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    Niger was not a man of keen intelligence and made mistakes in spite of his vast power. At this time he displayed more arrogance than ever so that when men called him a new Alexander he showed his pleasure, and when a man asked "Who gave you permission to do this?" he pointed to his sword and answered "This did." 

      

      

    Cassius Dio: Roman History 74:6 
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    Prologue: East in Foment 

      

    Gaius Fulvius snarled angrily and jammed his centurion’s vine stick under his arm as he marched across the compound. Two of the men were arguing, spitting blame at one another and pushing each other angrily as the crate of ballista bolts they had been carrying lay broken on the ground beneath them, the missiles scattered like so many forgotten sticks in a child’s game. Their breath plumed in the morning chill like dragons in battle. 

    ‘Pick that lot up, you pointless runts, and the next time one of you shoves the other, you’d better be damn well prepared to spend the rest of the month digging and filling the latrines on your own.’ 

    The two soldiers stopped their argument, turning sheepish expressions on the centurion. 

    ‘Sorry, sir, it was Aulus here. He…’ 

    ‘Stow it before I beat you both to Hades and back again. Get to work. The next convoy will be here before noon and we’ve barely the space for a shit sponge, let alone a cart of iron.’ 

    As the two men went back to their tasks feverishly and with occasional nervous glances at their commander, Fulvius stood watching them like a hawk for a while, to be sure they’d properly got his point. Satisfied they were cowed now, he strode back towards the raised observation platform at the compound’s highest point, stopping by the ladder to look around through the morning mist. The depot was small and peripheral, but the command was his, and the responsibility with it, which had proved to be useful. A square compound some three hundred paces along each side and protected by a simple timber palisade, the wood dry and parched like everything in this land, with fighting platforms spaced out every fifty paces, every third one manned by a soldier on watch. The mist was already thinning as the moisture in the ground burned off in the Judean sunlight. Even in Januarius Judea only nodded vaguely to winter, and the transition from chilly mist to comfortable sun did not take long. Visibility was improving by the hour now and soon he’d be able to see the roads to the horizon. 

    Inside the compound two barrack blocks lay to the northern upper edge, both with a single accommodation at the end, one for Fulvius and the other for his optio, the rest of each block divided into five rooms, each given over to a tent party of soldiers. Half the rooms were empty, of course, for the Cohors I Sebastenorum was under-strength at the best of times, and at the moment it was very much not the best of times. A little over forty men made the day’s work hard going, but complaining was not a solid move on a man’s career path, and one promotion could see Fulvius in a senior post and back somewhere civilised. 

    Four more buildings formed the stores, with one workshop and one stable that housed horses and carts when they were present, at the moment just the unit’s flea-bitten nag in residence, though that should change by the afternoon. At least every other day a series of vehicles with a military escort hoved into view though either the morning mist or the ever-present daily dust, each bearing signed orders from some higher officer or other. Depot XIV-B stood at a crossroads on the busy routes from Aelia Capitolina to Ascalonia and from Hebron to Antipatris, and was reputedly the busiest of all the military depots in the region. A constant flow of armaments, building materials, foodstuffs, wine and raw ores arrived from the south and east, delivered with dockets from other centurions, only to sit in the Judean sun for days until they were collected by other carts and carried north to the war zone. Mostly, anyway…. 

    Like all the other auxiliary units in Judea, and indeed all the local legions, the First Sebastenorum had thrown in their lot with the usurper, Pescennius Niger, and the entire East had immediately organised into a network of supply routes and depots, carrying everything needed up to Antioch where it could be distributed to the armies that worked in the north to halt the aggression of Severus, who had claimed Rome with his Pannonian legions. Fulvius had been about to refuse and to declare his own allegiance to Severus when he watched what happened to another centurion who did just that, and promptly shut his mouth and kept his thoughts to himself. Similar courses apparently had played out across most military units until only those loyal to Niger remained. 

    Few outside this compound knew Fulvius’s true allegiance, of course. Few knew that supplies were being misplaced and squirreled away in caches ready for a counterattack by Severus’s supporters. Few knew that the convoys that were being ambushed upon leaving Depot XIV-B were the result of times and locations being passed to secret sources in a village nearby, where they could make it as far as Aelia Capitolina. Few knew that secret caches were now to be found all the way from Antioch to Alexandria, waiting for the armies of Severus to push back. 

    Because Niger was doomed. Fulvius had seen the writing on the wall the very moment the cohort had taken the oath to him. He knew Severus. He’d even met the man, and had served under him for years, knowing the man’s mettle and strength. He knew the Pannonian legions, too. He knew that however tough the armies out here might think themselves, they were like children beside the battle-hardened border legions of Pannonia. 

    Pannonia. Fulvius’s home. How he longed for its cool and its lush greenery… 

    He had entertained a certain distrust of the men of this unit when first assigned a year ago, transferred from his homeland to this arid place, for everyone knew that Judeans were trouble. They’d revolted against Rome repeatedly and refused to recognise the emperor’s divinity, and the First Sebastenorum had been raised and continually recruited locally, yet his fears had soon been allayed. The First may have been recruited in the region, but they were drawn from Syrian Sebaste and with not a Judean among them. Of course, that made them rather unpopular in the area, but you couldn’t have everything. At least they took the oath to the Divine Emperor, albeit a different one every other month since the fall of golden Commodus. 

    ‘Horses,’ called a man over by the single gate, leaning out from his fighting platform and pointing off to the east. 

    Fulvius rubbed his neck, wondering what this morning’s convoy would bring. Not ore, he hoped. Already perhaps a tenth of the compound’s space was given over to raw materials in stacks, and ore was heavy and troublesome, and not a commodity he could so easily divert to one of the hidden stores. 

    ‘How many carts? Can you see yet?’ 

    Often they couldn’t quite identify such details until the convoy was almost at the gate. In Pannonia, the winters were often bitterly cold and icy, but they were either in whiteout blizzard conditions when everyone stayed indoors, or clear and crisp with good visibility. Judea was a different proposition entirely. Even now, not long after the new year, once the mist had burned off, the heat was comfortable and the dust that blew up from the arid roads created a semi-permanent haze. The constant traffic of the two trade routes meant hooves and feet kicking up clouds of grey most of the time. 

    ‘No carts, sir,’ the soldier bellowed back in his strong Syrian accent, ‘just horses.’ 

    Fulvius frowned. Not a convoy then. Riders? His heart skipped for a moment as he considered the possibility that someone in authority had uncovered the depot’s inconsistencies and the supplies going missing. His true loyalties revealed would lead to a very unpleasant and highly public end, and given the complicity of many of the men of this century, he would not be alone, either. 

    ‘Can you see a vexillum? What unit? How many?’ 

    He missed the start of the reply as three men suddenly cursed and dropped a barrel, which rolled free across the gently sloping ground, bouncing and rumbling towards the single gate at the lower side. 

    ‘…just in black,’ the man finished. ‘Natives, I reckon.’ 

    ‘Damn it. How many?’ But at least black meant they weren’t official. This wasn’t about his loyalties at least, then. 

    ‘Strange, sir. Six horses but only two of them ridden.’ 

    Fulvius frowned. ‘In black, they’re not ours. Close the gates and call for their credentials.’ 

    The two men closest dropped from their platforms and hurried over to the gate, swinging it closed and dropping the bar across. Fulvius chewed his lip. Two men could not constitute an attack, so it would be a little hasty to man the walls with every available soldier, but Judeans were tricky, and something about this was wrong, he could feel it. Turning, he spotted his optio, Pallus, upbraiding a man for a rusty helmet. 

    ‘Pallus, have all the men fallen in at the centre of the compound, armed and ready.’ 

    ‘Trouble, sir?’ 

    ‘I hope not, but I suspect so.’ 

    Two men and six horses could hardly mount an attack, but what if they were just a vanguard? Or what if they were seeking sanctuary from a second force coming on behind? It would be foolish to attack somewhere manned by professional soldiers in wartime, but really Fulvius couldn’t think of a better time to do so. The vast majority of the military had marched north to face Severus, and only odd pockets of garrisons remained. What better time to make yet another attempt at rebellion than when Rome was too busy fighting itself to face the threat of Jewish separatists. 

    Damn it, but there was no obvious threat, yet he could feel it in his bones. If he started a war here, his career was effectively over. But he could be prepared for one to start around him… 

    ‘On second thoughts, Pallus, get every man up to the wall platforms except the sicklisters. I want them in the compound ready to resupply the rest.’ 

    ‘Sir?’ The optio frowned, head tilted to the side. ‘The sicklisters have a nasty gut illness. If they mix with the healthy men, it’ll spread.’ 

    ‘Death spreads even faster in a fight. Get them out here and working. If they shit themselves, they’ll just have to clench and keep working. I have a bad feeling about all of this. Get the scorpions loaded. Every man to the platforms – you know the drill. But we won’t start this. No one shoots at anything until the riders make the first move, but as soon as there’s one sign of aggression, you send them both to Tartarus, yes?’ 

    A murmur of anticipation rose from all around the compound as chain-shirted men clambered up to the platforms, tying helmet straps and preparing weapons. Fulvius climbed the steps beside the barrack blocks now, feet clomping on the dry timbers as he reached the viewing platform level with the apex of the roof, affording him a view of the entire compound. A centurion was of most use in the front lines, fighting with his men, but Fulvius knew the score. He was also the garrison commander, and right now his place was in the best position for observation, throwing out orders to the men. Pallus could be the heart among them. 

    His gaze strayed around the compound. The few sicklisters were now staggering out of the workshop that had been given over temporarily to keep them separate, and were being directed to stooks of javelins and boxes of ammunition by the optio. The men were at the ramparts now. Ten men to each side, two to a platform, more than half of them armed with a light throwing spear and a sword and shield, the rest a motley collection of slings, sinuously curved Syrian bows and darts by the handful. Back in Pannonia his men had been uniformly armed, and one volley of javelins would have been followed by melee. Archers had been their own separate units. These Syrians, though, were good with a bow, even the infantry, and for the first time Fulvius was thankful that his men were so varied. Missiles were far more use in a siege than swords. 

    Why had he decided it would be a siege, he wondered? There were still only two riders and six horses at the gate. But then the natives here had a nasty habit of appearing from nowhere and gutting Romans. Not three miles from where he stood lay the warrens of caves that blood-hungry Judean rebel Bar Kochba had used, emerging only to butcher garrisons. It had been Fulvius who had put his foot down and refused to use those very caves as a depot. He was not an overly superstitious man, but some places should be left well alone. 

    He felt a prickle of nervous energy rush across his skin. 

    No, there was a definite fight coming. He could feel it. 

    His gaze snapped back to the riders. They had stopped in front of the gate, silent and motionless, each leading a rope with two horses attached and waiting in line behind them. What were they up to? His eyes moved from them to the palisade and ran around the edge of the compound. The mist was almost clear now. Soon the dust would begin to stir in the breeze and… 

    He felt a lump rise in his throat as he saw the ground begin to disgorge figures. They rose all around the compound like the buried dead, pulling their way free of the earth, clouds of dust shaking off them as they came to their feet like lemures, the spirits of the unquiet dead. They all seemed one with the dry ground, dusty and grey, though as the dust fell from them it became clear that they wore black, like the riders at the gate. 

    Damn it. 

    He could hear panicked shouts all around the ramparts, and not the cries of men facing battle either, but those of men in terror of something beyond humanity. Words like Lemures, and Keres, and Tenebrae were hissed in horror, all names of death spirits. And it did seem as though the ground had opened up and cast them to the surface from the bowels of Tartarus. 

    He frowned and watched one of the last figures rise. His sharp eyes in the last of the mist and the first of the dust spotted it: a thin grey-beige blanket cast aside in the cloud. These were no avenging spirits, after all, but men with a grievance and a plan. He knew in that instant that the attackers had taken advantage of the darkness and the mist to hide under blankets close to the fort, coverings the colour of the very dust all around. As soon as the riders had approached, they had revealed themselves. 

    The men were terrified, and terrified men fought badly. 

    ‘They’re just men,’ he bellowed. ‘Judeans that hid under the dust. And they’ll die like men.’ Screw worries of starting a war. ‘Launch javelins. Slings. Archers. Loose the scorpions. Take them down before they can swamp us.’ 

    And they could. There had to be in excess of two hundred of the bastards, and only a little over forty defenders. Yet if they could be held at the walls, all could go well. He couldn’t see any overt signs of missile weapons, and swords were only so much use to a besieging army. 

    A new cry drew his attention, this not so much one of panic but of bellowed warning, and his gaze swept back around the walls to the gate. His spirits sank at what he saw. There were many more black figures there than around the other sides, but the worst thing possible had happened. The rising of the dust-covered figures had distracted them all from those two riders. Seen only marginally by the men nearest the gate, those two riders had produced lassos and cast them expertly. Even as Fulvius realised what they were doing, the rope loops tightened on the pointed tips of the gate timbers. 

    ‘Cut the ropes,’ he shouted urgently, but the men nearest the gate were busy now, throwing spears and loosing arrows at a tide of black shapes rushing the ramparts. One solitary soldier, a sicklister with a shit stain up the back of his tunic, dropped a handful of javelins and ran to the gate, drawing his sword. Fulvius watched in dismay. The man reached up and hacked again and again, but only occasionally managed to touch the rope, which was holding fast. A second man joined him from somewhere, and together they worked at one of the ropes, which began to fray. The lines of three horses were now being driven back away from the gate, the ropes pulling tight. Fulvius saw the gate tremble and shiver, bowing slightly outwards. He fancied he could hear the ligneous strain of the bar holding it closed even over the sounds of fighting from all around the ramparts. 

    With a snapping sound, the right-hand rope gave way. The rider and his horses found themselves barrelling backwards away from the gate, their task failed. The centurion’s brief moment of relief was short-lived, however. Only one of the ropes had been cut, and even as the two men leapt left and began to repeat the process with the second rope, everything went wrong. 

    The left side of the gate suddenly burst outwards, the bar splintering and cracking down the centre, shards of flying wood peppering the two men working there. The horses pulling the rope were suddenly galloping free as the lines attaching the gate to the adjacent palisade gave way and the entire gate disappeared from the compound, bouncing away across the dusty ground in the wake of the rider and his horses. 

    ‘The gate,’ Fulvius bellowed, as black shapes now raced for the opening. It was futile. Every man under his command was occupied at the walls. Only a few sicklisters stood between the enemy and him now. He watched in mounting dismay as black-clad figures barged into the open gateway, curved swords gleaming in the morning sun. The two sicklisters who had been hacking at the ropes stood no chance. Still reeling from the explosion of the gate bar and pierced with a dozen large splinters, they staggered this way and that, howling, until the attackers swarmed over them and cut them down. 

    The enemy were inside, and the only men available to face them were the sicklisters and the optio. Even as he watched, black figures were now pulling themselves over the palisade and dropping down to the fighting platforms inside, their former occupants now lying twisted and gutted in the dust below. 

    ‘Fall back,’ he bellowed. ‘Fall back to the platform.’ 

    If the enemy did not have missiles, then perhaps a small number of men could hold the observation platform for a time. He wished heartily that the moment he’d heard a call from the walls he’d put a man on that nag in the stables and sent him riding for the rest of the cohort. He’d spent months being nervous about the prefect or one of the more senior centurions finding out he’d betrayed the unit in supporting the true emperor. Now, when it came down to a simple case of Roman against Judean, he would call any man imperator if they brought with them enough men to overwhelm this lot. 

    Few men were able to tear themselves from the walls and make it back into the compound’s heart. They were being overwhelmed where they were, and even now black figures were flooding the interior, attacking the defenders on their platforms from behind. They were doomed, and that was clear. Fulvius watched as half a dozen men made it out into the clear and backed towards the platform. Two were cut down brutally before they could get anywhere near the ladder. Another began to climb as the other three turned to hold the black figures off. 

    The attackers hit that trio like a tide against a sea wall, and Fulvius watched as his optio, Pallus, took a sword blow across the throat from a razor-sharp curved blade, cutting deep. His head lolled and sagged as he collapsed, even as the other two screamed and doubled over, blows raining down on them. The last man had thought himself free, but a hand reached up and grasped his ankle as he climbed, and Fulvius watched the man pulled back off the ladder to fall, howling, to the dirt, where he was mercilessly hacked to death by ten of the black figures. 

    Fulvius was alone. 

    He lifted his gaze from the carnage below and cast it all around the compound. He could see three of his men still moving, but they were lost. The sun had barely been up an hour and his command was over. He should probably throw himself on his sword or something, though suicide held little appeal. Better to fight to the end. He stood, looking down at the black figures surrounding the platform. The two riders were now making their way across the compound from the gate, their extra horses no longer in evidence. One had the bearing of a leader, though he was dressed the same as the rest. His sword was unbloodied, for he’d had no part in the fight. Fulvius glared at him. 

    The black figures began to step back, leaving a space around the platform, and opened up further to allow the riders to approach. Simultaneously, four Roman survivors, each wounded in some manner, were drawn forward. Fulvius had no illusions as to those men’s fates. 

    Indeed, as he watched the four men were forced to their knees, their hands bound behind them. 

    ‘This aggression is foolish,’ Fulvius said, trying to keep a nervous wavering out of his voice. ‘You have won your victory here, but you must know that it will gain you nothing. Look to your people’s history. Ananus thought he’d freed Judea with six thousand legionaries dead at Beth Horon, but what happened? Vespasian and Titus all but wiped out your world. Lukuas tried again, and Trajan trod on your throats. Then the Bar Kokhba idiocy, which lost you your Holy City and any hope of retaining any freedom. You think this is any better? The emperor will come for you all, and this time Judea will vanish entirely.’ 

    The leader on his horse simply sat silent. He gestured to his men and flicked a finger. One of their number crossed to the first kneeling man and in a single stroke cut his throat. 

    ‘Every ill-considered blow you deliver nails your people to a cross that little bit more,’ Fulvius spat. 

    Another flick, another throat cut. 

    The third man struggled, trying to get to his feet, and two men held him, pushing him back down. 

    Finally, the black-clad man on the horse pulled back his hood and let his scarf fall away. He had the olive complexion of a local, and a leathery look, like a man used to hardship. One look at his eyes told Fulvius a great deal. The man was clever. Very clever. Clever enough that this attack was only one part of something much larger, he was sure. The man was also strong, both in body and in will. He was not the sort of man to blanche at brutality or to shy from danger. Most of all, though, Fulvius could see in the man’s face not the faintest sign of mercy. This man was stone cold. Yet a moment later the man smiled, and suddenly he seemed almost likeable. Friendly. Warm. A complete change, almost to a different person. Gods, but the man was dangerous. How could he change his whole persona and appearance so thoroughly with just an expression? 

    The leader looked down at the remaining two kneeling men. 

    ‘You wish to live?’ 

    The two men nodded hurriedly. 

    ‘Tell me who is the only God.’ 

    The prisoners looked at one another, and in a hurry to babble over the top of one another, they both called the name of Jehovah. The leader gave them a beatific smile. Now, he seemed given to clemency, a hero, even. Fulvius marvelled as that face, somehow seemingly smooth and young and a lot less leathery with just a twist of the head, looked up at him. 

    ‘Well, Centurion, it seems these two men are less Roman that you might think. Their fate is in your hands. Will you deny the divinity of your emperor and save their hides?’ 

    Fulvius felt the world drop away beneath him. To deny the emperor’s divinity was more or less to deny the emperor entire. To deny his own place in the world, even. He toyed momentarily with denying the divinity of Pescennius Niger specifically and continuing to harbour his secret devotion to the true emperor, but this man was a Judean. He would not care which candidate Fulvius favoured. He wanted a denial of Rome and nothing less. Besides, Fulvius had seen the man’s face before he’d pulled on his mask of mercy, and he had a feeling that death was inevitable, that the leader was playing with them, like a cat with an injured mouse. 

    ‘I will not deny the emperor, nor the empire. You must do what you have to, Judean, but know that your cause is doomed from the start.’ 

    The man simply nodded. Another gesture and the last two throats were cut with little delay, both men struggling against their captives. Fulvius watched with distaste, aware that his own fate was undoubtedly going to be worse if the black figure had his way. He gripped the hilt of his sword and drew it now, for the first time. They wouldn’t get to cut his throat. He would fight them to the last, the way a soldier of Rome should die. 

    ‘Will you fight me yourself, or will you have your animals do it for you?’ 

    That smile came back now, and for the blink of an eye, Fulvius almost felt relieved, before he realised he was just watching the latest mask falling into place. 

    ‘Bring him down,’ the leader called, loudly. 

    The centurion braced himself. The enemy had swords and many of them, but none of them had bows or javelins. He would fight to defend his platform and he would die on their swords, but gods alive, he would take a few of them with him. 

    He heard the clatter and frowned. Before he even realised what the sound meant, he’d been hit. His eyes rose past the smiling leader and fell upon the scorpion on the platform two hundred paces away. The black figure manning it was a good shot, which came as a surprise among this Judean rabble. The bolt had struck him in the shoulder, crippling his arm. He felt despair, then, for his arm was shattered and blood sheeted down it, his sword fallen away to the timber. Fighting them off was just a dream now. Agony gripping him, he collapsed to his knees. His left hand scrabbled around the platform, trying to locate the sword. He was useless with his left hand, but perhaps he could at least hurt someone before he fell, or maybe do the unthinkable after all, falling upon his sword. 

    That was clearly not to be. As he floundered in pain, men swarmed up to the platform and took him, gripping his arms and his legs. He bellowed defiance again and again until something hit him in the back of the head. 

    Everything went black. 

      

    * 

      

    Gaius Fulvius awoke with a pounding pain in his head, eyes blinking to adjust to the sunlight of midday, though nothing in terms of pain or discomfort could ever beat the agony in his shoulders. For a moment he felt utter confusion. He could remember being hit by a scorpion bolt in his right shoulder and his arm being ruined, but there had been no damage to his left. Why then did that scream at him so? Had they smashed that next to prevent him fighting back when he awoke? 

    Blinking away the crusty residue on his eyelids, he looked around. He could see the remains of the compound. Choice parts of the stores had gone, ammunition and provisions mainly. The stable door stood open, so they’d taken the horse. He was still on the platform, given the view, and he could see the bodies of his men, stripped naked and burning in the sun all around the depot compound. 

    Why was he standing when he’d been unconscious? 

    In confusion his gaze slipped left and right, and the full horror of his situation settled upon him. His wrists were roped to one of the timbers of the tower, a nail driven through the flesh to hold him there. He had been crucified; a punishment reserved for the lowest of all men. That explained the agony in both shoulders. 

    Would he live? If one of the convoys arrived soon enough and managed to get him down and bind his wounds, he might. He would need to see a medicus very soon. Of course, it might be that the Judeans had gone on to intercept and massacre the convoys, in which case he would hang here all day, and he doubted he would last to the next. But then, if the Judean leader had meant him to die, would he not just have killed him? Leaving him to hang like this afforded the possibility of survival. 

    Again, he remembered that expression, the one that looked like a cat playing cruelly with its prey. The man might take that chance just to enjoy such brutality. 

    He focused on the face in his mind’s eye, remembering every expression, every line, whether they be the ones of laughter when he gave an easy smile, the ones of straight dignity, or the cruel ones of hate as he commanded the deaths of prisoners. And he remembered one more thing. He remembered it now, as he’d faded to unconsciousness. He remembered one of the men in a thick local accent addressing the leader. He remembered a name. 

