see the eye, then the muzzle, then the head of one of the horses. Cassius kicked the ground and the horse moved away with a grunt, taking the rope with it. He turned away and met Simo as he rounded the boulder.

‘Is something wrong, sir?’ the Gaul whispered, his hand on his dagger.

‘Just one of the horses. I heard something and thought I should investigate.’

‘Sir, it may be wise for me to stay awake for the hours of darkness. Please – your wine awaits.’

Cassius followed him back into the little camp and replaced his sword in the scabbard. Simo had decanted the wine into a small jug, which he handed over once Cassius was back under the blankets.

‘Apologies, sir. I forgot to pack anything smaller.’

As Simo arranged his own makeshift bed, Cassius drained the jug, savouring every mouthful, despite the low quality of the wine. Determined to keep a clear head, he had been limiting his intake since arriving in Syria, but felt present circumstances justified a little indulgence.

‘Sir, I’ll go and take a brief look round if I may. You can try to get some sleep.’

‘Try is probably all I’ll do. You can take first watch but I don’t intend for you to keep watch all night, servant or not. Wake me in a few hours and I shall take over. It’s been a long day for us both and we’ll need our wits about us tomorrow.’

‘That’s very kind of you, sir,’ Simo said as he moved away.

‘Not at all.’

Wishing to take advantage of the wine’s effects, Cassius lay down again and pulled the blankets up under his chin. Though the air was still cold on his face, his body soon warmed up and he was surprised to find himself appreciating the rediscovered sensation of bedding down under the night sky. It reminded him of his childhood and more innocent times, thoughts of which inevitably led him back to his present predicament.

Even so, the combination of the wine and the strains of the day was a potent one, and he soon drifted off into a deep, welcome slumber.


III

‘Ah. I was hoping you would wake of your own accord, sir.’

Cassius yawned and opened his eyes. He expected the black of night, not blinding sunlight.

‘It’s dawn already?’

‘A little past that actually, sir.’ Simo handed Cassius his canteen. He looked exactly as he had the previous evening, though his eyes were slightly bloodshot. The canteen was full; the metal chilled Cassius’ fingers.

‘Why didn’t you wake me, man? Don’t tell me you’ve been up all night?’

‘Actually I lay down for most of it, sir. I was quite warm enough and I took to walking round the camp every hour or so. There was nothing to cause alarm, just the howl of a dog in the distance. I thought it best to let you sleep, bearing in mind what the rest of the day holds.’

Cassius stood up and let the blankets fall off him.

‘I suppose I should be grateful. But next time I give you an instruction, follow it. And don’t blame me if you fall off your horse.’

Simo had already done most of the packing and at Cassius’ insistence there was no breakfast, just more water, half of which was already gone. Assuming Cotta’s estimate was correct, they would reach Alauran mid-morning, so Cassius also allowed Simo to give a little to the horses.

He had just buckled his sword belt when Simo led his mount over. Feeling rather reinvigorated by his night’s rest, he launched himself up into the saddle and took the reins. Guiding the animal down on to the edge of the plain, he checked the horizon for any sign of movement.

Threads of smoke could be seen above Nessara and for a moment Cassius thought he could see a rider near the edge of the town but the image shifted, then disappeared. It was too far to be sure. He checked to the north and south but there was nothing of interest, just the familiar haze building again under the newly risen sun.

‘All done, sir,’ said Simo, tying off the last saddlebag. As he too mounted his horse, Cassius started away along the base of the hills.

The pass turned out to be much closer than expected. After less than half an hour, Cassius spied the dark wall of a narrow ravine. He waved Simo forward.

Though it may have begun life as a natural feature, at some point a significant force of labour had been employed to dig the path through the mixture of sand, soil and rock. The sides of the pass were vertical, topped by hardy bushes, the drought-resistant species Cassius had seen all over Syria.

Simo gestured for him to go first as there was insufficient space for them to enter side by side. Cassius’ horse took an instant dislike to the shadows and the damp, earthy odour; it veered to the right and stuck its hooves obstinately into the ground, head flicking up and down.

‘What’s up with the beast?’