    Claudius. 

    

  


   
    Chapter One 

      

    Rufinus looked into Senova’s eyes and what he saw there made him feel warm. A fierce independence tempered by gentle wisdom and sharp intelligence, all overlain with love. He smiled. 

    ‘Did you have to have the flowers?’ 

    The flowers were a bit much, and bloody hard to get in the middle of winter, too. She had nodded to Roman tradition enough to wear the yellow veil, though its austere nature was a little hampered by the ribbons and flowers woven into her hair in the fashion of her own people, making her look like some sort of fruity iced desert. He knew better than to try and prevent her adhering to Brigantian tradition, though. Heck, he was lucky she’d agreed to any Roman aspect of the wedding at all. Fortunately, it seemed the white dress was something both peoples had in common, so there had been no argument needed there. 

    ‘The flowers are part of the ceremony, Gnaeus. Without them, in the eyes of my people we will not be married. Would you risk the chance of one day finding yourself among the Brigantes without having done things properly?’ 

    He sighed. Definitely not worth the argument. 

    The auspex who’d come in from Tarraco for the ceremony, and was being far more loquacious than Rufinus understood was strictly necessary, was busy waffling on about their responsibilities at the moment, half ceremonial and religious, half administrative, informing them of their rights in respect of divorce, which Rufinus thought a good wedding ceremony could probably safely do without. 

    ‘Anyway,’ Senova whispered, ‘if you’re going to moan about things not being right, I agreed to the traditional ten witnesses, and you’ve brought only one.’ 

    He huffed. ‘I don’t know ten people in Tarraco these days. Besides, given your freedwoman status and my family’s aristocratic history, this is all unorthodox at best. At least he’s called Decimus, so we do have ten witnesses after a fashion. You should have let me arrange an adoption with someone of importance, and then we could have had a big public affair.’ 

    ‘I didn’t want a big public affair, Gnaeus. And I really did not want to acquire a stuffy aristocratic new father just for it to happen. No one will care that you married a freedwoman. The empire is in the midst of a civil war, armies rove across the countryside, towns burn, nobles are executed daily for having the wrong allegiance, children are taken hostage to secure their father’s loyalty, and you think anyone is going to care who you marry?’ 

    She had a point. His father would have done, but the old fool was gone, and as for his brother, Publius was standing nearby, filled with glee at the sight of his new sister-in-law, so really there was no one to complain. And they had the blessing of the emperor himself, after all. Or at least one of the emperors, he thought drily. There were at least two at the moment with Niger controlling the East, and possibly even three if Albinus had begun to move in the north. 

    The auspex was still droning on, now giving them a potted history of Rome’s marriage traditions. To his credit he was missing out the bits they had skipped either because they made no sense in this case or because Senova flatly refused to bow to them, and was doing his absolute best to include the Brigantian aspects that had been foisted on him. As the man moved to a new and uncertain set of lines, given to him by Senova and with patchy sense at best, given everyone’s inability to translate some of the concepts from her own traditions, Publius was beckoned forth. He carried a green woven scarf, decorated with intricate designs that had taken Senova two weeks of fevered work, and as he placed her hand in Gnaeus’, he wrapped the scarf around the two appendages in an intricate ritual knot, almost as complex as the knot in her bridal belt, which Rufinus suspected he was going to have to cut to consummate the wedding, since it seemed unlikely he would unfasten it any other way. 

    ‘I still say we could have skipped this altogether and just gone straight to shackling ourselves together, and we’d have been a lot better off.’ 

    ‘To whose advantage would the shackles be?’ she asked archly, and he flushed and fell silent. ‘Besides, then we wouldn’t have had that lovely display.’ She indicated the remains of the auspex’s handiwork on the small altar by the pool. The remains of the white sheep lay draped over the top, with viscera all over the place even to the extent of turning the pool’s water a delicate pink. The man had not been neat or gentle, Rufinus had to admit. He’d been in battles with less blood and guts flying through the air than this wedding. On the bright side, the gods seemed to be pleased and the omens, gleaming and spattered halfway across the room though they may be, were apparently good. 

    The auspex rattled to his conclusion and gestured to the two of them. 

    ‘I, Senova of the Brigantes… Senova Claudia,’ she corrected herself with her freedwoman’s name gained from Pompeianus, ‘vow to be faithful to my husband to the end of my days, to protect him and to love him.’ 

    Rufinus smiled. Protect him! Sheesh. Nothing about respecting or obeying him either, of course. He’d not have expected as much. 

    ‘I, Gnaeus Marcius Rustius Rufinus, offer all that I am, and all that I have, to my wife, with love and honour and even occasional agreement.’ He glanced sidelong at the narrowing of her eyes. 

    ‘Ubi tu Gaius, ego Gaia et Brigantia,’ she pronounced, looking carefully at the auspex. 

    Rufinus felt his stomach flip. That was unexpected and dangerous. The most important part of the ceremony was the bride’s declaration that as he was Gaius, she would be Gaia. To mess with the formula and throw in random non-Roman gods was unheard of. He saw the auspex’s face drain of colour and his eyes bulge. The man stood in horrified, baffled silence for a moment, and Rufinus could see the struggle in his expression. He had every right, even every reason, to abandon the ceremony now and declare the whole thing null and void. Senova might just have gone too far and halted the marriage. 

    He tried a weak smile at the auspex, not trusting himself to look at Senova right now without calling her a dimwit. The man continued to struggle, and finally took a deep breath. 

    ‘Feliciter,’ he said, congratulating them, though it did not escape Rufinus’ notice that he addressed Rufinus alone, deliberately avoiding looking at Senova. The man gave him one last disapproving look and turned away, striding from the room, his part in the proceedings complete. Rufinus heaved a sigh of relief as he turned to Senova amid a paltry call of ‘Feliciter’ from Publius and Decimus, a wine merchant from the city who handled the villa’s produce for him and who, despite his name, did not sound like ten men when cheering. 

    ‘That was stupid. I wish you’d warned me you were going to do it.’ 

    ‘If I had, you would have stopped me. You cannot expect me to bow to your gods at my own wedding and not to acknowledge mine. Now we are doubly blessed, by Rome’s protectors and by great Brigantia.’ 

    ‘He could have called off the wedding.’ 

    ‘But he didn’t. I gambled on the fact that I had used all his words, but simply added my own. It is done, Gnaeus. It is over. We are married. What happens now in your world? In mine, we would go to your house and not be seen for the rest of the day, if you get my meaning.’ 

    He felt himself flushing again. ‘It’s similar. Normally I’d carry you to my house in a procession of flute players and children with various functions. There’d be white cloth over the threshold, and you’d be given fire and water. Lots of stuff like that. It all seems a bit redundant since we’re already here and you’ve been living with me for months.’ 

    ‘But we have a party, yes?’ she indicated the triclinium off to one side which was already festooned with decorations, full of rich couches and low tables laden with treats and wine. A flautist was playing an irritatingly happy melody off in the corner. 

    ‘The party lasts until sundown, then our time is our own.’ 

    ‘Such as it is.’ 

    Rufinus winced. He’d known that was coming. ‘I’m tied to Severus. You know that. We both are. And he needs me. He’s in the middle of a civil war for the security of his new throne, and I have to go back. There’ll be a new Praetorian Guard soon, not drawn from the privileged in Latium, but formed from the men of the frontier legions. Men like me. I will have a proper place once more, and Severus offered me a tribunate. I will be a senior officer, which means we can stay legitimately married while I serve, and my income will be impressive. I’ll even get a free house. Think of it. Once the war is over, we can return to Rome and live well in the best circles. And for a month or two each year we can come back here and enjoy the peace and quiet.’ 

    ‘I understand that, Gnaeus, but it does not change the fact that as soon as we are married, you will be running off to war.’ She indicated the room opposite the triclinium, where he could just see the pile of kit bags, packed for the coming journey. She was right, of course, but she had to understand. If he ever wanted to serve again, he had to step up and do his duty when it was asked of him. He could delay a day or two, but no more. 

    ‘I am sorry. And if I was going to Rome and to garrison life, we would both go and all would be good, but I am bound for the east and war with Niger, and I cannot take you there.’ 

    He became slowly aware that Publius was standing silently nearby, hovering, waiting. 

    ‘What is it?’ He turned a frustrated expression on his brother. 

    ‘I’ve been waiting until you were married to tell you something. I didn’t want to intrude on the planning, and I didn’t want you to have extra worries while all this was going on, but now you’re done, and time is short.’ 

    ‘Worries? What have you done, Publius?’ 

    ‘Nothing as such, Gnaeus. At least, nothing that’s unexpected of me. I’ve secured a tribunate of my own, dear brother.’ 

    Rufinus’ eyes widened. He coughed drily. ‘You’ve done what?’ 

    His brother gave him an apologetic smile. ‘The family has been in hiding for so long after Father’s trouble that we boys missed the chance to take our place on the Cursus Honorum the way we should have. You ran off to join the legions, and I stayed and did as I was told, looking after Father as best I could. But things have changed, Gnaeus. Our family is noble again, accepted in the court and the capital. I am far too old really to be starting on the ladder of public service, but it has to begin somewhere.’ 

    Rufinus rubbed his hair, teeth clenched, then gripped his brother by both shoulders. ‘Who with? Who did you go to?’ 

    Publius winced now and produced a folded piece of parchment from his belt, handing it over. Rufinus took it and unfolded it, Senova looking back and forth between the two brothers. The first thing that caught his eye was the imperial seal. He looked up. 

    ‘You went direct to the emperor?’ 

    ‘We don’t have patrons of our own, Gnaeus. Who else was going to find a place for me at my age? I’m a decade older than any junior tribune in history.’ 

    ‘You’re going to be a laughing stock. You’ll get the shit kicked out of you.’ 

    Even as Publius went on to explain that he could handle himself, Rufinus went back to Severus’ letter. ‘The Seventh Claudia?’ he interrupted his brother’s diatribe. ‘They’re going to be right in the middle of all the fighting, you know that? They’re one of Severus’ favoured legions, based in Moesia. If they’re not already marching on Niger, they will be by the time you get there.’ 

    ‘They had space for a tribune, and the emperor agreed.’ 

    ‘That’s because he’s not your brother. Tell him you’ve changed your mind. Tell him you’ll wait for a place in the Seventh Gemina instead. They’re local caretakers and engineers. You could even find yourself based in Tarraco, then. Whatever happened at least you’d stay in this province and still satisfy requirements to progress on the Cursus.’ 

    Publius rounded on him, angry-eyed. ‘I don’t want to stay in this province, Gnaeus. I don’t want a sinecure. I don’t want a quiet year or two in a legion that’s getting fat and lazy in an easy place. I want to earn my place. I know you still think of me as a child, Gnaeus, but I’m not. You got to run off and put yourself in danger and you were right in the front line, in the shield wall. Gods, I may be in the war zone, but I’ll be a junior tribune. You know what that means. I’ll be fetching drinks for the legate and running messages to his cronies. I probably won’t even get to draw my sword all the time I’m there.’ 

    Rufinus glared at him, but Senova’s hand on his shoulder made him turn to her instead. 

    ‘He’s right, Gnaeus. He’s spent his whole life living in the shadow of you and your father. At his age, any tribesman of the Brigantes would have been blooded six times over, be married and have a family of his own. You can’t hold him back.’ 

    The older brother looked back and forth between the two of them, and perhaps for the first time, he really looked at Publius. His brother surprised him. Oddly, even when presented with the man he had become, Rufinus had still always seen the gangly and awkward boy he remembered from their youth. In truth, he had to admit just how much he himself had changed since his first days with the legion. He’d been accident prone, awkward and daft, and only his talent as a boxer had seen him through without becoming a figure of fun. Publius was the same. He might be slightly daft and awkward still, but he was a grown man with a permanent shadow on his chin and lip and muscles that suggested he could probably pull a cart without breaking a sweat. Rufinus wondered idly if he’d be any good in the ring. 

    ‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘And you need it. You deserve it. But remember that there are only two of us left, and I expect within a year or two to be standing back here at another wedding, if you get my drift. So be sensible, and don’t run off and get yourself killed.’ 

    ‘If it’s alright with you, I’ll travel east with you when you leave.’ 

    Rufinus nodded with a side glance to Senova. ‘I’d sort of hoped you would be here to look after my wife while I’m away.’ 

    ‘I don’t need protecting, Gnaeus,’ she said in a bored tone. ‘How often have I had to come to your rescue?’ 

    He laughed at that. ‘Still, these are dangerous times. Before we go, I want to hire a whole new bunch of muscle to protect this place. I’d have liked to buy a few handy slaves…’ He caught the look on her face. ‘Alright. I know: no slaves. But it gets damned expensive paying servants all the time, you know? Slaves are a one-off expense, but servants drain the purse every day. The estate could be really lucrative with slaves in the vineyards, instead of the trickle of income we get as we are.’ 

    ‘I won’t do to others what was done to me.’ 

    ‘That’s good to hear,’ he replied with a wink. 

    A clearing of a throat drew his attention, and he turned to the doorway. Servants were dashing this way and that preparing the feast, but the doorman stood respectfully waiting. 

    ‘Yes?’ 

    ‘You have a visitor, Domine.’ 

    ‘On my wedding day? Who is it?’ 

    ‘I have brought my invitation, if it needs to be official,’ said a familiar voice as its owner rounded the doorway and stood before them. Thin and elfin, with white hair and dark grey brows, mismatched eyes sparkling, Vibius Cestius grinned. He was garbed in a simple green tunic with a grey travel cloak which bore the dust and muck of a long journey. 

    ‘Vibius!’ 

    ‘I had really hoped to be here in time,’ the man said, eyeing the slaughtered animal on that altar. ‘I didn’t think I’d get here at all, though, so this is an unexpected success despite how it looks.’ 

    Rufinus boggled. ‘I hoped you’d come, but I never expected it. I thought you’d be racing around with the emperor.’ 

    ‘I sort of am. I wasn’t going to get here, but I found myself close enough to manage an unauthorised detour. I’m on imperial business and I’m supposed to be racing for Britannia as fast as I can, but when I docked at Massilia and the only onward connection I could get brought me to Narbo, I realised I was only a day’s sail from here and at a very auspicious time. How could I not?’ 

    ‘Then well met, and you are very welcome, my friend.’ 

    Gesturing, he escorted Cestius into the triclinium with Senova and Publius at his heel. Servants came to take the man’s cloak and to bring him a bowl of warm water and a towel to clean away the worst of the dust of travel. As they sat and someone poured wine while Cestius washed quickly, a thought struck Rufinus, and he frowned. ‘You’re heading for Britannia, you say?’ 

    ‘I am. Don’t spread that information, though. It is far from common knowledge and if it reaches the wrong ears it could cause problems.’ 

    ‘Clodius Albinus is governing Britannia still, I take it?’ 

    ‘The last time I looked.’ 

    ‘Are you by any chance carrying a collection of very sharp knives?’ 

    ‘I think it would be better if you forgot entirely that I even mentioned the place, Rufinus. I forgot how unsubtle you can be. Best you know as little as possible about the matter, and that you forget even that.’ 

    ‘Yet you told me.’ Rufinus narrowed his eyes again. ‘What aren’t you saying?’ 

    ‘Are you bound for the emperor once this is done?’ Cestius asked quietly, indicating everything going on around them. 

    ‘Changing the subject, old friend? I am heading to Severus, though, yes. A tribune in the Guard, if I recall the offer.’ 

    ‘The Guard is not currently functioning, Rufinus. The existing Guard has been dispersed among units far and wide, and the emperor’s intention is to reform it from his veteran legions, but he cannot spare the time and manpower to do such a thing yet. With Niger facing him in the east, he will have need of every man in those legions. So there is no Guard for you to join until the war is over, Rufinus.’ 

    Senova smiled. ‘Perhaps you will get to stay for a while after all.’ 

    Rufinus doubted it, looking at Cestius’ expression. ‘No. That’s why he’s here. I consider you a friend, Vibius Cestius, but with the frumentarii duty will always come first. Even for me, you would not delay a mission. What have you really come here to say?’ 

    ‘I have need of you, Rufinus.’ 

    ‘I thought so. Tell me.’ 

    ‘I think we should talk in the morning before I rush off once more. For this night let’s pretend I am just a friend and that I am here to enjoy a wedding celebration with two people I care about.’ 

    Senova shook her head. ‘Not so quick, Vibius Cestius. Gnaeus and I have been effectively married for years. We can eat and drink any time, but I will not enjoy an evening with an unexplained duty hanging over us. Gnaeus is right. Tell him.’ 

    Cestius took a deep breath and then nodded, glancing at the outsider in the room. ‘Publius, can I rely upon your discretion?’ 

    Rufinus’ brother nodded. ‘I give you my oath as a soldier.’ 

    The frumentarius chuckled. ‘Getting into the role in preparation, are you? There are good men in the Seventh, Publius. You will do well there, and advancement could be yours swiftly. Severus is a man willing to bend rules to promote the worthy. You might find you can skip a few of the lesser rungs on the ladder if you do well there.’ He turned to Rufinus. ‘The four of us, yes? Other than that, this is a private matter.’ 

    Rufinus nodded. ‘Parses,’ he called to the doorman who was still hovering. ‘See all the servants away and clear the house. I want no one within earshot.’ 

    The man bowed his head and in moments the servants were all escorted out, including the flautist, busily tootling into the distance. Once he heard the last click of a distant door and the villa descended into silence, Rufinus turned to Cestius. ‘This is frumentarius work?’ 

    ‘You’ve served with us before. You’re on our books, and you have the emperor’s trust and confidence. The war escalates, and the frumentarii are currently spread extremely thin. I find myself short of reliable men, and there is a task of extreme import that cannot be placed outside our own.’ 

    ‘I have heard only occasional reports of the war,’ Rufinus replied. ‘We’re somewhat provincial out here, and at the opposite end of the empire to all the action. I gathered that both sides were drawing up their armies over the winter. I presume no overt move will be made until spring?’ 

    ‘Far from it,’ Cestius sighed. ‘Everything moves apace. The emperor has already gathered his forces and the bulk of them are moving east even as we speak, passing through Pannonia and Moesia, bound for the Bosphorus. Our last reports put Pescennius Niger in Antioch, though he has capable lieutenants much closer. In particular, one holds Byzantium, which is a powerful city and will be a tough nut to crack. Niger has mobilised all the legions and auxiliary units of the East. His army is smaller than that of Severus, but he has purportedly made overtures to Parthia, Armenia and Hatria. If he can secure sufficient allies, he could outnumber us. My own information is somewhat out of date, of course, as I have come west myself. It is highly likely that the first battles have already been fought, and quite possibly Byzantium has been invested by now.’ 

    ‘But none of that is of direct concern to the frumentarii, I would say?’ 

    Cestius nodded. ‘A few of ours are operating within the army on both sides in the region, but no, that is not why I have sought you out. Trouble also lies elsewhere.’ 

    ‘Go on.’ 

    ‘As soon as Niger declared for the purple, the east immediately threw its support behind him. There were probably dissenters, but on the whole the entire military of the East went over to him. In a matter of days, the East was being reorganised to supply the war effort, and the military were moving north. In the blink of an eye, it became extremely dangerous to be a Severan supporter.’ 

    ‘I’ll bet. So have you been bringing your people out, or have you been putting more of them in?’ 

    ‘Neither as such. As soon as the situation became clear, missives were sent to the three senior frumentarii operating within Niger’s region. Those senior officers were supplied with the names, locations and details of every operative working in the East.’ 

    Rufinus shook his head. ‘I suspect I can see where this is going.’ 

    ‘Quite. Two of them managed to pull in some of the men they needed and withdraw before the net closed around them. The third was not so lucky.’ 

    ‘So somewhere in the East, a missing frumentarius has a list of every one of your men working undercover in Niger’s lands. And if that list reaches the usurper…’ 

    ‘Exactly. A lot of good men will be revealed and probably executed. The agent we’re concerned about is Julius Silvanus. He was attached to the Third Cyrenaica, way down at Hegra in Arabia. As such he was the most remote of all our people and by the time word reached him, it was too late. The Third had declared for Niger. We have had no word from him since then, but the bulk of that legion are now moving about in Anatolia as part of the war, and latest intelligence tells us that Silvanus is no longer one of the tribunes in that legion. We have no idea what has happened to him or where he is, but he may still have that list. I need Silvanus and the list found. If he is dead, we need to know. If not he needs to be brought in, along with any agents he can locate.’ 

    ‘You want me to go to Arabia?’ 

    Cestius nodded. ‘It should be relatively safe, being a long way south of the actual warzone. You can get there in a few short weeks, but you will need to be careful. You will need to move quickly, but quietly. Draw as little attention as possible. As such, you cannot rely on rank of any sort until you are sure of what you’re doing. Use civilian shipping. I would offer you a bag of coin for the journey, but this is problematical at the moment, and I know that you have plenty, so make a note of any costs you incur and claim for them when this is over. And…’ he glanced at Senova, ‘I do not think this will be a safe journey for your wonderful wife.’ 

    Senova nodded. ‘While I would prefer to accompany Gnaeus, I have no great desire to trek through the desert looking for legionaries.’ 

    Cestius chuckled and smiled appreciatively at Senova before turning back to Rufinus. ‘There are others you can make contact with if necessary, though I would advise visiting them only if you must.’ He produced a small case, sealed with the image of a grain stalk. ‘This contains the details of three men you can rely upon, one in Alexandria, one in Aelia Capitolina, and one in Antioch, though if you find yourself in the latter you’ll be in the warzone, and things will have gone very wrong.’ 

    Rufinus frowned. ‘This is a job more suited to you, of course. You should be sailing for Arabia, and I should take your knives and race for Britannia. You know I would love nothing more than to see Clodius Albinus bled white. The man is my enemy. Niger may be the emperor’s opponent, but I have nothing against the man personally. He even saved me, once.’ 

    He caught the look in Cestius’ eye and sat back, nodding. ‘I see. Of course, you have nothing personal against Niger either. If I remember correctly, the two of you were actually quite good friends at one point. Could it be that the emperor does not trust you, old friend?’ 

    Cestius let out a ‘pah’ of indignation. ‘It is not a matter of trust, Rufinus. I am loyal to Severus to the death, and he knows that. It was my choice to pass on that assignment. It is standard practice not to place a frumentarius too close to someone to whom he has personal ties. It can lead to unfortunate situations. I am simply making the best of matters. I cannot go east, so I head north, and I send someone I trust east in my place. That’s you, Rufinus. Will you go?’ 

    Rufinus rolled his shoulders and took a sip of his wine. ‘Of course, I will. I would do it for you alone, but for the emperor too? Of course. I cannot say that I relish going alone though, into such an unknown and remote place of which I know virtually nothing.’ 

    ‘Frumentarii are always alone, Rufinus. It’s a hard lesson to learn, but it’s true. We do not have friends and family, or at least no one we cannot leave when required. This is why when this is over your best place will be back in the Guard. Only there can you hope to have your wife and family. But while you are temporarily unemployed, I need you. You will no doubt find locals here and there who can be of use, but taking anyone with you will just put them in danger.’ 

    Rufinus nodded. ‘But not a slave.’ 

    ‘What?’ 

    ‘It’s quite normal for a person to travel with their slave. I know absolutely nothing about the region, and it would be extremely advantageous to have someone with me who does. If I can find a slave who knows the area, I would perhaps do well to take them with me. Tarraco has a good cosmopolitan slave market. I might just find an Arab, or someone from nearby,’ 

    Cestius nodded. ‘That makes sense, I suppose. For now, though, I’ve said enough. You’ve agreed to the journey, and nothing can happen until the morning anyway. Why don’t we try and forget about missing operatives, civil wars and old enemies, and just enjoy your celebration. I have travelled far, and I am looking forward to good food, good wine and good company.’ 

    ‘Quite. I’ll have the servants brought back in. Shall I have the bathhouse opened for you? It’s warm already. And then we can all catch up.’ 

    

  


   
    Chapter Two 

      

    The slave market was just gearing up for the day with few customers as yet. It was not a pleasant place even to tour, and stank of sweat and the strong spices that were intended yet horribly failed to cover up that stench. The large market was formed of an open courtyard with an arcade all around the edge, and each of the slavers had their area of the market, including cells leading off and a small display area where their best stock could catch the customer’s eye. 

    That usually meant the prospective field hands and work and sex slaves, of course. Future gladiators were never on display, having been sold by private arrangement before they reached the market, and anyone meant for the mines never got this far. On reaching the market, stock was split into two categories. Those with strong, muscular builds, healthy and young, were stripped naked, oiled and shackled to posts in the open area where they could draw prospective owners. The most visible and open cell belonging to each slaver, a wide archway with an iron grille fronting onto the square, would contain the rest of those stock who would not fit in the open. The other cells, deeper into the surrounding structures, held the rest: the weaklings, the ugly, the old, and the academics. Those who could only impress with talents or knowledge, and not at a passing glance. 

    Rufinus could feel Senova radiating disapproval behind him. She fairly glowed with disgust at what was going on around her. ‘These conditions are unacceptable even for animals,’ she grumbled. 

    ‘This is normal, dear. You should see the Graecostadium in Rome, as it’s ten times worse. This is quite good.’ 

    ‘When I was brought to Rome, I might have been a slave, but the transfer to the imperial estate was almost civilised by comparison.’ 

    Rufinus snorted. ‘That’s because empresses don’t wander around slave markets to look for new staff. They get the best stock for the best prices long before the caravans reach places like this. If you hadn’t been selected for Lucilla, you’d have ended up somewhere just like this. Look, I know you hate this, and I did tell you not to come, but slavery is part of life. Even your own tribe take slaves, I understand, so try not to cause trouble.’ 

    She fell silent, but he winced as he pictured her expression behind him. He couldn’t blame her, of course. Given what she’d been through in her life, her aversion to slavery was only natural. But Senova’s tendency to speak her mind regardless of circumstances, probably also a reaction to having been unable to do so for so long, ran the risk of offending others. Fortunately, she held her tongue as they passed between the sweaty, oiled barbarians standing dejected, tied to posts. 

    ‘This will be the one,’ he said, gesturing ahead to one of the passageways leading off the square. A sign above the arch read ‘Arimas of Antioch.’ Entering the shade of the passageway, the pair paused to allow their sight to adjust. The sounds echoing from within were mostly low moans of despair, which disappointed Rufinus. It meant that there were no recently acquired slaves here, for they would be crying out and begging. Moans meant acceptance brought by time, which in turn meant that all the good stock was probably long gone. 

    ‘I dislike this,’ Senova said, her voice muffled by the scarf she had pulled over the lower half of her face to ward off the smells. 

    ‘I know. Once again, there is no reason for you to be here.’ 

    ‘I feel I have to. I owe it to whoever you buy.’ The discomfort in her tone there was clearly audible. 

    Every dozen paces along the corridor stood a guard with a stout cudgel, and each side of the passage was pierced repeatedly by wide arches enclosed by iron grilles and with a door of the same manufacture inset. Rufinus passed by several of them without looking too closely. They would be the muscular field-hand types again, which was not what he needed, and the cells were distinctly empty, just a few ragged figures lurking in the dim corners, trying not to be seen. 

    ‘There are not many,’ Senova remarked. 

    ‘Arimas trades out of Antioch, which is the right region for me, or the nearest I’ll find anyway, since the Aegyptian stall closed. But Antioch is in Niger’s lands now and part of the warzone, so trade is suffering.’ 

    ‘I would have thought war would boost slave sales,’ she mused somewhat bitterly. 

    ‘Not civil war. The losers in a war like this are either pardoned or dead. I just hope there’s an Arab somewhere in here. I’m starting to doubt I’ll find anyone.’ 

    Moving on, they emerged into a room with corridors leading off. A tired looking man with a distinctly eastern look sat at a desk in the centre of the room, marking lines on a tablet. He paused and looked up as they entered. 

    ‘What can I do for you?’ 

    ‘Arimas?’ 

    ‘No, but I am his factor. You seek something specific or are you in the mood to browse?’ 

    ‘Time is something of a factor,’ Rufinus replied. ‘I need to find an Arab.’ 

    The man sighed. ‘There’s no Arab for sale within a hundred miles. I can tell you that for free, my friend. If you tell me why an Arab, though, I may perhaps be able to find you a suitable substitute?’ 

    ‘I doubt it, but then I’m stuck. I’m bound for Arabia and it’s a region of which I know nothing. I was in the market for someone with an intimate knowledge of the language, the people and the geography to help guide me round and translate and to prevent awkward situations. So, it sort of needs to be an Arab, and an educated one at that.’ 

    The man pursed his lips and tapped his chin with his stilus. ‘I may have someone that could be of use. Not quite what you’re looking for, but I would be prepared to do a deal, as he’s been here for a while.’ 

    Rufinus could feel the glare Senova was levelling at the man and stepped between the two in an attempt to stop her eyes burning through his flesh. ‘I’m no sucker, man. You’ll not offload your poor stock on me, just because you can’t get rid of them elsewhere.’ 

    ‘Oh, he’s not poor stock. And he’s quite well educated. He’s just… not what most people are looking for. Come.’ 

    The man rose from his seat and paced off down a corridor. Rufinus followed on, giving Senova a warning glance as they moved into the tunnel. Here, the figures in the dark cells were thinner and more miserable, few as they were. As they moved, the factor gestured to a guard, who fell in with them, and then finally stopped at the furthest cell. The guard produced his flint and steel and lit a small oil lamp on a ledge beside the cell, which cast light only into the entrance and across the grille. 

    ‘Fourteen I, come forward.’ 

    Nothing happened for a moment. 

    ‘Fourteen I, we’ve discussed this before. I don’t want to have you beaten again.’ 

    ‘If…’ Senova managed to squeeze out before Rufinus’ hand went over her mouth as he shook his head. Damn, but he wished she’d stayed in the villa. 

    With an air of sullen resentment, a figure lurched out of the darker reaches of the cell and into the glow of the lamp. He was covered with a layer of grime, and his tunic was tattered and stained. He was a tall man with a hook nose, the swarthy skin of an easterner and black hair and beard, oily and grown beyond any style. 

    ‘He looks sort of Arabic,’ Rufinus said uncertainly. 

    ‘And you look like every other pompous Roman,’ the man replied flatly. 

    ‘Remember the rod, Fourteen I,’ the slaver snapped. ‘If you ever want to see daylight again, you might want to try a little humility.’ He turned to Rufinus. ‘You can see why I’ve been stuck with him. Trouble.’ 

    ‘I’ve never seen…’ Rufinus started, but then remembered who was standing beside him. ‘I’ve rarely seen a slave so defiant.’ 

    ‘I’m at a loss,’ the slaver admitted. He’s been here near three months and no one is interested. We tried to beat it out of him, but it doesn’t work. I kid you not, he was nearly beaten to death and on the very edge of expiring he was still cursing the guard. We tried cutting him off, but he just near starved. Nothing seems to break him and had we not invested money in him, I’d have just let him die ages ago. Maybe you can do something with him.’ 

    Rufinus frowned at the ragged figure. ‘You’re Judean, aren’t you?’ 

    ‘I am a child of Yahweh, born a free man in the kingdom of David.’ 

    ‘That explains the defiance.’ He turned to the slaver. ‘I’ve seen his sort in the Graecostadium in Rome. Their god seems to give them a resilience that surpasses most men. In a way that might be useful, in fact. What’s his name?’ 

    ‘Fourteen I,’ replied the slaver in a confused tone. 

    ‘Ioses Bar Ezra,’ the slave put in. 

    ‘Ioses,’ Rufinus nodded. ‘What do you know of Arabia.’ 

    ‘It’s hot.’ 

    ‘Very helpful. I need someone who knows the land.’ 

    ‘Then you need an Arab.’ 

    Rufinus sighed. This was like having a conversation with Senova. The slaver nodded to the guard, who swung his baton, striking the iron grille where the Judean stood. The prisoner had just removed his fingers from the metal in time. ‘I hope he buys you and breaks you,’ the slaver hissed. He turned to Rufinus. ‘He cost us just shy of four hundred denarii in Antioch, and we incurred almost three hundred more in costs for shipping, food and the like, not to mention what he’s cost us the three months he’s been here. So I reckon he runs at a base price of six hundred and fifty denarii. I’ll let you have him for five hundred. That’s us making a loss, after all.’ 

    Rufinus shook his head. ‘I don’t even know whether he’s what I need.’ He turned back to the slave. ‘I need someone who can translate and is familiar with the customs and geography for a trip to Arabia.’ 

    The Judean placed his hands on his hips. ‘Though I haven’t decided whether I like the look of you yet, Roman, I’ll say this: Arabia’s geography is not hard to understand. There’s a lot of geography in the land, after all, but not many settlements. It’s mostly trade routes and small crossroad towns once you head back from the coast. The customs are not unlike any other desert land, but Arabia is one of those strange places that accepts Roman dominion happily, so you shouldn’t have much trouble. I speak four languages, though not the deep-desert Arabian. That should not matter to you, anyway. Only the desert dwellers and the extreme southerners will be limited to that tongue. Most speak a form of Aramaic that is not unlike my own language.’ 

    ‘You’re an educated man,’ Rufinus said carefully. ‘There’s not been a revolt or a war with your people since the days of Hadrian, so one wonders how an educated Jew comes to be in this place?’ 

    ‘Free me and I’ll tell you,’ the man said, lip curling. 

    ‘I’m in need of a guide and translator, not a friend.’ 

    ‘Then what’s my incentive?’ 

    Rufinus rolled his eyes. ‘I can see why no one wants him. Too expensive just to break in the fields and too much trouble for anything else.’ He could feel Senova almost vibrating behind him with the urge to speak. He shot her a look with a subtle question in it. She nodded, and he turned back to the factor. ‘Here’s the deal. I’m going to take Ioses Bar Ezra off your hands for the knock-down price of three hundred and fifty.’ 

    ‘That’s ridiculous,’ the slaver snorted, while the slave spat out ‘I haven’t decided if I want to go yet.’ 

    Rufinus pulled himself up to an impressive stance and jabbed a finger at the slaver. ‘You won’t get a better deal than that and you know it. You want rid of him and you’ll take the three hundred and fifty, before I lower my offer.’ He then turned that finger and jabbed it at the Judean. ‘I’m not freeing you. Not yet anyway, but you’ll not find a better master, and that I can promise you. I need loyalty. I don’t expect humility from a man like you, but loyalty is paramount. In return, your life will improve immeasurably. Now stop being defiantly stupid and step back so they can let you out.’ 

    There was a strange silence, and finally the slaver sagged with a sigh. ‘Three hundred and fifty. I will draw up the documents. Come.’ 

    Rufinus turned to Senova. ‘Go with the man and sign for the slave.’ He saw the distaste in her eyes. ‘Just do it, and then we can be gone. I will catch up with you.’ 

    As she left with the slaver, the guard unlocked the cell. 

    ‘I can take it from here,’ Rufinus told him. 

    ‘What if he struggles, sir?’ 

    ‘He won’t. And if he did, I could handle it, believe me.’ 

    The guard shrugged and walked away, and Rufinus beckoned and waited until the Judean emerged from the cell, the man’s eyes narrow with suspicion. 

    ‘Here is the deal, Ioses Bar Ezra. My wife is an ex-slave. She hates slavery in all its forms and while I have nothing against it myself, I love her, and so I accept that my household contains no slaves. I need a loyal man with me for a single journey to Arabia. It could be dangerous. There will definitely be hardship, and it will just be you and me. Loyalty, as I said, is paramount. In return for your loyalty and your willing participation, I will feed you, clothe you and house you, and when this task is complete, which I hope will be in a matter of a few short months, I will give you your freedom. That I vow on all the gods, even yours. This, I would say, is a deal you cannot refuse. Do we have an understanding?’ 

    ‘A physician.’ 

    ‘What?’ 

    ‘I am a physician. You asked why I was an educated slave in these times. I performed surgery on a Roman official’s son, and it went badly. The boy died. I was accused of murdering him, though in truth there was only a slim chance of saving him in the first place. In two days, I went from being a free and wealthy man, a celebrated medic, to being a condemned criminal and a slave. It is a long way to fall in a short time, and my slavery is entirely undeserved. I understand that not all Romans are like him, and in honesty, I can understand why it all happened, for grief drives men to wickedness and stupidity. You offer me a way to work off my slavery and be a free man once more, and so yes, I offer you the truth and my loyalty. Besides,’ he said with a knowing smile, ‘I watched your wife as you spoke. If you turned on me, she would be most put out.’ 

    Rufinus took a deep breath. ‘I am Gnaeus Marcius Rustius Rufinus. Senova and my brother call me Gnaeus. Everyone else calls me Rufinus, though while we are travelling, we will be moving as master and slave, so you will have to refer to me as Domine. If you cannot manage that, tell me now.’ 

    Ioses shrugged. ‘What’s in a name? I will act the slave, of course, but do not expect me to be cowed.’ 

    ‘Far from it. Good. I think we have an understanding. Come.’ 

    By the time they reached the room, Senova had concluded the deal with the slaver and handed over the pouch of money. Rufinus couldn’t help but notice the way she rubbed her hands as though trying to clear the stain of blood money from them. ‘We are done,’ he said, accepting the documents of ownership. Together, the three of them emerged from the corridor into the open square and hurried between the chained slaves to the main gate, where they stepped into the street once more, with Senova heaving a sigh of relief. 

    ‘You will free him?’ she said. It was phrased as a question, though it clearly wasn’t. 

    ‘We need to travel as master and slave for this. You know that. I will free him when this is over, and I’ve given him my word.’ 

    She nodded. ‘Treat him well, anyway.’ 

    He threw her a look, and she smiled. ‘I knew you would anyway,’ she said. ‘What now?’ 

    ‘I need to sort a few things out,’ he replied. ‘In the meantime, take this money and take Ioses to the markets. He will need at least three changes of tunic and underwear, some good boots and a pair of comfy sandals, cloak, scarf, belt and a straw hat. He’ll need a kit bag and probably a few other things. Can you sort all that?’ 

    Senova nodded, and Rufinus looked the Judean up and down. ‘And then I think he needs to go to the baths and get cleaned up, trimmed and tidied. I will meet you both in two hours at that nice little tavern one street up from the circus.’ 

    The other two wandered off, and Rufinus smiled to see how Senova immediately launched into conversation with the man as though they were equals and old friends. Gods, she was hard work, but she was worth it. With a sigh, he turned and strolled off down the sloping streets towards the port. As he emerged onto the dockside a quarter of an hour later, he wondered whether Vibius Cestius would still be here, but put such notions from his mind. The frumentarius was intent on moving as fast as possible and would have been gone at first light. He’d left the house before dawn, after all. With luck Rufinus would see the man again before the summer. One of them was walking into the lair of Clodius Albinus and the other into the den of Pescennius Niger, so both of them were heading into the most dangerous places in the empire right now, but he could hope that they both emerged unscathed. For now he had to concentrate on the matter at hand, though. 

    The authorities were based in a squat, brick building at the end of the sea wall to the eastern edge of the port, and the building was chaos, with a constant flow of people from all walks of life passing through the door in both directions. Rufinus fought the flood of humanity and pushed his way inside. Normally he would seek out any military vessel in port, approach its trierarch and produce his documentation and insignia to secure passage without difficulty. He was not used to dealing with civilian shipping. Inside the building, he struggled this way and that, trying several doors before he found a reception desk with three clerks busy each having several conversations at once. 

    He stood in what he hoped was a line and waited patiently for only a short time before he realised that people were simply pushing in front of him and getting served first. Irritated, he began to push his own way forward until finally he reached the wooden counter. 

    ‘Can you hel…’ he managed to the clerk who appeared to be looking at him, but in mid-sentence the man looked away and spoke to someone else. He waited in increasing impatience until the man glanced his way again. ‘I’m looking…’ but the clerk was off once more. He took a deep breath and counted to ten. He’d love nothing more than to bellow his credentials and demand service, but he was supposed to be keeping a low profile. When he managed only one syllable the next time the clerk looked his way, though, he felt his temper snap. Reaching up across the desk, he grasped the surprised man in the green tunic, gripping a handful of the coarse material at the man’s throat, and pulled, jerking him from his feet and half-dragging him across the counter. 

    The office went silent for a brief moment in shock at this display, but recovered instantly, back to its noisy pushing and shoving, though Rufinus found that a small space had opened around him. ‘Yes?’ the man asked nervously. 

    ‘Are there any ships in port heading for the east. Specifically Arabia.’ 

    The clerk frowned. ‘I don’t believe so, sir. Nothing from the east at all, in fact. Shipping is troubled in that region.’ He looked into Rufinus’ eyes. ‘There’s a war on, you realise?’ 

    ‘Yes, I know. I’m not bound for Antioch or the war, though. I’m heading for Arabia, and I’m in a hurry. I’d like to be gone tomorrow. The day after at the latest.’ 

    The man chewed his lip. ‘The best I can do is Sicilia. There’s a trader in port from Syracusae who’s slated to sail in the morning. From Sicilia you should be able to make better onward connections.’ 

    Rufinus huffed. ‘If that’s the best I can do, where will I find the trader?’ 

    ‘She’s in berth twenty-two, at the far end of the port. She started loading this morning. You’ll find the owner either on board or in the warehouses.’ 

    Rufinus nodded and finally let go of the man, letting him slip back down across the counter. ‘Thank you.’ 

    ‘Good luck,’ the clerk said. 

    Once he’d emerged from the building and escaped the press of people, Rufinus heaved a breath of relief and stood for a moment, recovering his composure. He wasn’t made for the chaos of civilian life, he decided. The order and discipline of the military was where he belonged, and not the subterfuge of the frumentarii, but in the Guard. Soon, when this was over. 

    It did not take long to walk across the port and locate the berth. The ship was large and strong for a merchant. Better still, as well as a good-sized sail, it was equipped with a single bank of oars. Sailors and dockers were busy heaving heavy amphorae up the ramp and into the ship, and it took him a few moments to spot a man in a grey tunic with a wax tablet making notes as the great weighty cargo was brought aboard. Waving at the man, he called out. 

    ‘Where can I find the owner of this ship?’ 

    The man frowned and peered at him. ‘He’s over there.’ He pointed with his stilus to a small conflab of men near a warehouse door. ‘The one in red. Name’s Milo.’ 

    ‘Thank you,’ Rufinus shouted and turned, striding over to the man. Milo was busily negotiating something and as Rufinus waited patiently, they settled on a price, an agreement was made, palms spat upon and hands shook. As the warehouse men went about their business, the merchant turned to Rufinus. ‘Can I help you?’ 

    ‘I’m seeking passage to the east for myself and my slave and two people’s portable luggage.’ For a moment he almost mentioned Acheron, but then he was not yet sure about taking the dog, and he suspected that regardless, an animal might be a dealbreaker. Better to keep that one for later. 

    The man shook his head. ‘I ship cargo, not people. I make it a rule never to take passengers. They get in the way.’ 

    Rufinus smiled. ‘I have some experience with ships.’ Commanding the Praetorian fleet, he added silently, then spoke out loud once more. ‘I can be very persuasive. This is a matter of urgency and you are my only chance. I need to get to Arabia with all haste. I can pay handsomely.’ 

    ‘It’s not about the money,’ the man said. ‘I don’t like passengers. Besides, there’s no room. I just did a deal that will fill her to the rails with amphorae of garum.’ 

    Rufinus looked at the stacks of storage jars. Each was a large example, standing as high as his midriff and as wide as his hips. ‘How much will they make you?’ 

    Milo frowned. ‘We buy at four hundred and thirty denarii, and they should make in excess of six hundred in Syracusae. Seven if I’m careful.’ 

    Rufinus nodded. ‘Two of them would take up about the same space as a man. I’ll buy five of them for seven hundred each. That will give you enough space for the two of us and our bags.’ 

    The merchant frowned. ‘As I said, it’s not about the money…’ but there was an undercurrent of avarice now in the man’s tone, and Rufinus knew he had him. ‘That’s two thousand eight hundred denarii,’ he said. ‘I’ll pay a thousand on top of that for the journey, and we’ll bring our own food and drink, so you won’t be out on the deal. In fact, you’ll have made a fortune. And we travel well. You’ll hardly even know we’re here.’ Unless I bring Acheron… 

    Milo sighed. ‘Alright, mister persuasive. You have a deal. I’ll make an exception this time. You must have a lot of money behind you.’ 

    ‘Quite, but I’ll be claiming it back from someone anyway. Have you any idea how we’ll get on from Syracusae? 

    ‘Where are you bound?’ 

    ‘Arabia.’ 

    The man sucked his teeth. ‘If you’re lucky you’ll get a spice trader in port. They’re quite common in Sicilia, but not at this time of the year. Still, you see the odd one. Spice traders sail across to Aegyptus and through the canals to the Mare Rubrum. You could put shore on the Arabian coast directly if you happen to catch one. They stop at Syracusae on the way to Rome, you see. I’ll need payment in advance, and we sail first thing tomorrow. If you’re not aboard at dawn, you get left behind. Got it?’ 

    Rufinus nodded and Milo jerked a thumb towards the amphorae. ‘What will you do with those?’ 

    ‘I’ll have someone come for them shortly. My slave and I will be here an hour before dawn.’ 

    The trader reached out his hand, and Rufinus shook it. Moments later, he was on his way once more. It was all organised. He had passage to Sicilia and an idea of how to go on from there, he’d managed to buy a slave who would be of some use at least while in the east, and it was still only mid-morning. When they got back to the villa he’d finish the last of his packing, and then he’d have the rest of the day to spend with Senova. 

    He was feeling positive all the way back through the city, and reached the tavern with plenty of time to spare. He found a table beside a wide window that looked out at the circus arcades and sank into a seat, saving space for the other two and ordering a jar of good wine and three cups. As he sat and sipped the wine, waiting, he mused on how much he’d spent this morning. An absolute fortune, in fact. Half of what he’d mentally put aside for the trip, and that was only going to get him to Syracusae. Once he was in Arabia, he could theoretically draw funds from the legion chests at Hegra, or secure finances through any imperial officer, including the three men of the frumentarii noted on his lists. Still, just to be safe, he would raid the vault at the villa and take a great deal more than he’d originally planned. As long as there was enough left over to last Senova until he returned. 

    He enjoyed the peace for the next hour until finally he spotted Senova and Ioses approaching along the street. The Judean was carrying two heavy bags and had a third over his shoulders. He was clean and neat, in a good travel tunic and boots, and his hair and beard had been trimmed. The two caught his waving and made their way over to the table. 

    ‘You look like a new man,’ Rufinus smiled. 