‘Perhaps after all the open space it fears an enclosed path,’ suggested Simo, keeping well back.

Cassius grunted a reply and gave a hefty kick with the point of his boot. It was enough to change the horse’s mind and with only a token shuffle of rebellion, it started forward.

Apart from a few twists and turns to avoid impervious lumps of rock, the path was fairly straight. A few moments after Cassius caught his first glimpse of the far end, a shout boomed towards them. He held up his hand and halted his horse. The path was wider now and Simo was able to draw alongside. Cassius hadn’t really made up his mind what to do until he saw the anxious, expectant look on the Gaul’s face.

‘Stay here,’ he whispered before carefully dismounting and handing over the reins.

The path ahead curved left. Cassius advanced slowly, hand on his sword. Thankful his tunic would blend well with the walls, he rounded the bend.

He saw the plain, then a man trotting by on a horse. In a moment the rider was gone, leaving Cassius unsure whether he was a soldier, a trader, a brigand or a peasant, though in truth he doubted his ability to distinguish one from the other in this lawless, alien land.

Wincing at a metallic clank from one of the saddles, he moved forward once more. Darting from shadow to shadow, wall to wall, he was soon just fifty feet from the end of the pass. Half standing, half crouching, he peered over an outcrop of rock as two more riders appeared, then stopped. Their horses stood side by side, one obscuring the other. The man closest to Cassius was clad in some of the richest, most colourful garments he had ever seen: a long, purple tunic embroidered with gold and worn over a pair of matching trousers. The man’s head was covered with a wrapping of equally fine scarlet cloth. The outfit seemed as incongruous as it was impractical. From the way he bent over in the saddle. Cassius gathered the man might be rather old. Behind him, a commonly attired young servant held a woven shade over his master.

Another shout came from behind the pair. The old man waved the shade away and the two horses moved off. They were followed in short order by three more men who sped by in close formation. All were bearded, dressed in common robes and armed with long, heavy spears.

Cassius counted to twenty then left his hiding place and edged forward, again sticking close to the wall. As the sides of the pass began to angle downwards on either side of him, he paused, listening intently. Apart from the buzzing of a sandfly around his ear, he could hear nothing. Advancing as far as he could without breaking cover, he first looked left, and saw that there were no stragglers or a rearguard to catch him unawares. Ignoring the vast expanse of desert in front of him, he then peered right between two thorny bushes. There, perhaps eighty yards away, were the horsemen, bobbing up and down in their saddles as they continued south along the edge of the plain. Despite the glare of the sun, he could still make out the lustrous purple of the elderly rider.

Careful to remain hidden, Cassius now allowed himself to look forward. Where previous panoramas had been dominated by mountains and foothills, he knew that he was now seeing the Syrian desert proper. He couldn’t help being slightly disappointed by the paucity of golden dunes; even here the sand was more brown than yellow, dotted with plant life and littered by pebbles and stones.

Eyes narrowed and with two hands to shield them, he now looked for any sign of a settlement. Cotta had seemed sure Alauran was easily spotted once through the pass. Cassius was becoming used to the way the hazy horizon seemed to offer a shape only to conceal it immediately, but there was no mistaking the cluster of trees almost dead ahead. He counted nine palms in all. They were in front of a pale, angular structure that seemed to reach half as high. It was, he concluded, one side of a wall.

Five minutes later, Simo offered the opinion he’d been asked for.

‘I believe that must be it, sir. I see no other structures at all.’

Cassius, sitting in shade, took a long swig from his canteen before replying.

‘How long for the ride would you say? I was thinking three or four hours.’

‘I should say more like five, sir, if I’m honest.’

‘Well, we shall soon see. I intend to set off when our friends are a little further away. What do you make of them?’

Simo took a last look along the foothills before grabbing the reins of the horses and towing them safely out of sight.

‘The colour and quality of the attire you described suggests they may be Emesan, sir. Since the rise of the Palmyrans it has not been uncommon to see them abroad.’

‘Would they consider us enemies?’

‘It’s difficult to say. They are an unpredictable bunch at the best of times and this is hardly that.’