    ‘Homo Novus? Quite, Domine. In fact, what I actually am is the old man once again.’ With a smile that Rufinus might never have expected when he’d seen him in the cell mere hours ago, the slave produced from one of the bags a container, cylindrical and perhaps a foot and a half long. He placed it carefully on the table, alongside what appeared to be a packed bowl and cup and set of cooking implements. 

    ‘What is all that?’ 

    ‘Tools of my trade and my faith, Domine,’ Ioses smiled as he removed the lid and slid out a linen roll of shiny new medical implements. 

    ‘Looks expensive,’ Rufinus frowned, glancing at Senova, who shrugged. ‘Still,’ he went on, ‘I can’t say it won’t be comforting to know that I’m with someone who knows how to use them.’ 

    The Judean nodded, eying his new master. ‘Looking at some of the scars I can see,’ he said quietly, ‘I suspect you’re no stranger to these implements.’ 

    ‘You have no idea. Perhaps when we’re bored on the journey I can tell you how I came by a few of them. It’s an epic story, believe me. And what about the crockery?’ 

    ‘I cannot eat your nochri foods, Domine.’ 

    ‘Nochri? No, forget it, I think I can guess.’ 

    ‘I will prepare my own kosher food.’ 

    ‘How you managed that as a slave will make a fascinating story some time I’m sure.’ 

    He poured wine for them all and sat back with his cup. 

    ‘I cannot drink your nochri wine, either.’ 

    ‘Would you like to go back to that nochri cell?’ 

    The Judean frowned, first at Rufinus, then at the cup, gave a shrug and threw an apologetic look up at the sky, and took an appreciative sip. 

    ‘I’ve managed to secure passage on a trader bound for Syracusae,’ Rufinus went on. ‘He thinks that if we’re lucky we might catch a spice trader there who can take us on to Arabia. He wasn’t over keen on passengers at all, mind, and I had to buy five of his amphorae of garum to make space.’ 

    ‘What about Acheron?’ Senova said. 

    ‘What’s an Acheron?’ the Judean asked. 

    Rufinus took a deep breath. ‘He’s my dog. I was toying with the idea of leaving him this time – he’s too old for this sort of thing really – but I think I’m changing my mind. This might be the last time I get to take him with me into danger, so I can’t really leave him. I didn’t mention it to the trader, though. I suspect the deal would have fallen through if I’d told him I was bringing a dog. Especially Acheron.’ 

    ‘Why?’ Ioses frowned. ‘How big is this dog?’ 

    ‘I’ve ridden smaller horses,’ Rufinus grinned. ‘I think we’d best just turn up at the ship with Acheron in the morning. It’ll be too late for him to change his mind then and being black he might be less frightening in the dark. In the meantime, before we head home I need to go and secure some extra funds to pay for the passage, and I need to arrange the collection of five amphorae of garum for the villa.’ 

    ‘You know I don’t like garum, don’t you?’ Senova said. 

    ‘I know. Come on. One last day, and then I’m off again.’ 

    

  


   
    Chapter Three 

      

    Syracusae was impressive. It also felt strangely familiar, given that Rufinus had never before set foot in the place. He had dealt with the port many times, though, when he’d controlled the fleet a few years back – or rather he had signed off numerous orders which someone else had put together. Senova had spent time here that year in a villa, too, keeping out of the way of the worst of danger. Most surprisingly of all, Rufinus had officially been in the city fairly recently, hunting someone down on behalf of the usurper emperor in Carthage, though in truth that had been a ruse and he’d never actually left African soil. Still, he’d had so much to do with the place that he felt an odd connection. 

    The city occupied the flat land close to the water, rising towards crags, the shore becoming rocky, white and jagged as it marched back away from the port. The island of Ortygia that formed much of the urban area sat like a fortress, dividing the city’s two harbours. Rufinus chewed his lip as the ship manoeuvred into the little harbour and made for one of the vacant jetties. Standing at the rail, Acheron sneezed as salt water sprayed his face, and two sailors nearby jumped at the sound. Rufinus and his dog had been given a wide berth by the crew all the way from Tarraco, from the moment they had boarded and one of the sailors had announced that he’d never sailed with a bear before. Acheron had been placid all through the journey, but that had not softened his look, nor his reputation with the crew. A simple growl was enough to loosen bowels, and he seemed to be growling more these days than ever before. Cantankerous old age was Senova’s reasoning, and it seemed reasonable. He didn’t know exactly how old Acheron was, nor how long the breed lived, but he’d been travelling with the animal himself for twelve years, and he’d been no pup even when they met. An under the breath curse in Aramaic drew his attention. 

    Ioses stood close by, his eyes occasionally straying to the big dog, not so much nervously as warily. He’d worked up the courage to stroke Acheron a couple of times, which was more than most people managed, after all. 

    ‘Have you been here before?’ Rufinus asked. 

    ‘Only in the hold of a slave ship. Didn’t see a lot of the place. I decided to stay aboard and enjoy the facilities instead.’ 

    The acidic comment was the latest in a long series of reminders of the Judean’s status. It was meant, Rufinus knew, as a nudge towards reminding Rufinus of a promise to free the man when this was over, not that Rufinus needed such repeated reminders. He forbore to reply. Instead, he watched the impressive city slide towards them as the merchant ship cut through the dark sea. 

    It had taken some time for Rufinus to become accustomed to Ioses’ habits. His religion seemed designed to keep him from being part of any mundane world. He had to prepare his own meats and foods, his own drinks, with his own utensils that no one else touched. He allowed himself wine, but kept a jar for his own consumption while the others shared. He would not eat dairy and meat in the same meal. It was all rather complex and baffling for Rufinus, who ate with the crew when and what they felt like. But that was not that thing that had truly mystified him. That had come on a peculiar exchange the second day after they sailed. 

    As Rufinus watched his slave prepare an entirely separate meal that morning, Ioses had looked sadly at the very expensive white flour from Aegyptian grain that Rufinus had reluctantly bought, sighed, and put it aside. 

    ‘No bread today?’ Rufinus had asked. 

    ‘Today is Yom Shabbat,’ the man had replied, as though that should clarify everything. When Rufinus continued to stare in incomprehension, finally, the Judean had added. ‘The day of rest. We are commanded by God to avoid thirty-nine forms of work, including grinding, sifting, kneading, and baking, so bread is somewhat out of the picture today. Until nightfall, anyway.’ 

    ‘Thirty-nine?’ Rufinus had said in surprise. ‘Is there anything left you can do?’ 

    Ioses gave him a conspiratorial grin. ‘Marital relations are positively encouraged, though probably not on a ship full of sweaty sailors. Although even then, you hear stories…’ 

    ‘How do your people ever get things done with such a strict god?’ 

    The Judean’s smile altered slightly, taking on a sarcastic edge. ‘I hardly think that a people with over one hundred and fifty public festivals a year, some of which last for several days, can look down on a people who stop work one day in seven. How Rome ever found time to build an empire is a mystery to most of us.’ 

    Rufinus had mooched away after that, continually baffled by the man, yet unable to find a good comeback. 

    Syracusae had some of the most powerful walls he had ever seen, rising to surround the entire city, including the island that lay at its heart, even reaching out to enclose the harbour. He could see the war machines atop them and the gleaming shapes of men, a reminder of Syracusae’s importance and its pivotal roles in some of history’s most impressive wars. It gave him an odd thrill to think that he had probably signed off on the purchase of some of those machines, and organised repairs and reorganisations of the place. 

    As the ship slid up to the jetty and bounced a couple of times, Rufinus nodded to Ioses, who gave him a narrow-eyed, not-too-impressed look and then picked up both their kit bags, one on each shoulder like a good, obedient slave. They waited in silence as the crew ran out the boarding ramp and tied the ropes to the cleats, and then moved over to disembark before the crew began to unload. As they did so the sense of relief among the crew was palpable, each of them watching the fierce black shape leave their lives. The last man they passed was the owner, who gave Rufinus a frown. 

    ‘I’d have charged double if I’d known that thing was coming.’ 

    Rufinus smiled. ‘Yet it was a quiet and uneventful voyage.’ 

    ‘Mmmm. Well, good luck.’ 

    Rufinus nodded his thanks and the two men, accompanied by the animal, descended to the dock and began to move through the chaos. 

    ‘I’m not made to be a portage slave,’ Ioses grunted from beneath the two heavy kit bags. ‘You should have got a pack horse.’ 

    ‘I’ll get a horse when we get to Arabia. No point in having one until then, as it just costs extra on a ship. Besides, my own horse is safely stabled back in Rome at the moment, and I’ve no wish to permanently replace her yet.’ 

    ‘Then maybe you’d like to carry one of these? Who’s going to care who you are here?’ 

    Rufinus turned an irritated look on the man. ‘Standing orders from my boss are to travel as incognito as possible. I’m just an ordinary citizen travelling with his slave and his pet. And one might be tempted to point out that however I decide to travel, you’re still a slave, and any other master in the world would have taken a rod to you for that comment alone. Just be grateful that being with Senova has taken the sharp edges off me. I’m not anti-slavery myself, you know.’ 

    The Judean made a non-committal grunting noise and shifted his burden. ‘What’s the plan then, Domine?’ 

    Rufinus peered ahead through the crowds of the port and placed his hand protectively over the pouch at his belt. Places like this were an absolute haven for thieves, after all. ‘Well we may be in a hurry, but I think we can spare a day. We’ve been sailing for thirteen of them now, and I think I’d like a break with solid ground underfoot before we move on to the next leg, since that’ll be longer. And that’s if there’s anyone here heading to Arabia and willing to take us, of course. So I reckon we head up into the city tonight and rest, then look for passage in the morning.’ 

    Ioses nodded his agreement somewhat emphatically, and the two men pushed their way onwards across the port, seeking blessed non-mobile accommodation for the one night. As they walked, across the general din of a busy port, Rufinus’ attention was caught by the distinctive blare of a legionary call from a cornu, and his eyes strayed to the left, picking out three military triremes of the Misenum Fleet docked around a hundred paces away. Soldiers were disembarking and assembling in their centuries on the dock. A small group of officers stood nearby in deep discussion, and as the centuries were formed, they were being marched off towards the city, presumably to find quarters with the garrison. A pair of centurions in the shadow of the city gate at the edge of the port were directing them further. 

    Rufinus took in the sight with professional interest born of both his legionary experience and his brief time with the fleet. The war against Niger already raged in the east, but in Hispania there had been no sign of the conflict. The only legion that far west was little more than a garrison itself at the moment, and this was the first indication Rufinus had seen of mobilisation. Almost certainly these men were stopping over on the journey east just like him. His eyes picked out banners that labelled the troops as vexillations from several legions, presumably recalled to rejoin their units in the east. He scoured them for the insignia of the Seventh Claudia, half expecting to see his brother’s face among their ranks. Publius had not been able to travel east with him after all, but if Rufinus had hoped that might put him off, he’d been wrong. Publius had simply accepted that news and proclaimed that he would leave with the next troops to depart Hispania. Gods damn the man for his obstinacy. He’d better not get himself killed.  

    Tearing his eyes from the gathering soldiers, having seen no sign of Publius, they moved on, falling in between two of the centuries and approaching the city itself, where the gate in the walls separated the urban heart from the port. 

    Rufinus stopped so suddenly that Ioses walked straight into him, dropping a kit bag in surprise and issuing a curse in his native language. 

    He stared, at first not believing his eyes, and then not believing that the Fates could play such jokes. The two centurions who stood at the gate, directing the centuries to their accommodation, both wore the uniforms of men of the legions, vine sticks jammed under their arms. There was a difference, though. Both men carried a shield, and the shields had been hastily repainted, their unique legion designs buried under layers of paint bearing a new symbol. A scorpion, symbol of the Praetorians. But that wasn’t what had caught the breath in his throat and stopped him in his tracks, even given that he’d not been aware the Praetorians were in action once more. What had shocked him was that he knew one of the men. 

    He hadn’t seen Daizus for at least six years, and the last time he’d done so was as he lay on a rock at the base of a cliff, his brains scattered and bones broken, Senova holding him in this world as he threatened to slide into the next. The bastard who’d almost killed him several times that year in Dacia was older and more drawn, but it was definitely him, and since those days had clearly done well for himself, acquiring the centurion’s crest somewhere along the line. 

    ‘What is it?’ Ioses snapped irritably, struggling to pick up the bag. 

    ‘Change of plan. Back into the port. Let’s find a ship that’ll take us and spend the night aboard.’ 

    The Judean followed Rufinus’ gaze and spotted the two centurions. 

    ‘Friends of yours?’ 

    ‘Of a sort. I owe one of them rather heavily, and now isn’t the time to pay him back.’ 

    His tone of voice must have made it clear that the debt was not money, since for once the Judean did not respond with a snappy comeback, but nodded carefully. ‘Let’s go then.’ 

    Rufinus turned, waving Acheron to join them, and hoped to all the gods that Daizus had not seen him. He could probably call on his status in the frumentarii to avoid trouble if he ended up punching the man to death, but that was hardly in line with travelling incognito. As they melted into the port crowds once more, Rufinus was grateful that their mission was taking them southeast towards Arabia rather than northeast into the war zone, where Daizus would be active. Still, such a nightmare figure from his past deserved careful consideration. The man presumably still thought Rufinus dead, but it was only a matter of time now until that changed. 

    Following directions from a series of port workers, they found their way to a large building with a courtyard surrounded by a portico beneath which sat many small offices, each the nerve-centre of a trader or corporation. They’d passed around three sides of the courtyard before they found the spice traders. The men here were swarthy skinned easterners with thick accents, and intense negotiations ensued, for while there were two ships in port, both were officially registered as Roman ships, not subject to the closed seas of winter, so they were bound for Ostia, and it would be many days before they would pass through on their return journeys. Fortunately, it turned out that one of the ships had unloaded all but a fraction of its cargo in the city, and was only moving on because the offer they’d received for the rest was too low, while the market in Rome was more lucrative. When Rufinus had offered to meet the shortfall, the trader, Statoetis of Clysma, had been accommodating enough even to accept Acheron as a passenger, grateful to cut his journey short by more than ten days and without losing money on it. 

    The rest of their day was passed in a round of organisation, without ever leaving the port and coming near Daizus or risking bumping into him in the streets. Having paid Statoetis for the journey, they found traders in the port who furnished them with adequate supplies to see them through at least a few days at sea. He had learned on their first journey just how restrictive Ioses’ religion was in terms of supplies, and half the foods he’d bought to sustain them were apparently unacceptable. Now, with the Judean at his side, they were careful to select appropriate foods, which Ioses described as kosher. With his funds drained almost dry having secured passage onwards and gathered supplies, Rufinus had been forced to make a visit to the port’s military officials, who, upon seeing his insignia and being sworn to silence, arranged for extra funding without argument. 

    A sizeable bag of gold and silver coins was delivered to them just after dark as they made their selves comfortable aboard the Hapi, an Aegyptian trader out of Clysma. They slept the night aboard, and Rufinus became gradually more irritable as time wore went on, not through missing the opportunity for a night on land, but through the constant grumbles and negative comments of Ioses. He was starting to wonder whether this was worthwhile at all, and considered freeing the man and carrying things himself. It was only the knowledge that Ioses knew something of their destination and its ways and tongue that kept him from cutting the man free. 

    They were awoken, tired and groggy, the next morning by the ship making ready to sail. Rufinus stretched his legs and the three of them strode up onto the deck, making their way across to where the captain stood with the owner, the two of them in deep discussion. As they neared the pair, the captain caught sight of them and then of the dog, his eyes narrowing. 

    ‘How well-trained is he?’ 

    ‘Very. Why? He’s quite safe.’ 

    The captain’s lip twitched. ‘Because the last thing I want is to keep slipping in dog waste as I move about my ship. Over there, to the port rail and by the stern, you can see a latrine seat. We crouch over the side like everyone else, but please when your dog needs to go, have him go over there, and then we’ll wash it overboard as we do with any other mess. Alright?’ 

    Rufinus nodded with a smile. Most captains would have asked first whether Acheron was dangerous, or ordered him to keep the dog down below with him. Such acceptance was unusual and welcome. The two men seemed pleasant. The trader himself, Statoetis, was a slightly portly Aegyptian, from his colouring and his accent. The captain he did not yet know. 

    ‘I am Alexander,’ the man announced, ‘and this is my ship.’ Rufinus smiled. It was the same in the military, the fleet, the emperor and even the prefect might officially own a trireme, but the trierarch who captained it would always consider it his. Here, Statoetis might own the vessel, but it belonged to Alexander. 

    ‘I am Rufinus, this is my slave Ioses, and my dog Acheron. You are bound for Arabia, as am I, and I can only thank you for your ready willingness to take us. I am in something of a hurry, you see.’ 

    The two men shared a look, and Alexander turned a curious smile back on Rufinus. ‘No one is in a hurry to get to Arabia in the winter… not even us. It is a season of poor sailing and dour port officials. No one wants to be out in the winter. We will be sharing this ship for a minimum of twenty days, master Rufinus, and weather dependent, anywhere up to twice as long. We will be the best of friends by the time we arrive, so I suggest we get to know one another now. I am a man of Antioch, signed on with Statoetis here for ten years now and with a share in the ship. I do the run through the canal and out into the Arab Sea four times a year in each direction, and between those times, I run back and forth from Arabia to Aegyptus. The main route serves the master here, while the short routes I run are for my own purse. We have an understanding. I am as superstitious as any sailor, and from the way you stand with natural sea legs, I presume you are familiar with ships and their ways, so I shall press that no further.’ 

    Rufinus nodded. ‘I am a former soldier and I’ve done my time on ships. I am heading east on private business the nature of which I am afraid I cannot reveal, much as I might like to. Rest assured that my task will have no impact upon you or your ship, though. What route will we take to Arabia? I’ve never been further than Cyprus.’ 

    The captain frowned at him for a long moment as the shouts from behind intensified and the ship began to lurch and move away from the dock side. ‘We run along the southern coast of Italia and then make the crossing to Greece, as long as the weather remains favourable. From there we hug the coast south and east and make the next leap across to Crete, overnighting at the port of Lendas. From there, again if the weather is good, we make a straight run for Aegyptus and make landfall at Alexandria. That should be the last time our journey is dependent upon the weather. For each of these stints across open water, we will need to have sufficient supplies to see us through, though the hold is now empty, so we’ve plenty of food taken on and we’ll move at good speed. You may be required to lend a hand if the weather turns against us. From Alexandria, we then navigate the Nile delta and enter the Traianic canal at Babylon, following it all the way to Clysma and thence out into the Arab Sea. From there we hug the Arabian coast as far as Haura where we will collect our next shipment. You only told Statoetis that you were bound for Arabia, but it’s a big place. Where in Arabia are we to put you ashore?’ 

    Rufinus shrugged. ‘I don’t know the land.’ He turned to Ioses. 

    ‘Modiana, Hippos or Akra are all in the rough area, but I’ve never actually been there, so I cannot say which would be best.’ 

    Rufinus huffed as the captain took a deep breath. ‘Look,’ the man said, ‘I don’t want to pry, but if we don’t know where you’re going, and you don’t know where you’re going, this could be a problem.’ 

    The conversation paused for a moment then as the ship lurched a few more times, swung around to face the harbour entrance, and the sail was shifted slightly until it filled with a loud crack and swept them off on the start of their journey. Rufinus fretted for a moment. He was going to have to put a certain amount of trust in these men. 

    ‘Alright. I’m bound for Hegra. I need to be at the coast wherever I can get from there to Hegra.’ 

    Again, the two men looked at one another. The trader grinned. ‘I told you he was a spy, Alexander.’ 

    ‘Yes, but for which side? When there’s two emperors, you never know, do you?’ 

    Rufinus tried to hide how startled he felt. ‘No. I’m just an ex-soldier on a personal matter. Errr…’ 

    The captain laughed. ‘An ex-soldier with an awful lot of ready cash, heading for the most remote city in the empire where there happens to be a legionary base. No one, my friend, but no one, goes to Hegra unless they’re a soldier or a spice trader. And with the war going on in the east, no soldier is travelling in civilian clothes. And no one in the west wants a Judean slave, either, yet you do. You happen to have a slave who knows the area you’re going and its tongues? Come on, master Rufinus. You’re the emperor’s man, I’d wager my ship on it.’ 

    Rufinus sagged. ‘I’m trying to travel incognito. It would go badly for all of us if such information was to reach the wrong ears.’ 

    Alexander laughed. ‘The only ears it will reach are aboard this ship, my friend. Even when we stop in port, only the boss here goes ashore. There will be no wagging tongues on this journey.’ 

    ‘Thank you. That does much to allay my fears.’ 

    ‘Which purple cloak do you serve?’ Alexander grinned. ‘The African or the black-neck?’ 

    Rufinus narrowed his eyes. ‘That depends to whom I’m speaking.’ 

    Again, Alexander laughed. ‘I care not who wears a purple cloak, my friend. It makes no difference to a man like me, unless they close ports or raise fees. I suppose Severus is the legitimate since the senate back him, but I reckon if Niger had reached Rome first it would be him with the right and Severus the usurper. As I say, it makes no difference to me.’ 

    Rufinus smiled. He liked these men. Good job, since he was going to be stuck with them for weeks. He turned and watched as they coasted quietly between the harbour moles and out into the open water once more and heaved a sigh of relief. Syracusae had been a near miss. An encounter with Daizus might have had critical repercussions. But now they were out at sea and, barring unforeseen incidents with only the odd night in various ports, the next time he spent more than a few hours on land, they would be in Arabia. 

    One of the sailors stepped lithely across the deck and approached the captain with questions, and as the three men bent to a new technical discussion, Rufinus turned and caught a meaningful look from Ioses. ‘What is it?’ 

    ‘We need to talk, Domine.’ 

    Beckoning, Rufinus strode across the deck, allowing his gait to adjust to the roll of the ship with practiced ease, and stopped only when he reached the prow, out of hearing of the crew and where any conversation was well covered anyway by the crash and roar of waves against timber. 

    ‘What is it?’ 

    ‘I know I’m a slave, and I know that you’re a mighty important Roman, but I think you need to level with me.’ 

    ‘What?’ 

    ‘It’s all well and good keeping secrets from men like that, but you’re going to be relying on me in Arabia, and that means I need to have at least an idea of what to expect. Until you said it just now I didn’t even know we were bound for Hegra. I’d thought you’d be somewhere closer to civilisation, like Petra. Hegra is truly at the arse of the world. And what’s this about a spy? If I’d thought you were a spy, I’d have stayed in my cell and rotted there. Better starving to death than tortured to death.’ 

    Rufinus rolled his eyes. ‘I serve the emperor as part of a unit based in Rome that moves among the other units of the military. We have authority that surpasses almost everyone outside the palace. Even governors usually accede to the wishes of my unit. In truth I’m not keen on the secrecy. I am by career a Praetorian, and when the Guard is properly reformed later this year, I shall be commissioned once again. Until then, I continue to serve the emperor however I can.’ 

    ‘The emperor being Severus?’ 

    ‘Yes. He’s the only emperor, and I know him personally. Niger is a usurper. A good man, I think, but who made the wrong decision and made himself an enemy of the state.’ 

    ‘You know both emperors? Who in God’s name are you? 

    ‘I served under both of them before they wore the purple. I owe Severus everything. But in fairness I also owe Niger my life. I rather wish the man had not thrown in his bid for the throne. I have no wish to go to war against him, yet I am loyal to Severus, and so I will do so if I must.’ 

    Ioses leaned back against the rail. ‘So, you’re one of the grain men.’ He saw Rufinus’ expression change and laughed. ‘Yes, I’ve heard of them. I’m Judean, not stupid. They’re not over popular in Judea. Over the past century or two they’ve played a solid role in keeping the army in control of my people and rooting out our heroes to make an example of. That being said, Niger is not particularly loved, either. The man has shown himself to be a strict master of the region in his time there. I cannot imagine he has softened since I was shipped west.’ 

    Rufinus looked Ioses in the eyes. ‘Slave or free man, I need your loyalty. I said as much back in your cell. That means that you are Severus’ man, whether slave or free. From this moment on, whatever we come across, and whatever mask we may have to wear, remember that in your heart. Circumstances may require me to proclaim for Niger, but that will only ever be a means to an end. We serve Severus. Understand?’ 

    Ioses shrugged. ‘Like your captain back there, for a surgeon it matters not who wears a purple cloak, and since it’s never likely to be a child of Yahweh, I’ll bow my head to your Severus.’ 

    ‘My word but that’s convincing,’ Rufinus sighed. ‘Alright, we’re bound for Hegra and the legionary base there. Another grain man was working out of Hegra. He has a document that must not fall into the hands of Niger’s men, but he seems to have vanished. We need to find him and retrieve that document. Once that is done, I can go home, hang up my grain sheaf and return to the Praetorians, and you can go your own way, a free man.’ 

    Ioses nodded his head and the two men looked out ahead into the spray. 

    ‘What’s it like to only have one god?’ Rufinus said eventually, blinking in the salty air. 

    ‘What’s it like to have many?’ 

    He frowned. What sort of a question was that? ‘Normal,’ he replied with a chuckle. ‘How can one god be enough? I mean I understand he’s a god of peace, against killing if I remember, so if you need to kill someone, who do you pray to?’ 

    Ioses gave him a sidelong look. ‘As a surgeon, you’d better hope I don’t pray to anyone for that.’ 

    Again, Rufinus chuckled. ‘You’re a complicated man, Ioses Bar Ezra.’ 

    ‘No. I am very simple. You, on the other hand, I think are very complex. Tell me about your wounds.’ 

    Rufinus felt a chill run through him. He had little interest in recalling certain events in his life. ‘I was taken by enemies once. They tried to prise information out of me.’ 

    ‘Did they succeed?’ 

    ‘They would have done, but for the timely interference of a friend. Let me tell you this now, Ioses: no matter how strong or determined a man is, torture breaks everyone in the end. Pray to your one god that you never have to find that out.’ 

    ‘Your torturers branded you. Even as a slave I have managed to avoid that. And you have marks… you suffered other wounds. A fall, I think?’ 

    ‘From a very great height. It would have killed me had I not had a man underneath me when I landed.’ 

    ‘Failed siege?’ 

    ‘Traitorous tribune. And that centurion back in the city was his lackey. He watched me fall and thought me dead. Best I don’t disabuse him of that impression for now. I have enough on my plate.’ 

    Ioses straightened. ‘Given your apparent record thus far, perhaps it is God’s doing that I have come to you. Who could you possibly have more need of than a physician?’ 

    Now, Rufinus laughed out loud. ‘Let’s go below and grab some food. It’s chilly up here, and we won’t be short of sea views for a few days.’ 

    Ahead, the spray leapt, the waves rolled, and Arabia awaited. 

    

  


   
    Chapter Four 

      

    Rufinus looked back at the water with an unexpected sense of longing. For over a month now they had been aboard one vessel or another, and by the time they had neared their destination Rufinus would say that he’d have been happy never to set foot on a ship again, yet now he was already missing the sea before he was even out of sight of it. 

    The Hapi had cut through the water all the way from Syracusae with ease and speed. Both the captain and the owner had declared that the gods must be on Rufinus’ side, and therefore on Severus’, for they had never had an easier run in the winter. The dash across the open sea to Crete was uneventful, and even the storm they saw glowering as a purple band across the horizon slid past without troubling them. Even Acheron had been at ease and welcomed by the heartened crew. 

    Landfall in Alexandria had been welcome for a number of reasons. Not only had Rufinus never been to this ancient land, and so felt an odd sense of adventure and excitement, but also the end of the crossing brought with it an easing of certain worries. All the action in the war against Niger was happening up in Thrace and Asia and would come no further south than Antioch, where the usurper held power. That meant that they were now far from the reach of the war, and having left the Roman Sea at Alexandria, they would stand little chance of bumping into anyone directly involved in the conflict, though they would still have to be careful, for all the East seemed to support the usurper. 

    Thus it was with a fresh sense of optimism they had made their way up the great river Nile. As they travelled, Ioses, who had thus far been his usual irascible self, had begun to ease up, providing explanations for Rufinus, telling him what he knew about the lands through which they passed. Rufinus had been impressed with the river, had not known just how immense it was, though the Judean had pointed out that the great river was subject to an annual inundation, and at this time of the year was more or less as high and wide as it got, more than twice the size it was during the summer, even here in the delta. 

    And that was the other thing. He had expected Aegyptus to be a land of golden sands and sizzling heat. In the delta, though, it was a land of lush greenery and a million insects that all seemed to want to reside in his ear. He’d spent days flapping at his face and arms and complaining about the wildlife, complaints that had only increased as he’d begun to spot the crocodiles lazing on the mud beside the water. The great black hound beside him spent the entire journey through the delta snapping irritably at insects or watching the dangerous beasts on the bank the way a wrestler sizes up his opponent before a match. Even Acheron, Rufinus suspected, would come off badly in a fight with a massive crocodile, and so he kept a close eye on the dog. 

    Still, they had slowly pulled through the verdant delta and the landscape had gradually become emptier and more arid until it began to look like the Aegyptus he’d held in his mind’s eye. Finally, they had reached the small settlement and the Roman fortress at Babylon. The legion flags of the Second Traiana put him off tarrying in the town even for the short time they had. The Second had almost certainly thrown in their lot with Niger, for rumour said that the Prefect of Aegyptus had openly declared for him. Though Rufinus was ostensibly a civilian with no partisan loyalties, subterfuge was still the name of the game and any encounters with Niger’s supporters were to be avoided if possible. 

    He had stayed aboard until the Hapi set off up the great mercantile lifeline of Trajan’s canal that cut from the waters of the delta all the way across the flat and barren land to the Arabian Sea, the Mare Rubrum. It was a masterpiece of engineering, and Rufinus marvelled at the work. If Nero had been able to achieve as much at Corinth as the madman had planned, it would have made all transport to the east so much quicker and safer. This canal was a boon to trade in that goods from the south could be brought straight out into the Mare Nostrum by ship without having to offload and utilise camel trains for the overland portion. 

    They had arrived in the Hapi’s home port of Clysma speedily and without incident and had there sailed out into the open waters of the Arab Sea. Rufinus had felt then as though this whole affair might be brought to a speedy conclusion, that he was already closing in on his destination. He had felt exhilarated as they knifed through the beautiful clear waters, dolphins running alongside and leaping into the air. Yet he was looking forward to setting his feet on solid ground for more than a few hours for the first time in a month. 

    That was, until he did. Not only did he suffer that odd discombobulation that only came from having spent so long aboard ship that solid ground seemed to roll and buck in a different manner, but the way ahead now looked more troublesome. They landed at a place called Phoinikon Kome and it became clear immediately that Arabia was going to be an unforgiving place. If he’d thought the lands of Aegyptus through which they’d travelled had been barren and dry, he now realised how wrong he’d been, for beside Arabia, Aegyptus felt like a swamp. 

    They had parted ways with Alexander and Statoetis at the port, and Ioses had taken the lead, making enquiries in a strange, flowing tongue of which Rufinus had no comprehension. They found themselves directed to a building of golden stone with palm trees around the outside and an arcade of arches looking out across the sea. Here, it seemed, the merchant caravans did deals and lodged plans. It was, Ioses explained, very common for caravans to disappear without trace, either through poor planning, bad luck, accidental diversion or simple banditry, and so all caravans lodged their route plans here so that their tracks could be followed, and survivors found if possible. This ready acceptance of the possibility of disaster slightly worried Rufinus. In his experience if you set out on something prepared for it to fail, there was a pretty good chance it would. 

    Rufinus had been somewhat peripheral to the discussions at the trade post with his lack of local knowledge and his inability to communicate, and so he and Acheron had stood at the edge, a little apart, the two of them eyed with varied levels of suspicion. From the little he could gather, the men here came from all over the peninsula and beyond, some even of a darker skin tone from the fabled lands of India. Consequently, they spoke a variety of different tongues, none of which came within a ballista shot of Latin and most of which seemed to be completely unknown to Ioses too. Fortunately, through a series of translations among them to a tongue the Judean did know, plans were laid and deals struck. 

    An Arabian caravan owner eventually agreed to take them on. The merchant, Awsil, had picked up twenty amphorae of wine and ten of garum at the port, which would be taken across Arabia and traded to some neighbour of Parthia, where the man would collect incense for the return journey. It seemed that his usual route through the Dedan oasis was currently sealed off by mudslides following an unusually harsh winter, and so he would be passing through Hegra on his journey instead. Rufinus had wondered at such reluctance to visit a town that had to be important, given its choice as a legion’s base. Upon investigation by Ioses, it transpired that bandit activity in the area had increased vastly in recent months and caravans now tended to avoid Hegra if possible, so the merchant had readily taken them on for no fee on the understanding that they joined the three mercenaries guarding the caravan. 

    Thus it was that Rufinus found himself for the first time in his life attempting to mount a camel. The logic of trying to place a seat at the apex of a hump defeated him, as did mounting the damn thing for the first half dozen times. The locals had laughed raucously as his mount had clattered off in a mild panic with Rufinus facing backwards and almost upside down, sprawled across the hump and trying to hold on while staring up the beast’s rectum. After a half hour of humiliation and discomfort he finally managed to semi-master climbing onto the hump and arranging himself in a relatively stable position. 

    He’d then discovered that camels were unlike horses in many ways. In all his years of riding he had never come across a horse who would blindly do the precise opposite of what it was told, yet this damned animal seemed to have an over-inflated sense of independence and whatever Rufinus tried it seemed to go wherever it felt like and to start and stop when it pleased the beast. Again, the Arabians howled with laughter as they set off and Rufinus sat furious on the animal’s back, shaking the reins, smacking it with the stick he’d been given and telling it that it’s future looked like being a collection of sizzling steaks if it didn’t start walking. It simply stood there, chewing thoughtfully and ignoring its rider until one of the Arabs shouted a monosyllabic command and the camel set off. Rufinus memorised the command for later. Acheron trotted alongside the beast, occasionally eyeing it with what looked to Rufinus like plans for lunch, and panting in the heat.  

    They rode away from the harbour, through the brown town in its even browner landscape, across a sea of beige dust and scattered rocks, making for a low line of hills ahead to the east. As they moved, Rufinus adjusted the hang of his scabbard and tested the blade for ease of release. He’d not drawn a sword – not even worn a sword – since Severus had secured his throne. As the hours passed and they moved into the hills, Rufinus’ imagination populated every gulley and shadow with raiders, and he found the tension mounting slowly throughout the afternoon. 

    As the sun sank behind them and the way ahead acquired an inky purple hue, someone called a halt, and the caravan pulled off the dirt road and to the side. There, a set of ten-foot poles of ancient, desiccated wood rose from the sandy ground, sporting canopies of black, time-worn material, tattered and torn in places. 

    ‘I presume this was where we were making for today,’ he said as he rather gracelessly half-slid, half-fell from the camel and then tethered the animal with the others. 

    ‘A regular stopping point,’ Ioses agreed. ‘We will see them every few miles on the road to Hegra. There are no oases between here and the town, just seasonal wadis, and so stops are somewhat arbitrary. I don’t want to insult you, Domine, but the cook keeps referring to you as womanish, and you might want to change his opinion. These people set a lot of store in customs and politeness. When you are offered food tonight, it is very important that you take it and you eat it all, no matter what you think of it. There is no spare or waste here, for we have seven days to travel and only seven days of food and water.’ 

    Rufinus snorted. ‘My stomach growls like a hunting cat. Don’t worry about me.’ 

    Yet the look Ioses gave him was unsettling. He took his mind off things by setting up the tents with the others. Two of the mercenaries with them offered to set the watch for tonight. A hill above the camp held a small circular stone wall with another canopy. There the two men could see all approaches and take it in turns to sleep. Rufinus and Ioses would be taking the following night and so were advised to sleep well tonight. 

    Tents up, animals tethered and guard set, the gear was unpacked and a small man who looked some two centuries old, with a leathery face full of creases so deep you could hide a coin in them and a grand total of six teeth, began to make dinner. 

    Rufinus was not a squeamish man. Seven sheep had accompanied the caravan, roped together in a line behind the cook’s camel and he had a fairly good idea what was about to happen when the leathery man produced a large knife and disappeared into the night. After an animal squeal and some unpleasant sawing sounds, the man returned with a carcass over his shoulder and began to dismember it in the middle of the camp, producing a smell of butchery that pervaded everything immediately. Rufinus watched in weird fascination as everything from the beast was collected, from the meat and bones to the blood and offal. He then watched with growing concern as each of these things was turned into some kind of, for want of a better word, food. Lying quietly by his side, Acheron watched with naked hunger. 

    By the time they sat for the meal, he wasn’t at all sure he’d maintained his appetite. The bread that was passed to him looked wholesome enough, though the broth that he was to dip it in had bones clattering around in it. He brazened his way through it, nodding his thanks and being grateful that at least he was hungry enough to stomach it. The second dish that came his way, though, seemed to be a platter split into two. On one side of the bowl a stodgy collection of beans in some thick sauce that smelled like vomit complimented a stew of sheep and buttermilk that contained suspiciously wobbly lumps. He tried not to wonder what they were and certainly not to chew them as he ate the entire bowl, wondering what his bowels would make of it all in the coming day. 

    Ioses, Rufinus noted with faint irritation, did not seem to be required to fall in with the Arabs’ culinary efforts. Jews, it seemed, were both familiar and accepted among their hosts, and the cook seemed to think nothing of simply allowing the Judean to eat bread and a variety of vegetable matters, and even to allow him to prepare them himself, according to his rules. He certainly didn’t seem to be expected to eat things that wobbled and clattered in a bowl. By the time Rufinus had finished his meal, forced a smile and handed over his bowl, eying Ioses’ bean salad enviously, he was wishing he’d claimed to be a Jew himself. 

    As they ate, the cook brought over a bowl of the leavings, which looked a lot to Rufinus like the main meal anyway, and slid it carefully towards Acheron without getting too close. The great hound went at the bowl with the same gusto as Ioses. 

    After the meal, a man with a voice like a cat being stretched to death sang some of their folk songs to the accompaniment of a flute-like instrument which was only marginally more musical. The Arabs laughed and chatted, joked and sang along, and a jar of date wine was distributed, which was heavy and cloying and suspiciously strong. By the time Rufinus rolled in his blankets and tried to ignore the dropping temperature, his head was thumping, and he felt a little queasy. 

    Arising the next morning, he felt ill-prepared for the day. He’d managed to hold down his dinner, though the headache had remained through the night making his sleep patchy at best. When he’d gone behind the rock they all used for their morning movement, he experienced what he could only describe as a ‘tidal wave’ and was feeling shaky and weak as he returned to the camp in time to find that Ioses had done his share of the packing, and to climb with less grace than ever onto his camel. 

    With a sense of being completely out of place, he uttered that monosyllable he’d heard the Arab use yesterday and was unsurprised when it had no effect. Once again it was only as they departed and when that same man said it that the camel moved. 

    The second day was much the same. More grey-brown hills, increasing in height. More dry wadis. Occasional canopied stopovers, one of which they utilised at noon. He managed subtly to avoid breakfast by dint of being absent on other business, which was good, as it seemed to consist of the leftover wobbly and stringy bits of the sheep with more gloopy beans and the scraps of surviving hard bread. Every jolt of the camel as they travelled, which seemed to reflect more or less every tiny movement, threatened to release a fresh wave from both ends, and when they stopped and dismounted Rufinus was more grateful than he could remember being for anything. The noon meal seemed to consist largely of fruit, cheese and yoghurt, which he suspected would do little for the security of his bowels, yet given Ioses’ advice he ate it anyway. A quarter of an hour’s horrifying evacuation behind a rock later and he mounted once more. 

    They set off east for the afternoon, and Rufinus made two mental notes. One was that no amount of Syrian torturers peeling him could ever top a journey with a desert dweller’s cuisine for personal horror, and the other that if one intended to dine with Arabs for a week in a place with no running water, a man needed a healthy collection of replacement bum-sponges. By the time they settled for the second evening and leather-face dispatched another sheep, Rufinus threw his sponge away, unwilling even to look at it, let alone re-use it. 

    That night he spent the first half of the night in a small stone horseshoe atop a hill beside the camp, watching the countryside. Sleep was not easy anyway, though Ioses seemed to manage without issue. He woke the slave halfway through the night and then dozed fitfully. 

    The third day he began to feel a little better. The cook had stopped calling him a woman, though he seemed instead to have acquired the nickname ‘shit-man’, which was not ideal. One of the Arabs took pity on him and found a spare sponge in his pack for which Rufinus was immensely grateful. Though he was having no more success with the camel, he was becoming used to riding the thing at least, and felt less sore. Best of all, his stomach seemed to be acclimatising to the food, and by the time they camped for the third night, he felt considerably better. His following morning movement was blessedly normal. 

    The days wore on, and he began to feel that perhaps he was getting used to Arabia at last. It was on their penultimate day of travel that he was interrupted in his musings. They were passing through a narrow defile when one of the mercenaries riding ahead to scout called a warning, waving his arms. The caravan burst into life as the Arabs drew knives for their defence and pulled all the beasts together. The other two mercenaries raced off forward to join the third, facing the danger. Ioses turned his camel, but Rufinus, eyes narrowing, waved him to a halt. 

    ‘What? We have to help. That’s our payment for the journey.’ 

    Rufinus nodded, but he’d turned the other way. ‘The bandits waited until we were trapped here. This gulley is so tight it might as well be a tunnel. And a tunnel has two ends…’ 

    His fingers wrapped around the sword hilt and he slid it free. Ioses made a strange noise. ‘I’m no warrior. What should I do?’ 

    ‘Stay here. Guard the animals and use your knife if it comes to it. Acheron, stay with him.’ The black hound gave him a disgruntled look but remained seated next to the Judean. 

    With that, he urged the camel around and back west into the defile, grateful that the beast seemed to have decided rather randomly to comply with him. In confirmation of his suspicions, even as he gripped the reins of the uncomfortable beast with his left hand and tried a few practice swings with the right, three mounted figures emerged around the bend behind them. The disadvantage of fighting three to one odds would be compounded by the fact that they were on horses, and not on disobedient camels. 

    He sized them up. They were not blessed with too much brain, apparently, which was hopeful. The one who rode with the most confidence and who held his sword as though born to it was on the right. That meant that his sword arm would be hampered in every swing by the wall of the defile. The three of them were riding side by side, and so they filled the place from side to side, and each man would get in the others’ way. The one in the middle was the largest, but sat his horse in a less experienced manner than his companions. Within a matter of heartbeats, Rufinus had his plan. He would have to hope that Ioses could keep one busy long enough for Rufinus to dispatch the others and get back to help him. 

    Dredging his memory for commands he’d heard the Arabs using over the past few days, he bellowed a monosyllable. He’d hoped the beast would pick up speed in response, but he wasn’t quite prepared for the result. The animal went from its strange, leggy stroll to what could only be described as a jolting hurtle. He bounced precariously with every lurch and would have been concerned with how he could fight from its back had that been his plan. 

    Instead, he clung on for dear life, hurtling onwards, and angled the animal straight at the middle of the three bandits. As they closed, he could see the confusion among them. What was he doing, charging the three of them headlong? 

    It was not going to be a stylish manoeuvre, and it was risky, but the Arab horses were not tall and the three feet the camel had over them in height should make a difference. At the last moment, about to collide with them, he jerked the beast left, sending it straight at the more competent bandit, and then threw himself from the camel at the middle rider. It was easier than jumping from a Roman horse. The traditional Roman horned saddle had a tendency to prevent such manoeuvres. The collection of blankets on the camel presented no problem. 

    The bandit charge went awry in the blink of an eye. The camel collided with the man on the left, who had to fight to stay in the saddle and extricate himself from the angry and confused muddle of animals. The man on the right was clear of trouble and was charging past Rufinus in a heartbeat, racing for the caravan. Rufinus hit the middle rider hard, carrying him from the saddle, their combined bulk a great weight as they fell. The bandit hit the ground first, slammed onto his back, driving the wind and the wits alike from him. Rufinus had made sure to keep his blade out to the side so as not to injure himself or lose it, and as he hit the ground on top of his target he rolled on, conveniently planting a knee in the man’s throat in the process. He came to his feet easily, turning and driving his blade down into the prone and stunned bandit. 

    There was nothing he could do yet about the third rider hurtling at the caravan, but the one who’d collided with Rufinus’ mount had managed to pull back and separate from the spitting, bellowing camel and was turning to face him. The man held a sword of Parthian style, straight but with a slight bulge of leaf-shape in the blade, and no shield. Instead, he held the reins expertly with his left hand. The man spun his blade, loosening up his wrist and Rufinus decided there and then that he needed to level the field first. As the man urged his horse forward at Rufinus, the Roman made a silent apology to the beast for what he was about to do. 

    Stepping to his right in order to be on the rider’s off-side, he changed his grip on the sword, pulled it back in an odd shape, and then struck just as the rider reached him, trying to bring his own blade across to get to the Roman. The flat of Rufinus’ blade smacked into the side of the horse’s head and, anticipating what would happen, Rufinus threw himself away to the side. His blow was not meant to wound the horse, but to anger and panic it. The beast, whinnying in pain, reared and the man on its back, bright enough to realise that he was not going to control the animal, simply let go of the reins and fell away, rolling in the dirt. 

    Rufinus gave him no chance. The man was no fool, and he was clearly an accomplished swordsman, and so a sword fight would be a hard struggle. However, the man was not big, and in a fist fight, Rufinus would have every advantage. Consequently, as the man rolled, Rufinus dived on him, dropping his sword as he jumped. As the Roman landed on top of him, preventing him from rising from the roll to his feet, the bandit kept a tight grip on his own blade. His sword arm was useless, though, for Rufinus was far too close to bring the weapon to bear, leaving only his left hand. As the bandit bunched that fist to strike, Rufinus was faster and hit him just once, square in the face. It was not an elegant punch, but it carried with it decades of experience both in and out of the ring, as well as one hundred and eighty pounds of bone and muscle. The man’s fight was done with the first blow, and all the more so as his head smacked back against the hard ground with the impact, adding damage to the rear of his skull. 

    Rufinus pulled back his fist, blood welling up in the bandit’s broken face and dripping from the Roman’s fingers. The man managed a gurgling groan, but speech was impossible, especially through what little was left of his front teeth. 