‘Unpredictable and a good deal more besides. The boy emperor Elagabalus hailed from Emesa and look at what happened to him.’

‘I’m afraid my education didn’t extend far into the field of history, sir. My master encouraged me mainly in the ways of trade. Knowledge that would aid me in my work for him.’

Ever busy, Simo took the opportunity to get some more water down the horses before they crossed the plain. As he retrieved an iron pot from a saddlebag, Cassius continued.

‘Well, he was yet another Syrian who imagined he would make a wonderful emperor. Power-hungry lot out here it seems. Anyway, his ascent was as convoluted and dull as a hundred others. His reign, however, was, well . . . shall we say colourful. Apart from being devoted to the cult of the sun he was known to prefer the attire of women and to practise indiscriminate copulation. Hardly a rarity in Rome you might say, but his insistence on the senators and their wives participating certainly set him apart.’

Simo looked rather embarrassed at such talk and Cassius decided to move on.

‘In any case, it all ended with him and his mother being murdered and cast into a sewer. Mind you, an emperor meeting an ignominious end hardly constitutes a rarity either I suppose.’

Cassius got up and held his horse back so that Simo’s could drink.

The Gaul looked up at the sky.

‘It seems strange to me, sir, that folk from such a dry, parched place should choose to devote themselves to the sun.’

‘Well, not all of them. What about this chap Mani? Wonder what the Christians think of him.’

‘I haven’t heard his teachings, sir.’

‘He’s said to consider himself greater even than their precious Christ.’

‘I didn’t know that, sir.’

‘And what about Elagabalus’ black stone? You must have heard of that.’

Simo shook his head.

‘Quite a tale. He brought to Rome a conical rock said to possess remarkable properties. It was found somewhere not far from here, I believe. Apparently it reflected both the sun and the moon and could speak with a voice from above.’ Cassius gave a cynical sneer. ‘You have probably gathered that I am hardly a zealot, but a talking stone? Please.’

‘As likely as making a blind man see I suppose, sir,’ said Simo.

‘Yes,’ replied Cassius, sensing a rare edge in the Gaul’s voice. ‘Quite.’

It soon became obvious that both men had been unduly pessimistic with their estimates. Before the third hour of the journey from the pass was up, they had a good view of Alauran.

Having previously resisted the local custom of wrapping cloth around the head, Cassius had given into Simo’s urgings and was already grateful for it. He had picked up a good deal of colour in the previous month but could still feel sunburn on his exposed legs and arms. The heat was also beginning to take its toll on both horses; they had slowed to a lethargic amble.

‘It might be as well to walk from here,’ said Cassius. ‘A cautious approach would seem wise.’

Dropping to the ground, he left the horse where it was and gazed at the settlement, now no more than a mile away. Cassius recognised the telltale signs of a spring: the high date palms and clumps of grass surrounding a wide depression in the sand. Though it was high summer and the palms bore more brown fronds than green, the trees somehow clung to life, sustained by the deep subterranean waters that also fed Alauran’s well.

Beyond the spring, where the depression ended, was one side of the fort. Constructed of the ever-present cream-coloured brick, the wall was well over a hundred feet long, perhaps ten high. A tall timber structure dominated the south-east corner of the compound. Cassius thought it might be the granary, housing the precious supply of food.

‘No smoke, sir,’ said Simo thoughtfully.

‘And a flagpole with no flag on it,’ Cassius added.

Leading the horses by the reins, they walked steadily towards the fort. Cassius stared fixedly at the wall, hoping rather than expecting to see the reassuring sight of a standard or a raised spear.

By the time they neared the closest of the palms, this preoccupation had distracted him from what Simo had already noticed. The Gaul tapped him on the shoulder and pointed towards the tree.

A large, black-feathered buzzard had just hopped out of the palm’s shadow. Claws scraping the sand, it shook its head at the strangers. Clasped in its crooked beak was something red with flies buzzing around it. With a single flick of its neck, the bird swallowed the morsel and hopped back towards the palm. Still looking on, Cassius belatedly realised what Simo had been pointing at all along.
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