    Rufinus rose and shook out his hand, which was sore from the punch. He turned slowly, taking in the broken, groaning man he’d just downed, and the still form of the man he’d knocked from the horse. No need to waste time finishing the one with the broken face. The desert would do that for him. The third man, though… 

    Turning back, he looked for his camel, but it was gone, clattered off somewhere. One of the bandit horses was still dancing around in panic, but the other had just wandered a few paces away and was standing there, patiently. Rufinus swept up his fallen sword and, running over, grasped the reins and pulled himself up onto the animal’s back. It felt odd to be on a horse after a week on a camel, yet it was also relievingly familiar. He turned the horse with his knees and gave it a kick. The sleek white animal began to trot. As he passed the site of the scuffle, heading back to the caravan, Rufinus could see another brawl in progress. 

    The third bandit had reached Ioses and Acheron, and there he had come unstuck. The Judean had already somehow lost his knife, but he was managing to stay out of Hades thanks to Acheron, who was busy savaging his attacker’s right calf with a noise like a carcass being torn apart. The bandit was screaming with pain, but Rufinus had to give the man credit, he was still compos mentis and trying to win. His sword slashed out at Ioses, missing by only a hair’s breadth, but then the attack of the hound became too much, and he wailed in pain once more as Acheron tore a piece of his leg away. 

    As the bandit turned and brought his own blade back up, ready to drive it down and end Acheron, suddenly Ioses took the opportunity of a turned back and leapt at the bandit, one arm going around his neck, while the other disappeared from sight for a moment, gripping something that gleamed in the sunlight. 

    Rufinus kicked his animal into speed, ready to save Acheron and Ioses, yet as he came close, he stared in surprise as the bandit’s blow failed to land and he suddenly lurched back, his hand going to his own throat. A steady jet of blood pulsed from the man’s neck as he staggered, a powerful spray, arcing out several feet to spatter to the dusty ground. His hands fumbled and gripped, trying to staunch the flow, but the blood continued to spray between his fingers. It was an impressive flow, and he was not going to last long with that rate of loss. Rufinus ignored the doomed bandit, who was staggering in wide-eyed circles, the great hound still attached to his ravaged leg. 

    As Rufinus slowed his own mount, he peered at Ioses, who pulled himself upright, shaking out his arms and stretching his neck. In his right hand he held a surgeon’s knife, which gleamed crimson in the sun. 

    ‘Nasty,’ Rufinus noted, nodding in the direction of the bandit, who had now collapsed to the dust, gurgling as Acheron ate his leg. 

    ‘There are advantages to knowing where the major arteries are to be found,’ Ioses replied quietly. 

    ‘I suspect we have just paid for our passage to Hegra.’ 

    Ioses nodded. ‘We are just a day from our destination now, and it seems unlikely that two rival bandit gangs will be operating in the area.’ 

    Retrieving Ioses’ camel, Rufinus mounted his new horse, and the two men rode forward. The three mercenaries had made quick work of the five men who had attacked the head of the caravan, and one was already back while his friends looted the bandits for anything useful. The mercenary gave Rufinus a nod of professional recognition. 

    Awsil smiled as he sheathed his own unsullied blade and spoke in his strange tongue. Ioses leaned towards Rufinus and translated. ‘He thanks us. He says there may not have been many of them, but they caught us in an unfortunate place. That this could have been costly.’ 

    The mercenary with them nodded and spoke in reply. Again, Ioses translated. ‘The cost was small, but his friend Arif has taken a wound to his arm. He wants the caravan to wait long enough for him to cauterise it before we ride on.’ 

    ‘There, he may have struck it lucky,’ Rufinus grinned and, looking at the mercenary, gestured first at Ioses, who was already fishing around in his pack for his surgeon’s kit, and then made surgical motions. The other two mercenaries were now riding back to join the caravan, one of them holding his arm tight at his side. Ioses spoke to the man in his own tongue and then turned, holding his kit. It did not escape the mercenary’s notice that the scalpel was already gleaming red. 

    ‘You might have to explain that,’ grinned Rufinus. 

    The caravan leader and the cook began to speak to the whole gathering, and Ioses translated for his master. ‘It seems that the decision has been made to stop here for the night. By the time I have finished work it will not be worth moving again. The cook wants to know if ‘shit-man’ will help him with the last dinner?’ 

    Rufinus sighed. 

    

  


   
    Chapter Five 

      

    Hegra. The empire’s most remote legionary station. An outpost town built around an important oasis trade centre, on the border of great deserts, close enough to the Parthian empire to hear them breathe at night, crossroads for the spice and incense trades. Powerful fortress of the Third Cyrenaica. Ancient city of the Nabateans. 

    Shithole. 

    In fairness, Rufinus had initially had his breath stolen at the sight of the place. The hills had given way to a wide valley of golden brown sand, bordered by high and weirdly weathered rock formations, such that it had felt oddly like moving across a game board between giant players’ pieces. Then they had rounded a spur and Rufinus had boggled at the sight before him. He had seen the great tombs of the rich and the famous in Rome, but none of them matched the intricate splendour of the Nabatean tombs of Hegra, immense ornate carved stone mausolea as tall as grand temples and more delicate. Carved with impressive patterns and grand ornaments, the only reason they were clearly tombs rather than homes was the lack of windows. Just sealed doors stood at the bottom of each of these massive edifices that stood upon the periphery of Hegra. 

    He had felt that perhaps he had strayed into some fantastical world of old gods and heroes, and had wondered what marvels the town itself must hold. It turned out, however, that the marvel of Hegra was the fact that it was still there at all. In the days of the Nabateans, it had clearly been an impressive city, with a genius irrigation system, a place of beauty and lush vegetation in the heart of a sandy dry world. That had been centuries ago, though. It seemed that since that civilisation had collapsed Hegra had atrophied, and the arrival of Rome had done little to halt that. They passed deserted farms of dry, dusty ground where nothing had grown for generations and crossed ditches that had seen no water in countless years. The place was parched and fallen from grace. 

    As they passed the tombs and the outskirts and approached the town itself, Rufinus realised that what was left now was but a shadow of Hegra, clinging to the paltry remains of the ancient town, around what was left of a great irrigation system. The place was a ramshackle collection of shanty huts clustered around a barren marketplace, with a fortress rising to one side, cobbled together from poorly made mudbrick and reused stone from long abandoned buildings. 

    Rufinus had rarely seen such a sad and impoverished place. It certainly did not look like an important garrison or a powerful trade crossroads. Indeed, he’d half expected to be stopped by some patrol from the Third as they neared the town, but there was little sign of life. The town had walls, though they were far from strong, having fallen in places and being unmanned, the gates standing wide open. 

    As the caravan moved into Hegra, Ioses exchanged words with the trader once more. Awsil and his men were not staying. There was nothing for them in Hegra and they would move on immediately, heading southeast into the desert. The trader wished them luck in their endeavours, and in a matter of moments, Rufinus, Acheron and Ioses were standing alone in a wide, empty, dusty square with just their packs and two of the horses they had taken from the bandits after the attack. 

    Wary eyes stared out from doorways and beneath canopies all around the square, watching them carefully. Rufinus would comfortably say that he’d never felt less welcome. 

    ‘I am finding Arabia to be far from my expectations.’ 

    Ioses shrugged. ‘Having few expectations makes life simpler, though far less interesting.’ 

    ‘I think that before we head to the fortress, I’d like to hear the local news. There seems to be little in the way of military structure here. The town is not guarded, and I’ve seen nothing of the Third. If they’re not here and they’ve gone north to join Niger, that explains why banditry is rife and the caravans are avoiding Hegra. But given that the Third probably sided with the usurper, I’d like to know more before we walk into their fortress.’ 

    Ioses nodded and walked his horse over to the side of the square, where tanned and wizened locals lurked in the shade, watching them. Rufinus followed, a growing sense of unease filling him. 

    ‘Does anyone speak Latin?’ Rufinus called as he crossed towards the buildings behind the Judean. When nothing happened, Ioses tried his own language, still receiving no reply. They were about to move on, when a cracked voice called from beneath a canopy further along. 

    ‘You are not welcome in Hegra, Roman.’ The accent was thickly Arabian, but the language was Greek, which was an immense relief to Rufinus, since he’d learned it fluently in childhood, as any well-bred Roman did. 

    ‘That is becoming clear,’ Rufinus replied quietly and in a calm tone, leading his horse over with Ioses in tow. An old man was seated on a stool in the shade, chewing on something that looked like a glistening stick. 

    ‘Your traders have left,’ the old man noted. 

    Rufinus nodded. ‘We have other plans. Can you tell me of the town?’ 

    The old man shrugged. ‘What’s to tell?’ 

    ‘What of the legion?’ 

    ‘What of it?’ 

    Rufinus was starting to get irritated. ‘Have they gone?’ 

    ‘Most of them. Some stayed. Some died.’ 

    Rufinus heaved a sigh. He was getting nowhere with the taciturn old man. Turning, he gestured to Ioses and the two men walked their animals out of the square along one of the roads, making for the walls of the fortress. Once more, chary eyes watched from the shadows along the street, though fewer of them now, for many of the houses away from the heart of the town were seemingly unoccupied. 

    ‘They’re distinctly unfriendly,’ 

    Ioses looked about. ‘I suspect that with the legion’s absence they have been at risk from the local bandits. And with no trade coming through they will have only their own stores to rely upon.’ 

    ‘But he said that only most of the legion left. If some remain in Hegra why have they not repaired the walls? Why are they not guarding the town? What is going on. It seems highly unlikely that the man I seek is still here.’ 

    ‘One way to find out.’ 

    The walls of the legion’s fortress loomed at the edge of the town. It was not large, considering it should play home to five thousand men and their support. Likely not more than half the legion was actually based here, though, with vexillations spread out across this end of Arabia. Given the proximity of the Parthians, the region’s military would presumably have to cover a large area. 

    As the street curved and revealed the Third’s home, Rufinus was suitably unimpressed. No flags or standards were visible atop the walls, and the gates stood open and apparently deserted just as the town walls had. If there were legionaries here, they were not doing their duty. 

    ‘I have a bad feeling about this,’ Ioses muttered. Rufinus just nodded. 

    They approached the fortress gates without a challenge from the walls, and no sign of men atop them. One leaf of the old, dry wooden gate stood almost closed, the other wide open, back against the wall. No sign of movement caught his eye. 

    ‘Should we announce ourselves?’ the Judean hissed. 

    ‘I really have no idea. I don’t know what I expected, but it wasn’t this. Come on.’ 

    Moving slowly, carefully, eyes darting this way and that and with his hand on his sword hilt, Rufinus led the way into the shadow of the gate and emerged into the fortress beyond. Barrack blocks of mudbrick and parched timber marched off in rows and ahead, down the wide thoroughfare, he could see the headquarters building, equally unimpressive. 

    ‘If a man dropped a torch in the wrong place here,’ Ioses noted, ‘the entire fortress would burn down in the blink of an eye. So much dry and seasoned wood.’ 

    ‘Rome is much the same,’ Rufinus said. ‘Cheap wooden housing. That’s why it burns down every few years. What concerns me is that the place seems to be deserted.’ 

    He stopped suddenly as something cracked into the stony ground at his feet, sending gravel off in a flurry and raising a puff of dust. Ioses similarly jerked to a halt. ‘What was that?’ 

    ‘Sling bullet,’ Rufinus replied, his eyes darting this way and that. Acheron was approaching the still missile in the dirt and growling menacingly. 

    A slow whirring began once more and drew his attention. A figure in faded madder red stood beneath the veranda of one of the barrack blocks, a sling spinning slowly in his hand. Two more unarmoured figures in military tunics emerged from a doorway nearby with blades in hand. 

    ‘Who are you?’ one demanded in Greek. 

    Rufinus pulled himself into a military stance. Something about their slovenly manner and appearance irked him beyond belief. He had the overwhelming urge to start shouting at them, centurion-style. Restraining himself, reminding himself that he was ostensibly a civilian and that his mission here was delicate, he held out placatory hands. ‘I need to see your commander.’ Beside him, Acheron continued to issue low growls that sounded a lot less placatory. 

    The small group huddled and spoke in whispers. At least the sling had stopped spinning. When they separated, the speaker took a few steps forward. ‘This is property of the Third Cyrenaica. You have no right to be here.’ 

    ‘Then why was I not confronted at the gate? Why no guards? Take me to your commander.’ 

    This time the three men just shared looks, and the speaker frowned. ‘Who are you?’ he demanded again. 

    ‘A man starting to get annoyed.’ Rufinus straightened again, perfecting his military stance. ‘Listen to me, you poor excuse for a soldier. Direct me to your commander, or I might have to start kicking arses around this place.’ His hand danced meaningfully on the hilt of the sword sheathed at his hip. Acheron took a threatening pace forward, still snarling. 

    ‘That’s a soldier’s blade,’ one of the men said quietly. ‘He’s legion.’ 

    ‘Follow me,’ the first one said, beckoning to the two of them and turning to walk off down the road, occasionally turning wary eyes to make sure the big black hound was unlikely to suddenly attack. Rufinus shared a look with Ioses, and the pair followed, leading their horses towards that command building at the heart of the fort. The door to the headquarters stood open like everything else around here and as the two men tied their horses to the tether rail close to the entrance, other figures began to emerge from doorways around and about, all dusty and poorly attired, all suspicious and a few armed. 

    The two visitors followed the man into the headquarters, through the fore-hall and out into the wide courtyard. The imperial statue off to the side was of Marcus Aurelius, some thirteen years and four emperors out of date, which spoke volumes. They passed another two soldiers and entered the basilica. Rufinus’ eyes fell straight upon the chapel of the standards directly opposite the door, and he was unsurprised to see it completely empty. The legion’s flags and standards were all gone. With a growing sense of unease, he followed the soldier to the door of one of the offices. The legionary gave a quick knock and opened the door, ducking within. Rufinus heard a voice in Greek from inside. 

    ‘What is it Aelius?’ 

    ‘Visitor, sir.’ 

    ‘A visitor?’ the utter disbelief in the voice further disturbed Rufinus. What had happened here? 

    ‘Dressed like a civvie, sir, but he carries a sword like a soldier, and it’s on his left, so I reckon he’s a centurion. He’s got a Jew and a… I guess it’s a dog with him, since people don’t keep pet bears.’ 

    ‘You’d better show him in, then,’ the voice replied. The soldier ducked back out of the door and motioned for them to enter. With Ioses and Acheron behind him, Rufinus made his way inside. The man behind the desk in the office wore only a tunic and belt, like the others so far, but at least he looked a little neater. What Rufinus did notice about him, though, was the pinkness of his eyes and the dark shadows beneath them. The man was exhausted. He looked up at Rufinus without rising, eyes flicking momentarily to the dog and back. 

    ‘He’s right. You must be a centurion. Forgive the insolence of not rising, but I don’t know you and you’re not in uniform.’ 

    ‘Much like the Third,’ Rufinus said with a hint of irritation. ‘What is going on here?’ 

    The man behind the desk narrowed his eyes. He looked more suspicious than anyone so far. ‘Until I know who you are, do not presume to make demands of me. What is your business in Hegra? Why do you want to see me?’ 

    Rufinus straightened. ‘I am here at the emperor’s behest.’ 

    He’d expected more of a reaction, perhaps even a hint of panic at such a revelation. Instead, the man just snorted. ‘Which one?’ 

    Rufinus caught just a tiny movement as the man’s hand behind the desk moved, probably to some hidden weapon. He chewed his lip. Perhaps he’d been foolish to reveal his true purpose so soon, but he’d committed now. The question was, what did he say next? He frowned. Most of the legion had gone, and these men did not look like a garrison any more. If the legion had gone, they must have answered Niger’s call. The question was, were these men shunned and outcast, or just left behind to guard the place. Their condition suggested the former. Time for a gamble. He took a deep breath. Sometimes the best way to acclimatise was to jump in with both feet rather than dipping a toe. 

    ‘The only true emperor,’ he said flatly, ‘proclaimed by the senate. Lucius Septimius Severus.’ 

    He felt Ioses tense behind him. This was a serious risk, and the men of Hegra may be in poor condition but there were still enough to walk over the two of them without much trouble. There was a strange silence, and Rufinus watched that arm as the unseen hand toyed with the hidden weapon. Suddenly both hands reappeared empty and slapped on the tabletop. 

    ‘You’re either suicidally brave or monumentally stupid to make such a statement around here,’ the soldier said flatly. ‘Only an idiot would mention that name anywhere in the East.’ 

    ‘Yet you do not seem ready to attack.’ 

    The man gave a tired chuckle. ‘You’re no ordinary centurion. What are you? Frumentarius?’ 

    Rufinus nodded. ‘Serving with them at this time, yes.’ Dipping into his belt pouch, he withdrew a small silver insignia and lifted it, showing it to the man. ‘As I say, I’m here for the emperor. Tell me who you are and what’s happened here.’ 

    The soldier sighed. ‘When Niger took the purple up in Antioch, support for him spread across the east like a wave. All our neighbouring legions threw in their lot with him, and our legatus did exactly the same. He proclaimed for Niger on behalf of the Third. Problem is that our primus pilus and several of our senior centurions all came from Leptis, Severus’ hometown, so when the legate claimed for Niger, half the First Cohort refused and rebelled under the primus pilus.’ 

    ‘Good man,’ Rufinus said. ‘But you are now the senior officer here, and unless I’m far from the mark, you’re not that primus pilus.’ 

    The man nodded wearily. ‘Marcus Pulcher. Optio, First Cohort, Third Century.’ 

    ‘An optio is now the senior officer. What happened?’ 

    ‘When the legion proclaimed, those of us who refused were disarmed and taken captive. We were roped together like a slave column and marched out into the desert. The bastard legatus left us in the desert two days from here without food and water or shelter or weapons. He left us to die. Didn’t even have the grace to untie us all.’ 

    Rufinus whistled through his teeth. ‘That’s appalling. Especially for citizens.’ 

    ‘For any man,’ added Ioses meaningfully at his shoulder. 

    ‘The primus pilus kept us going,’ Pulcher said. ‘The man was a bloody marvel. Anyone else would have given up, but not him. We managed to break the ropes with sharp rocks and stumbled back through the desert. Lost a lot of men along the way to exposure and thirst, but four centuries made it home. When we staggered back in the place was deserted, as the legatus had taken the legion north to join Niger at Antioch. I guess he’d assumed there would be no survivors from his little execution party.’ 

    Rufinus frowned. ‘So there are four centuries here? But why in this condition? And what of the primus pilus and the other centurions?’ 

    Pulcher sighed. ‘When the legion pulled out, they took all the supplies with them, and the town has little to spare. We only have the crap equipment the legion couldn’t be bothered to take. We were all in bad shape from four days in the desert, exposed to a killer sun and without food and water. Men continued to die even after we got back, and all the medical staff had gone with the legion. We lost half the men over the next few weeks, including the entire centurionate. I attended each one as they perished,’ he added bitterly. ‘I’m the only officer left now.’ 

    Rufinus sagged. ‘So how many men are there here?’ 

    ‘About two centuries’ worth. A least a third of them are suffering and weak, though, in the hospital with no help. Some in worse states than the others. We’re not in good shape.’ 

    ‘Why didn’t you leave?’ Ioses asked. ‘Go somewhere to get help?’ 

    ‘In the state we’re in? Only a handful of us are armed and we have no supplies. Since the legion pulled out bandits are everywhere, and there are a number of legitimate groups too who favour a Parthian takeover of Arabia and resent our presence. At least in Hegra we have water and walls. We just holed up and waited to find out which emperor won the war. Then we’ll either be relieved or hanged.’ He sighed. ‘Although even hanging might be a relief now.’ 

    Rufinus nodded. ‘You’ve been through a lot, Pulcher, I can see that. And something needs to be done here, but that wasn’t my reason for coming. I’m looking for someone specific, an officer, and since you’re the highest ranking survivor, I reckon he’s either gone north or died in the desert. A man called Silvanus. He’d have been attached to the headquarters, I suspect.’ 

    ‘Ah, yes,’ Pulcher said, sagging back into his chair. ‘Silvanus was right beside the primus pilus when they refused to follow Niger. He was the man’s personal aide. As soon as the legatus proclaimed his loyalty, Silvanus did a runner. He escaped being left in the desert to die with the rest of us. I would guess he went north, along the Aelia Capitolina road, ahead of the legion. That was the last I saw of him, anyway. He might well be dead by now. I always suspected he was a grain man. I guess this proves it.’ 

    Rufinus nodded. ‘I’ve travelled a month to find Silvanus and I can’t stop now.’ He turned to Ioses. ‘Would he have gone north?’ 

    The Judean nodded slowly. ‘I would imagine so. East is Parthia, south not much more than desert, and west is where we came from. North leads to my homeland and all the more civilised provinces. That would certainly make the most sense.’ 

    Rufinus nodded. ‘Then we go north.’ 

    ‘We need to resupply, which might be a problem, given that this lot don’t seem to be able to.’ 

    Straightening, Rufinus smiled. ‘We need to supply on a grand scale, in fact. I don’t think we’re getting anywhere here through subtlety. If we head north, we’re marching towards the war, so let’s do it in strength. The Third might not be able to get supplies, but money talks, and I brought plenty of it. I reckon we’ll be surprised by what turns up in town if we offer enough cash.’ He leaned forward and placed his palms on the table. 

    ‘Alright, Optio Pulcher. If I’m heading into a war zone I want to do it with more than a Judean slave at my back. I hereby take command of this vexillation of the Third Cyrenaica. We’re going to try and turn this lot back into a cohort and march north to find Silvanus. I want the men back in shape for the journey, and fast. Organised and equipped as best we can.’ 

    ‘Many are not well,’ Pulcher reminded him, straightening a little. 

    Rufinus turned to Ioses. ‘Can you help?’ 

    ‘I am but a poor slave,’ the man drawled meaningfully. ‘Not a man free to practice medicine.’ 

    Rufinus narrowed his eyes. ‘Ioses…’ 

    The Judean arched one eyebrow, and Rufinus sighed. ‘Alright. I have no cap for a ceremony, so this’ll have to do. Pulcher, you’re my witness. I officially free Ioses Bar Ezra.’ He reached down and grabbed a scrap of parchment from the desk, scribbling on it, then dipped his signet ring in the shallow reservoir of ink and sealed the paper, thrusting it at Ioses. ‘I expect you to continue to help with your new status.’ 

    Ioses smiled and nodded. ‘Of course. Let’s go look at this hospital.’ 

    The optio frowned. ‘He’s a medic?’ 

    ‘A surgeon,’ Ioses corrected with a wagging finger. ‘And the best in the east. Show me your sick list.’ 

    Pulcher finally pushed back his seat and rose. He straightened and then walked to the door with a slumped, weary gait. Outside a small gathering of men had clustered near the doorway to the headquarters, standing around in curiosity. Rufinus crossed to his horse and fished around in his bag. He’d brought a number of superfluous things with him on the off chance they’d be useful, and now he was grateful for it as his fingers closed on the knobbly wood and he pulled from his kit bag his vitis, a centurion’s vine stick of office. A muttering broke out around the men outside, and Pulcher gestured to them. 

    ‘The centurion here is taking command.’ 

    The muttering took on a tone of dismay and resentment, and Rufinus turned, straight-backed. ‘I want every serving man in the headquarters courtyard at the next hour. There’s a war on, gentlemen, and you are soldiers.’ 

    They didn’t look much like soldiers, he admitted to himself as the three of them strode past the gaggle of grumbling men, Pulcher leading them away to the hospital. Close to another gate in the walls, equally open and unmanned, the hospital was little more than two barrack blocks joined together with a vestibule to form a U shape. They strode into one end and a faint smell of illness and emptied bowels greeted them. Ioses nodded professionally, his gaze straying to the nearest door, off to their right. Rufinus followed his look and could see shelves through the door, filled with jars and bottles. The Judean leaned in through the door for a good look around. 

    ‘It seems their medics only took what they could easily carry. The fort may be low on armament and food, but the hospital is well stocked.’ 

    ‘Not that it’s been much use,’ Pulcher sighed. ‘No one knows what to do with any of it.’ 

    ‘I do,’ Ioses said, rubbing his hands together. They moved into the first large ward, where many of the beds were occupied by half-skeletal, sun-baked men, groaning. 

    ‘Gods,’ Rufinus hissed. ‘I had no idea.’ 

    Ioses shook his head. ‘From just a glance, I can see that it’s largely cases of exposure and malnourishment. A few days of food and the correct conditions and they’ll be vastly improved. There will be sores and lesions to take care of, but I should have no difficulties there.’ 

    ‘You a medic?’ one of the bed ridden men said suspiciously, pulling himself up on one elbow. 

    ‘A surgeon. Yes.’ 

    ‘I did what I could,’ the man said. ‘No training, but my best mate was the capsarius for our century ‘til he died, so I have more clue than most. I separated the men. Those who are shitting out their organs are in another room so that no one here catches it.’ 

    Ioses nodded. ‘Good. Well done. That will help.’ 

    Rufinus gestured at the man. ‘How many in the hospital, do you know?’ 

    ‘Fifty-two, boss, myself included.’ 

    ‘And you reckon there’s two centuries of men altogether?’ he added, turning to Pulcher. 

    ‘Yes. Thereabouts.’ 

    Rufinus nodded and pointed back at the man on the bed. ‘You seem to be a go-getter. What’s your name, soldier?’ 

    ‘Cophus, sir.’ 

    ‘Can you walk? Can you shout?’ 

    ‘Yes, sir. In fact, I’m nearly well. I was just sticking around to look after this poor lot.’ 

    ‘Good. You and Pulcher here take command of a century each. I want the men divided equally, the bed ridden can be split between the two once Ioses has them up and about.’ He looked to the Judean. ‘Can you get them mobile in three days? I don’t want to spare any longer than that.’ 

    Ioses shrugged. ‘The men in this ward, yes. I cannot say as much for the diseased in the other one.’ 

    ‘Then this ward will have to do. That’s your remit, my friend. Get them up and about. Concentrate on Cophus. I want him ready to help.’ He looked at the man who had pulled himself up to sit on the edge of his bed. ‘Did you know there was a famous boxer from Aegyptus called Cophus?’ 

    The soldier nodded. ‘My uncle.’ 

    ‘Excellent,’ Rufinus grinned. ‘Always trust a boxer.’ He turned, hearing Optio Pulcher clearing his throat meaningfully, and saw him nodding towards the doorway. Leaving the Judean to his work, Rufinus followed the optio from the room. 

    ‘What is it?’ he asked once they were outside. 

    ‘I recommend you change your plan for Cophus, Centurion.’ 

    ‘Oh? Why? Is he trouble?’ 

    ‘Nothing on record, sir, but he wasn’t one of us. When we all stood for Severus we became brothers, but Cophus wasn’t there. He was in the hospital already. He was just left behind by the legion because he wasn’t well. Can’t prove it, but there’s a high probability he’s Niger’s man.’ 

    ‘He’s my man now. I’ll keep an eye on him, but I need men of action, and they seem few and far between in Hegra. For now, I want you to go gather the men from the barracks, clear out all the stores and gather whatever you’ve been left with. Once we see what we have, we’ll know what we need to try and acquire in town. It’s about half an hour to the next watch, I reckon, and I want all the walking men gathered in the headquarters then and a good idea of the supply situation. Get to it, optio.’ 

    Pulcher gave him a sharp salute, despite his weariness and then turned and sagged from the room. Rufinus turned back. Ioses was going from bed to bed examining the occupants. He would have control of this place, and Rufinus felt sure the Judean would be able to work wonders, as long as he had everything he needed. He saw Cophus standing in the middle of the room, taking it all in with folded arms. The man was the only occupant of the hospital who did not look parched and emaciated, but then he hadn’t been on the death-march of those loyal to Severus. Rufinus bit into his lip. He would be the first to admit that he had something of a patchy history in reading people. He’d been wrong with his trust more than once. Was he pushing it even taking Cophus with them, let alone giving him a measure of authority? 

    As the man turned Rufinus gestured to him, beckoning. The patient followed him from the room and then into the medical supply store. Inside, Rufinus closed the door and the two men stood amid the shelves of ingredients, lit by a single shuttered window. 

    ‘You were left behind. Pulcher tells me you weren’t one of those marched out into the desert.’ 

    Cophus nodded. ‘That’s true, sir. I took an arm wound during training a few months back. Fractured in four places. The medicus said it was the worst break he’d ever dealt with.’ He pulled up his sleeve to show a number of scars and discolorations. ‘He said I’d be pensioned out. Would never heal enough to serve on. I told him to piss off and that he wasn’t getting rid of me that easily. And look at me now, sir. I can swing a sword with the best of them.’ 

    Rufinus smiled, impressed. ‘That’s quite something, Cophus. But what I was asking about was not your state of health, rather your loyalties.’ 

    ‘Sir?’ 

    ‘The rest faced death because they refused to stand for Niger. You, they cannot vouch for.’ 

    Cophus pulled a bitter face. ‘That would be Pulcher then. He never did like me, and he spent far too much time fawning around the frumentarius in the headquarters for my liking. I never trusted him.’ 

    ‘But tell me why I should trust you,’ Rufinus persisted. 

    ‘My oath is to the eagle, to my commander and to my emperor. In that order. Gods, Centurion, but you’ve seen how often the arse cheeks that touch the throne change these days. A man can’t get too invested in an emperor when there might be a new one the next day. I do my duty, I serve my commander, and I try not to care about politics. That’ll have to do you, sir.’ 

    Rufinus smiled again. ‘In actual fact that will do me just fine, Cophus. But I need you and Pulcher to work together in the coming days.’ 

    ‘If he does his duty, I’ll do mine, sir.’ 

    Rufinus nodded. ‘Alright. If you’re fit, I’ve sent Pulcher to gather the men in the headquarters and to pull together a list of available supplies. Go give him a hand. I want the Third to be ready to march in three days.’ 

    ‘March where, sir?’ 

    ‘Where? North, Optio. To the war.’ 

    

  


   
    Chapter Six 

      

    Arabia seemed to be an infinite land. At least, infinitely brown. Dust, rocks, scrubs, trees, hills, stream beds and more, and yet everything seemed to be a shade of brown. Even the occasional trees. Rufinus had once enjoyed exotic imaginings of what the eastern and southern desert lands might look like. In his head they had been astounding seas of golden waves, lush oases and, if he were forced to admit it, exotic nomad women who would be impressed by a strong, chiselled-featured Roman. 

    Arabia had disabused him of a number of notions, not least that last, for the women he had encountered so far seemed likely to be great-grandparents and enjoyed generally more limbs than teeth. 

    At least the Third had somewhat pulled themselves into shape. Pulcher and Cophus had been more efficient than he’d anticipated, and Ioses had worked miracles in his hospital. That he ascribed half his success to his own talent and half to the Judean god seemed oddly self-effacing to Rufinus, given that the Judean god was an all-rounder and not associated especially with healing like Aesculapius, and also that Ioses was not a man given to holding back on his pride. Still, the effects had been excellent. It had cost Rufinus heavily, mind. He’d been presented with a list from the surgeon, including fruit, meat and bread in surprising quantities, as well as fresh water and preferably milk. He’d managed to source the foodstuffs in the town, but at an impressively inflated cost. The inhabitants of poor forgotten Hegra were playing him for every sestertius, but short of setting soldiers on civilians, it had been his only choice. 

    Almost all the men from the exposure ward were now marching with them, as well as half a dozen from the other ward, largely recovered from their illnesses. A small number of men had been left in the fortress unable to travel, but Ioses had left supplies and instructions to see them back to health, while Rufinus had left them with orders to put the fortress to rights and maintain a proper guard on it. 

    In all, one hundred and fifty-six men of the Third Cyrenaica left Hegra three days later and marched north on the Judea road. Between them they had managed to rustle up just short of forty helmets in poor condition, five chain shirts in need of minor repairs, one cuirass of plates missing a shoulder, nine pila that had been hastily repaired, fifty-nine swords in various conditions, and three shields all bearing an old design. They did not look like a legion, and they’d be in trouble if they had to fight yet, but they were better than they had been. The three officers had distributed the equipment such that the weaker men, still recuperating, carried the least weight. Best of all, they’d managed to acquire four horses, so though they marched on foot, the supplies were largely borne on the back of pack beasts. 

    Enquiries had put the distance from Hegra to Aelia Capitolina, the capital of Judea, at some four hundred miles, which meant a damn long march, but that was the first city of real import as they travelled in the direction of the war. Silvanus had apparently fled north, and it seemed likely that he had run to, or at least gone through, Aelia Capitolina. Moreover, one of Rufinus’ three hidden frumentarius contacts was to be found in that city, which meant he could draw more funds, gather fresh information and, most important of all, the man might know where Silvanus was. 

    The first couple of days of the march had been something of a shambles, for the men were poorly equipped and supplied, weak and out of condition. Also, Rufinus was somewhat out of practice as a centurion, and the unit had to move carefully in case they fell foul of some installation left by Niger. Pace was initially slow and the organisation shaky. By the third day, though, they had begun to fall into some kind of routine, and the men were becoming stronger and more focused, and by the end of the first week they felt like a unit, the pace had increasing to almost the normal military march. They had passed through two market towns on the route, each small but better supplied than Hegra, being on more active trade routes, and Rufinus had further drained his diminishing cash in order to resupply. Best of all, a trader in one of the towns had acquired five brand new swords of passable quality, so the centuries had been better equipped already. From there, word put the next garrison town and large trade centre five days further north at Baclanaza. 

    They marched with an increased sense of hope towards the place, and arrived late in the afternoon. Still uncertain of what they were walking into at any new location, as they arrived within sight of the place Rufinus left Cophus and the majority of the men setting up camp among the rocks away from the town, while he took eight men and Pulcher into the town. The garrison’s installation lay on a low rise at the north of the town, which was a large and thriving place built around an oasis at the meeting of two major routes. 

    ‘It’s a small fort,’ Rufinus noted, looking up at the walls looming over the town. 

    ‘Local levies,’ Pulcher said. ‘Half a century of Arab auxiliaries. We used to oversee the local garrisons.’ 

    ‘We might be best avoiding contact with them,’ Rufinus murmured. ‘I was hoping to bolster our equipment there, but I doubt a unit of that size and nature will have much of use to spare. We’ll have to take what we can get from the town itself and try and get more equipment further on.’ 

    They made their way along the main street, noting that the locals were beginning to close up their shops and emporia for the evening. Rufinus huffed in irritation. He’d hoped to buy what they needed this afternoon in order to get marching at dawn, but now it looked as though they’d have to stay around long enough for the merchants to open up tomorrow. 

    One store along the side of the road was still busy doing trade, and Rufinus, noting fresh pomegranates piled up on a trestle, veered towards it, gesturing for the others to join him. As they approached the table, the merchant looked up and an expression of anger slid across his features. Before Rufinus could open his mouth, the merchant barked out a tirade of spite in one of the local tongues and began to throw his cast-off fruit and veg at them. Rufinus, shocked, backed away across the street with the others. Even out of range, the merchant continued to throw things at them, and Rufinus was half tempted to gather them up. Supplies were supplies, after all. None of the edible missiles came close to Acheron, he noted. The merchant was angry, not suicidal. 

    ‘What’s that all about?’ he asked, turning to Pulcher and Ioses as his hound growled at the man across the street. 

    The optio sighed. ‘You’re going to appreciate the irony, I suspect. The man said he was a loyal servant of the emperor and wouldn’t trade with the usurper’s men. We’re bearing shields of the Third. He thinks we’re for Niger. How’s that for ridiculous?’ 

    Rufinus shook his head. ‘Can you explain to him?’ 

    The optio and Ioses both moved a few paces closer to the store and began to speak loudly, attempting to explain their stance to the trader, but he was clearly having nothing of it as he snarled something, came around the front of his stall to get a better range, and began throwing eggs at the two men until they backed away to Rufinus and the others once more. The small group of soldiers moved hurriedly along the edge of the street, skirting around the angry trader and once they were out of sight, moved back into the centre. Another trader, starting to tidy away his stall, paused in his work as Rufinus closed on him and took the opportunity to hawk and spit in their direction. 

    ‘Note to self,’ Rufinus said irritably as they backed away, ‘not to bear the insignia of any unit around here.’ 

    Turning a corner, he sent the two men with the shields back out of town to find the encamped centuries and rejoin them, leaving the small party in the town with no legion emblems to betray false loyalties. Turning another corner and finding another street of men starting to pack away their wares, he closed on a stall covered with loaves, but as he opened his mouth to ask for prices, the man shouted something at him angrily and threw a pebble that dinged painfully off Rufinus’ shoulder. Acheron took several paces forward, but Rufinus called him back. 

    As they backed away once more, Ioses sighed. ‘It’s no use. Shields or not, it seems word has already spread. Baclanaza has closed to us.’ 

    They tried two more streets with very much the same result and, devoid of supplies and rather dispirited, they then retreated from the town and joined the unit back among the rocks, settling in for the night and setting a very thorough guard as the evening meal was prepared with diminishing supplies. 

    ‘I suppose we ought to look on the bright side,’ Rufinus said as he ate the meaty broth and dipped hard bread in it. 

    ‘And that is?’ Cophus grunted. 

    ‘They may not be serving us, but the reason is that they actually serve the same emperor as us. Were it not for the misunderstanding, these people are actually allies.’ 

    ‘Make the most of that,’ Pulcher said darkly. ‘Nine towns out of ten across the east will shout for Niger. Fortuna is looking the other way at the moment, for this is probably the only Severan town this side of Aelia Capitolina, and we’ve failed here. Don’t expect this to happen often.’ 

    Rufinus nodded. ‘Where’s the next major place?’ 

    ‘There are a few small towns where we might get food, but the next true market where you could pick up arms and equipment will be Petra, and that’s well over a hundred miles yet. In fact, it’s about halfway to Aelia Capitolina.’ 

    ‘Right,’ Rufinus said. ‘Here’s the plan. I want our few shields covered up. Make shield covers out of blankets or cloaks and have them used at all times. We display no insignia at all until we’re sure of the area’s loyalties. If they are pro-Severus, then we keep them covered and proclaim our true loyalties. If they are Niger’s men, we unveil the shields and claim to be with them. I don’t like such subterfuge, but needs must, and we have to resupply.’ 

    Pulcher chuckled. ‘A frumentarius who doesn’t like subterfuge. Next I’ll find a Judean pork merchant…’ 

    The next morning, they ate hurriedly at dawn and set off, circling wide to avoid the town and then returning to the road three miles north to continue their journey. It was a great relief to Rufinus when they found a small settlement early the next day, nestled at a junction where the road from Ostama joined the main highway and where a series of good wells provided a ready water source. There a few lesser merchants had managed to supply them with food and water for several more days and at a much better price than Rufinus had encountered thus far. They also met a merchant who claimed to be an Arab but who Pulcher suspected of actually being a Parthian, who willingly traded them a surprise find. Two swords, three javelins and two shields, all of local design but perfectly serviceable. That night, they managed to find small amounts of madder and sumac and pressed them into a dye with which they painted the fabric faces of the local shields, bringing them into a more legionary look, though without any design upon them as yet. 

    The days passed once more with monotonous brown and burning sun, and the unit travelled at a reasonable pace north, occasionally passing a merchant caravan or a lone traveller, even occasionally spotting military-looking riders and taking great pains to avoid them. 

    Another week rolled slowly by with endless brown grit and weathered rocks, small villages and searing heat, and Rufinus began to feel his stress increasing. He’d been in the east for almost a month now, and the closest he’d come to locating Silvanus and the critical list he carried was to find a place where the man had once been and a nebulous belief that he had gone north. The frumentarius had probably been on a horse, had been well prepared, and knew the area and its peoples well. That meant that in the weeks they had been marching from Hegra the man could probably have reached Britannia if he wanted. Aelia Capitolina might be their next source of information, but every day could put Silvanus further and further out of their reach, while every day brought them closer and closer to Niger’s centre of power and the theatre of civil war. Not a situation to be celebrated. Briefly, Rufinus considered abandoning the unit and going back to just he and Ioses on their own mounts, but then he remembered the few places he’d seen on the journey, and decided that having a trained unit with him was better after all, for all that it slowed their rate of travel. 

    Twenty-two days out of Hegra, Ioses finally thrust a finger out into the distance. 

    ‘Petra,’ he announced. 

    Rufinus frowned. All he could see was yet another range of craggy brown rocks. It looked no different from the landscape in every other direction. ‘Are you sure?’ 

    Ioses nodded. ‘I have spent time in Petra. This is the place. See the settlement there? Almost hidden at the base of the rocks?’ 

    Rufinus squinted. With difficulty he could just see perhaps a dozen buildings with striped canopies across their fronts, and sporting flat roofs. Admittedly there was a uniquely green tint to the area, which they had not seen throughout Arabia thus far, but it still looked like a small hamlet of little value to him. 

    ‘If this is Petra, it is vastly overrated.’ 

    Ioses snorted. ‘Idiot. That is just the entrance. The city is back among the rocks, an oasis of culture hidden away from the eyes of the world. Let’s pick up the pace. If we make our way there fast, we could be in time to resupply for lunch.’ 

    Rufinus nodded, still unconvinced by what lay ahead, and gave the order for a faster march. The column began to move at pace and a half, crunching along the seemingly endless brown road towards that small cluster of houses. The first signs that Ioses knew of what he spoke began to appear as they neared the place. When he’d first arrived at Hegra, Rufinus had noted that the place might be dry and poor now, but that there were signs of an impressive ancient system of irrigation that had once made it a lush oasis. It appeared that Petra had been blessed with the same bounty, but that, unlike Hegra, the system at Petra continued to flow and thrive. The green tint he had seen from a distance was caused by fields that surrounded the small settlement, criss-crossed by irrigation ditches that flowed with gurgling water. Vegetables and fruit grew here. And it appeared, as they neared that settlement, that the buildings there were not poor village houses, but purpose-built shops. Their canopies covered stalls weighed down with ripe produce. Rufinus stared. In a world of brown dust, after three weeks through dry and empty lands, it seemed impossible. 

    ‘How?’ was all he managed. 

    Ioses pointed off to the east. ‘Two natural springs feed aqueducts under the ground which fill the ditches, and which channel water into the city itself. But that is only part of Petra’s supply. There are other springs and other aqueducts, vast cisterns full of water, and damns among the rocks that store up the winter flows. Petra has more water than any city of the west.’ 

    There was an odd pride in his voice when he spoke of it, all the more odd because as far as Rufinus knew, Petra was an ancient Nabatean city and now Roman, and little connected to the Judeans at all. Perhaps it was just an easterner thing. 

    ‘We could probably supply from here,’ Cophus noted, gesturing at the stalls. ‘No need to go in.’ 

    ‘But,’ Ioses countered, a sense of desperate urgency in his tone, ‘this is only food, whereas we can buy almost anything in the city.’ 

    ‘And,’ Pulcher added, ‘there is no reason to feel nervous. We display no insignia.’ 

    Rufinus nodded. ‘Still, there is no value to looking like an invading force. Let’s attract the least attention possible. Cophus, you stay here and arrange food from these stores and then set camp somewhere favourable with the majority of the men and begin to make lunch. Pulcher and I will take eight men and Ioses as we did last time, along with one pack animal, but with no shields. There should be a garrison in Petra, so I can hopefully catch the latest news of the east here. It is worth both the risk and the delay to be better equipped and better informed. Lead on,’ he added, gesturing to Ioses. 

    The physician did just that and Rufinus felt his preconceptions of the place being swept away in a tide of amazement as the eleven of them rounded a corner and began to approach Petra. From the gasps among the men, all bar Pulcher and Ioses, anyway, clearly they had never been here before either. 

    The side road off the main highway led past that small cluster of shops which served those who passed by on their way north or south, and it narrowed as it approached a ravine. As the valley became deeper and tighter, first they began to see designs carved into the sandstone of the walls, more ancient than any Roman presence. Nabatean, presumably. Eagles and horses and men and gods, exotic and strange, yet with a surprisingly realistic look, adorned the cliffs, and they then gave way to a collection of what had to be mausolea, a little like the ones that had so impressed him at Hegra, but even more ornate, rising like perfectly square temples along the side of the road. 

    The column stumbled to a halt at the sight of the grandest tomb Rufinus had ever seen, carved into the very rock on their left, a monument of such impressive size, opulence and complexity that it must have been the resting place of a king. Moving on, the ravine narrowed further, just wide enough for two men to move abreast, a grand triumphal arch crossing above. Rufinus found his head turning this way and that now as they moved on into the city, every new sight stunning him, from the high arch to the wall carvings, and perhaps most of all, a covered aqueduct channel that ran at hip height along the side of the fissure, ferrying gurgling water into Petra, and similar noises echoing up from some unseen buried channel along the other side. Within a short space of time, he was forced to reassess his thoughts on that enormous mausoleum they had first seen, as a series of others each greater and more impressive than the last met them at every turn of this ravine, and when it opened out wider and revealed a theatre carved into the red rock at the side of the passage, he felt there must be no new wonders in the world left to see. 

    Then he found the truly impressive tombs, and as they passed into the city itself, a wide colonnaded street between great red temples, markets, another theatre, fountains and nymphaea, he realised that Petra was everything Ioses had claimed and more. Petra was a true metropolis nestled in a sheltered valley between high red bluffs, powerful walls punctuated with towers sealing the urban mass off from the lands beyond, marching from cliff to cliff. Most impressively, though, Petra was green. The high red rocks and flawless blue sky overlooked a world that was such a master of irrigation that far from the barren dust and sand that surrounded the place, Petra was an oasis of gardens, fountains and flowing water, flowers and trees, with even a stream running through it, albeit rather shallow and feeble. Rufinus gawped. 

    As they moved into the city, few people seemed to be interested in the visitors, and Ioses strayed to the side of the street where there seemed to be welcoming people speaking in his own tongue. The presence of what seemed to be a large group of Judeans in the city perhaps explained Ioses’ urge to visit. They would be the first countrymen he had laid eyes upon since his enslavement, after all. 

    ‘We should split up,’ Pulcher said. ‘We can get things done quicker that way and be back out safely as soon as possible. I know this place, and so does the Judean, so we can be swift.’ 

    Rufinus frowned. ‘Perhaps. But…’ 

    Ioses nodded. ‘It is not a bad idea. Between us, we can quickly locate the supplies we need, while you find the garrison and do your talking.’ 

    Again, Rufinus frowned, but added grudgingly ‘I suppose so.’ He fished in his pack for his coin purse and opened it, peering inside. He slid out half the coins and split them between Ioses and Pulcher. ‘Purchase supplies for the journey from here to the capital and perhaps make subtle enquiries about the area, its loyalties, and anything we might expect in the coming days. If you find armament merchants anywhere and you don’t have enough coin, make a note of them for when we meet up again. Where will I find the garrison in this place?’ 

    Pulcher shrugged. ‘There’s a small Arabian garrison here, using it as a hub to man the outposts towards Parthia. I don’t know where they’re based, but when I was last here, it was the Third supplying the garrison and we were based at a small fort attached to the city walls at the northern edge of the town.’ 

    Rufinus nodded. ‘I don’t know whether they call the hours here, but I reckon it’s about an hour before noon, looking at the sun. Take the pack horse to the markets and get to work. Meet me at noon. There’s what appears to be an inn just over there,’ he pointed across the street. ‘Meet me there.’ 

    With that he turned and left them to it, Acheron trotting along at his heel. The northern walls were visible from here, for they rose along a rise, overlooking the town, and he could see occasional figures atop them, little more than dots at this distance. Walking along the main street, he reached the stream that meandered down to the heart of the town, feeding a grand nymphaeum, then continued off to the west alongside the road. Here, he turned north, following lesser streets between shops, houses and temples, up towards those walls. 

    He had no need to query the loyalties of the town or garrison as he approached. A brightly painted statue stood at a fork in the road, where one path led to the fortlet and the other to a gate in the city walls. The statue was new, only a few months old, the pigment still perfect, and Rufinus knew that face, little changed from when he’d stood before it in far off Dacia. Pescennius Niger was the master of this city and its garrison. Steeling himself, Rufinus approached the fortlet. Though he had no uniform as such, since travelling with the Third Rufinus had dug his chain shirt, military belt and vine stick from his pack and these, with the addition of a tunic and scarf, at least gave him the look of a soldier, and a centurion to boot. Marshalling his best military stance, he marched up the side road to the fortlet’s gate. 

    The place was little more than an extension of the walls, two extra towers and three extra walls forming an enclosure that bulged inwards from the city’s defences. Rufinus was surprised as he approached the gate to be assailed by a very familiar smell to which he’d become unpleasantly used during the journey from the port to Hegra: camels. 

    A man in a mustard-coloured tunic, whose sole nod to armour was a weird leather cuirass, stood at the gate, leaning on a spear. He had the colouring of a local, and his eyes narrowed as Rufinus marched up to him and stopped, vitis jammed under his armpit, chin high. The man made no attempt to straighten, but then for all his manner, Rufinus knew that he hardly looked the model soldier himself. 

    ‘What unit is this?’ he asked in Greek, presuming that Latin had little hold in this city. 

    The man’s frown stayed in place, as did his slouch, but he answered in flawless Greek, his eyes slipping back and forth between the visitor and his dog. ‘Ala One Ulpia Dromedaria, boss.’ 

    ‘Take me to your commander.’ 

    ‘And you are?’ 

    ‘Centurion Gnaeus Marcius Rustius Rufinus of the Third Cyrenaica.’ 

    The frown merely deepened, but the man shrugged and pulled himself straight. ‘Follow me.’ 

    The gate stood open and the soldier strolled inside, gesturing to a similarly slovenly looking man, who swapped to take his place on guard, giving Acheron a wide berth in the process. The powerful smell of camel hit Rufinus like a wall. The fortlet was not large, with two barrack blocks and a set of offices and stores to one side, and a collection of stables, feeding racks, and quite simply the largest pile of steaming dung Rufinus had ever seen, at the other. 

    Men ambled here and there about apparently relaxed business, and Rufinus marched through the midst of it behind the soldier, stopping at an office doorway in that separate block. The man made no attempt to introduce him, simply jerking a thumb at the doorway. Rufinus, unimpressed at what he’d seen, strode into the room, his eyes adjusting to the shade to reveal a man dressed just like the rest of them seated at a desk, rubbing his thinning hair while peering at a set of reports. The man looked up. 

    ‘Yes?’ 

    Rufinus gave him a hard look as Acheron sat quietly at his side. ‘Centurion Gnaeus Marcius Rustius Rufinus of the Third Cyrenaica. My vexillation is headed north to the war zone, but I’m seeking information from the local garrison. You’re the commander here?’ 

    ‘For now,’ sighed the man. ‘Centurion Antiphilos, First Ulpia. Apologies for the state of the place. What can I do for you?’ 

    Rufinus remained stiff at attention. ‘Centurion, your men seem slovenly and to be taking their role with more than a little lassitude. Such activity is endemic in untouched borders, I gather, but we are at war.’ 

    The man’s eyes became flinty. ‘Before you judge us, Centurion, bear in mind that for you legionaries everything is nice and easy. The emperor calls and you go running, but when you go running, you leave a province barely garrisoned. Since your lot went north, our ala has had to extend operations to cover three times the area we were designed for, and three time the number of forts to man. We’re run ragged, and Petra is the least imperilled position we cover. All our fresh men are out taking on raiders and bandits or making sure the Parthians don’t take advantage of the times, or even finding pockets of Severan support and subduing them. My men here are enjoying the first week in two months where they’ve not been out trekking across uncertain sands with low supplies and high levels of danger. I am their commander, and I am content to let them recuperate before they have to race out once again to cover a post that should be under your supervision.’ 

    Rufinus flinched with every spat accusation, and had the grace to look chagrined. As the man fell silent, he cleared his throat. ‘My apologies.’ 

    ‘I might point out,’ the man said, ‘that you are hardly dressed for parade or war yourself.’ 

    ‘Again, I apologise, and I acknowledge your point. We are the last of the Third marching to war, formed of men who had been out in distant positions and the recuperated hospital sick lists. We will reequip when we rejoin the legion, though I am hoping to acquire further supplies for our journey here. Do I understand that you saw the Third pass north yourself?’ 

    Antiphilos leaned back in his chair. ‘They did, some time ago.’ 

    ‘This might sound odd, but one of our officers was on detached duty and would have come through alone and separately. A man by the name of Silvanus.’ He dredged his memory for the description Cestius had passed on. ‘A little older than me, with grey hair and a forked beard. Tall man. Would have been wearing a senior officer’s uniform and travelling north.’ 

    The centurion gave him an odd and calculating look. ‘What was he up to?’ 

    Rufinus tensed. He couldn’t afford to give anything away, but it might be time for another gamble. ‘He tried to sway the legion towards Severus. He needs to be tracked down and caught.’ 

    Antiphilos sat silent for a time, then finally nodded. ‘The man you seek passed through here more than a month ago. I remember him well. There was something… odd… about his manner, and he was tight-lipped about his business. But he had documents sealed with the governor’s own seal that left me with no choice but to accede to his wishes. He resupplied and changed horse, taking the only two steeds we have here that aren’t camels. I was not best pleased.’ 

    Rufinus heaved a sigh of relief. Silvanus had made it this far intact, and they were indeed on his trail. He nodded. ‘So the man would be headed for the capital I suppose.’ 

    ‘That would be my belief. One of my scouts reported him leaving the city, and he headed along the north road. Certainly, he took sufficient supplies to see him to Aelia Capitolina.’ 

    Rufinus smiled. ‘Thank you for this. We will track the man down and deal with him. My apologies for my earlier manner once again. When this war is over and only one arse sits the throne, perhaps we can all get back to normal.’ 

    Taking his leave of the man, he hurried back through the stench of camel dung and back into the street. As he ambled down the hillside to that main colonnaded thoroughfare, he found himself hoping that the others would not be too quick. He felt like celebrating the first good news since they’d arrived here, and sitting in a tavern with a cup of cold fruit juice would be a welcome change of pace. Setting his eyes upon that tavern as he reached the centre once more, he crossed the street and made his way inside. Eyes roving this way and that, he thought he was alone for a moment, then spotted his small unit of soldiers at a table far in the back, clacking cups together. Ioses stood nearby at the counter with the bowl-shaped depressions that enticed diners to choose their food while still so fresh it swam around. The Judean had clearly found his own people, for they were laughing and chatting in his native tongue, and Ioses seemed to have acquired a fringed blue and white striped shawl which he had draped over his shoulder and a small black leather case with a lengthy strap. Rufinus made a mental note to ask about such things when time allowed. Of Pulcher there was no sign. Rufinus strode across to the table, Acheron still at his heel. 

    ‘Where are the optio and the pack horse and all the goods?’ 

    One of the soldiers straightened and saluted. ‘Pack horse and all supplies are in the stables behind the place, sir, under the eye of one of the inn’s doormen.’ 

    Rufinus nodded. ‘Good. And…’ 

    He was interrupted as Pulcher answered for himself, striding in through the door with a wide grin on his face. ‘Centurion, I have the deal of the century for you.’ 

    ‘Oh?’ 

    ‘I have sourced enough good legionary equipment to fully kit out eight men, and for an absolute song.’ 

    Rufinus blinked. ‘You have? From where?’ 

    ‘Best you don’t ask, sir. Let’s just say it’s not an official source. But I’ve paid for them, and they’re being delivered within the hour to this very place.’ 

    Rufinus allowed a smile to cross his face. ‘Then we’d best have a drink or two while we wait.’ 

    

  


   
    Chapter Seven 

      

    The journey onward from Petra had been much of the same. After the lush green and epic civilisation of the hidden red city, the world became brown, dusty and monotonous once more, broken only by a string of small trade posts and minor provincial towns. Gathered together once more at the inn, they had followed the narrow chasm back out of the city and rejoined Cophus and the rest of the men, setting camp for the day near the stalls at the city’s entrance and enjoying two of the best meals so far on their journey, as well as a well-earned few hours’ rest. The next morning, however, the world had returned to dun-coloured tedium. 

    Another day’s journey had taken them into a wide valley that seemed to be little more than a long, flat desert bordered by grey-brown jagged peaks. This, according to Ioses, was some important great feature of his religion. Another reason to avoid it, in Rufinus’ opinion. At a small crossroads settlement, they had turned north and then passed through the town of Toloha, then west at Praesidium, skirting the southern edge of what appeared to be a great inland sea. The men, hot and dusty, had rushed towards the water as they stopped to camp close to the shore, ready to throw themselves in and refresh themselves. Most listened to the warnings of the few men who had been this far north quickly enough to prevent disaster, though others did not. Rufinus had to stifle raucous laughter as men bounced and bobbed across the water, failing to sink into it, while others, who had swallowed great mouthfuls tried, and failed, to stand, spitting out the briny water and heaving their guts out, wide-eyed. Ioses had called it Yām ha-Melaḥ, the Sea of Salt, for it was so incredibly briny, warm and life-denying that men simply floated, and the liquid was intolerable as a drink. 

    The next day, the men who’d drunk of the sea spent a miserable time hiking while feeling thoroughly ill. They skirted the edge of the water and followed its shore north once more, passing through the town of Ein Boqeq beneath a small fortress, not stopping due to the potential risk of an unfriendly garrison. Late the next day, as they trudged through the endless russet world, Ioses paused to make some sort of devotion to his god, and when Rufinus queried it, the man pointed out a distant plateaued peak much like the others around it and named it Masada. Rufinus shivered, for he knew the history of what had occurred there, one of Rome’s most infamous sieges and a most tragic end for the Jewish rebels. They moved on, passing through the town of Ein Gedi, and there turned away from the water, marching inland into the mountains. A string of small towns provided adequate supplies, culminating in a place called Bethlehem, which seemed to have a thriving Christian community. 

    It was late afternoon on the twenty first day out of Hegra when they paused, crossing a hill on the northern road to the capital, and Ioses flinched as he stumbled to a halt. Before them stood the ancient city of the Jews in all its glory, yet Ioses looked as though he had been struck. 

    ‘What is it?’ Rufinus asked with a sympathetic tone. He’d come to rather like the man, especially since his manumission seemed to have removed the mountain-sized chip on his shoulder. 

    ‘Jerusalem, that your people call Aelia Capitolina,’ Ioses replied. ‘My people are forbidden within the city limits.’ 

    Rufinus frowned. ‘I hadn’t realised that. This could cause problems.’ 

    ‘The edict of Hadrian after the last war,’ Ioses explained. ‘The remains of the walls were torn down, all our places of worship and the city we loved gone to the foundations. All of it, replaced with a Roman city built anew. And followers of Yahweh are forbidden from Hadrian’s city on pain of death. In truth, the edict calls for the execution of any one of us who even sets sight upon the city, though that is not enforced, for reasons of common sense.’ 

    Rufinus sighed. ‘Then we cannot rely upon your guidance in a place where we could really do with you. We need to visit the garrison of Aelia Capitolina. Is there no way you can join us? Perhaps if we disguise you? You’d make a good Lusitanian, I reckon.’ 

    Ioses shook his head, but Cophus leaned in. ‘Actually, I think you might be alright. I visited the Aelia garrison a year or so back as part of a legionary vexillation. There’s only a cohort of the Tenth Fretensis in the city even at the best of times, and there’ll be fewer now with the legions away in the north. The garrison is small enough that they don’t have a full fortress. They occupy the three towers, what’s left of the ancient Jewish walled palace, and that lies outside the boundaries of the city itself. That entire hill used to be part of Jerusalem, but since the rebuild it’s not any more. It’s barren and demolished, and the garrison overlooks the fact that a sort of Jewish shanty town has grown up there in the shadow of their city. There are Jews on that hill already, so Ioses will come to no harm there, as long as we don’t go into the main city.’ 

    Rufinus nodded. ‘You know Aelia?’ 

    Cophus grinned. ‘Quite well. We were here for over a month and I explored every tavern and house of pleasure in the area.’  

    ‘That’s the shanty town hill?’ Rufinus asked, pointing to the nearest rise. It certainly did not have the look of a city, especially an ancient capital, but it did look a lot like some of the worst suburbs that had grown up to accommodate the poor and disenfranchised on the periphery of Rome. Buildings existed, but they were made of wood and daubed mud, reused tiles and bits of rubble from the old town. A temporary settlement of temporary buildings, accommodating a people who were there under sufferance and who knew they might be evicted at any moment. An urban clearance project waiting to happen. 

    ‘That’s the one,’ Cophus nodded. 

    Rufinus scratched behind his ear, where some weird desert bug had stung him the previous day. ‘Alright. I’m not sure where we’re moving after this, or even if we are moving, but I need to locate information about the activities of Silvanus, and that’s a job for a select few. The Tenth are going to be suspicious about wandering vexillations of the Third, so we need to stay out of sight, at least until we have the lie of the land. I shall go into the shanty town and the garrison towers with just a small retinue. The rest of you stay here. Oh, and I’m leaving Acheron with you. He draws altogether too much attention and makes me recognisable. Try not to get on his wrong side.’ 

    Pulcher frowned, shooting an uncertain look sidelong at the dog. ‘We need to resupply.’ 

    ‘So whoever stays, half a dozen of you take money and lose the armour and uniforms. Go into Aelia itself in civvies and buy food and drink. You can take charge of that, Pulcher. Keep the men here and take a supply party into the city. I will take Ioses, who knows the language and the land, and Cophus, who knows the city, and three other men just in case. We shouldn’t need to be long.’ 

    As the men began to unpack the animals and Ioses went into quiet discussion with Cophus about the city, Rufinus stood at the edge of the scree slope and peered off into Aelia Capitolina. He mused over the ridiculousness of the Judean cult and their inability to simply accept other gods. Could they not just simply pretend, for the sake of peace? Rufinus had spent his youth being dragged to temples of this deified emperor or that deified emperor for festivals, and as an adult he had now met sufficient emperors to form a very unflattering opinion on the divinity of emperors. Yet when called upon, he made his oaths, performed his obeisances and gave his offerings. Why could the Judeans just not do the same and then go on privately believing what they wanted? Was pride so worth a whole nation’s destruction. He found himself getting irritated over the subject and wanting to slap Ioses around the head for his people’s stubbornness. He almost jumped as a voice spoke quietly close to his ear. 

    ‘Be careful.’ 

    He turned to see Pulcher standing close by with his arms folded. ‘What?’ 

    ‘You take a forbidden Jew and someone who probably supports the enemy with you into a city still controlled by that enemy. Watch Cophus and give your ex-slave no latitude. Be careful.’ 

    Rufinus just nodded. Personally, he quite liked both of them, but it was sensible advice. He returned to his contemplation, but not for long, for Cophus and Ioses were soon there beckoning, three legionaries waiting nearby. As the six men left the hilltop and descended the slope heading for the once powerful city, Rufinus cleared his throat. ‘Cophus, what do I need to know about the army here?’ 

    ‘I doubt there will be more than three centuries of men, all from the Tenth Fretensis. They will have been left under a junior tribune. They occupy the three towers, which are connected with walls to form a small fortlet. The towers overlook the city and the new Jewish enclave. The rest of the legion will be far in the north alongside the Sixth Ferrata from nearby Legio. There are a few small auxiliary units in the area, but they may have been withdrawn for the war, and they won’t be in Aelia anyway.’ 

    Rufinus nodded and turned to Ioses. ‘What of the city? The people? How will they sway in this war?’ 

    The surgeon snorted. ‘Of the city I know little more than a few supporting structures that were once the great buildings of my people.’ He sighed. ‘I know. Not your fault. The enclave on the hill will be very insular. I doubt the men of the legion go into the alleys. There will be violence. There always will. The soldiers will be content to make sure all trouble stays in that small enclave. Last time I saw the place, a few years ago, there was a line of crucifixions permanently along the western slope, sons of Yahweh who had been caught in the city. I doubt much has changed. The legionaries hate the Judeans, the Judeans hate the legionaries. As for your civil war, they will not give a rotten fig whose fat purple arse sits on the throne, unless it is a son of David.’ 

    Another nod. ‘Let’s be careful.’ 

    With that they departed: six men on foot and bearing the arms of the Third, since it seemed unthinkable that Aelia might be a hotbed of Severan resistance. They moved through the spears of golden sunlight that lanced between hills, across that gap and up the slope beyond over the next half hour. As they walked, Rufinus recognised with a sense of dismay signs of destruction around the hillside. They were hard to miss. Jerusalem had once had strong walls, some of the most powerful in the east, and their foundations remained as heaps of rubble along the line of the hill. Rufinus closed his eyes as they passed through the wreckage, aware of the terrible war that had culminated here. Moving up the slope, he’d never felt less welcome. They passed the edge of a gathering of hastily cobbled together buildings and dark eyes glared out from the windows like the spirits of the restless dead, each filled with so much hate that it made Rufinus shudder. As they moved through this alien world, he was forced to admit that, while the Judeans could have made their lot so much better with a little lip service, what Hadrian had done in reprisal to their revolt had widened the gap between Roman and Jew more than anything else could ever have done. He could only imagine how the bloody-minded Romans might react if the Jews had demolished the temples of the sacred triad on the Capitol and renamed Rome to Bar Kochba-opolis, passing a law that no Roman could look at it without being executed. That kind of reprisal saw only escalation. 

    He steeled himself and his hand went to the hilt of his sword as he walked. As they passed the end of a narrow alley between shacks, Rufinus spotted half a dozen thugs in the shadows watching them. They needed to do what they came here for and get out fast before this whole place became nothing more than an inviting tomb. The sense of immense relief as they spotted the three great golden towers bound together with more recent Roman walls was palpable. A single, low gate stood in the wall, and it was resolutely shut, men watching from the wall top above, wearing the russet colouring of legionaries and the gleaming silver of armour. The group of six men, the most official-looking they could drum up among the column, stopped before the gate. 

    ‘Who goes there?’ a soldier above called. 

    ‘Centurion Gnaeus Marcius Rustius Rufinus, Third Cyrenaica out of Hegra, seeking access and an audience with Lucius Ateius Aprilis.’ 

    He hoped to the gods that Aprilis had remained untouched, and not had to flee as Silvanus had, else this might go bad very quickly. He ground his teeth with every moment he waited. Figures disappeared from the gate top and nothing could be heard above the general hum of the city and its disaffected suburb. Rufinus was wondering whether they might be required to run at any moment when a man with an optio’s crest and staff appeared above the gate. 

    ‘Why Ateius Aprilis, Centurion?’ the man asked suspiciously. 

    Rufinus swallowed. He ran his memory past the list he’d been given. Aprilis was noted as a praepositus, an officer but of no fixed position. A praepositus was a floating command with any number of potential responsibilities from overseeing quarry work to commanding sub-units in the field. But Aprilis was a frumentarius, so almost certainly he had achieved a position where intelligence would naturally come his way. Perhaps a senior clerk, or in supplies… Time to take a chance. 

    ‘We are in need of resupply, as you can probably see. I have Aprilis’ name as your quartermaster.’ 

    There was another tense pause, then the figure disappeared and the gate groaned open and the optio reappeared. ‘I’ll take you to Aprilis,’ the man said, the air of suspicion gone from his tone. As they moved in through the gate, Rufinus spoke to the man, keeping his tone carefully casual. 

    ‘Is there some reason a man wouldn’t see Aprilis?’ 

    The optio shrugged. ‘We’re having a lot of trouble with supplies. Bandit attacks and the like. It’s a touchy subject at the moment, and Aprilis wouldn’t care to be bothered for no good reason. Come on. Though perhaps you’d like to leave the Judean outside. Not the best place for his sort. We don’t allow them inside as a rule.’ 

    Rufinus shook his head. ‘Ioses is my man, not just any Judean. He comes with me.’ 

    The optio gave Ioses a look of barely concealed disgust and gestured for them to follow. He led them across a strange, almost triangular courtyard formed by three great square towers and the walls connecting them, and made for a darkened doorway in the middle tower’s base. A soldier stood at attention beside the door and saluted as Rufinus approached. 

    ‘Cophus, you and the boys wait out here,’ he said, gesturing. The man nodded and the four of them stepped aside while Rufinus, with Ioses at his heel, stepped into the doorway. Rufinus noted the surprise in the guard’s face at a Judean entering the fortress of the Tenth legion, but made no move to stop him, since he was escorted by a centurion and an optio. The tower was an old structure and, though designed as part of a fortified palace, it was heavy and extremely defensive. The walls were thick and the interior formed of dark passageways and chambers sectioned off with heavy timber doors. The place was in a deep gloom, lit only by narrow slits and small apertures in the stonework. The two of them followed the optio through occasional lancing beams of light and dim corridors, up narrow staircases, until they reached a specific door, where the man halted and rapped three times. 

    ‘What is it?’ came a muffled call from within. 

    ‘Visitors, sir. A centurion from Hegra and his Jewish slave, wanting to see you.’ 

    Rufinus could feel Ioses bristling with irritation beside him and prayed that the man had the sense to stay silent. After a moment, that slightly hoarse voice from within called again. ‘Show them in.’ 

    The optio opened the door and stepped aside. Rufinus peered into the room, which was lit by a single window the size of someone’s head. The room’s occupant, a gaunt man of perhaps fifty summers with just a horseshoe of neatly trimmed grey hair surrounding a shiny pate, had positioned a desk and chair so that he got the best of the light from the window to work with. 

    ‘Thank you, optio,’ the man said, looking past Rufinus. ‘You may go.’ 

    Behind them, the door was closed and footsteps echoed off into silence. 

    ‘I am intrigued,’ Aprilis said quietly. ‘These are uncertain times, so let me begin by reminding you that I hold the second highest position in Aelia and if you are here to cause trouble, one call from me and you will never leave the tower. That being said, a scruffy-looking and badly equipped centurion from Hegra and a Judean are a most unexpected sight, especially given that your legion is off in the north fighting the war. Do tell.’ 

    The man leaned back in his chair and folded his arms. 

    ‘Will we be overheard?’ Rufinus asked quietly. 

    ‘Unlikely. My office is carefully chosen for its solitude. I like to work uninterrupted.’ 

    Rufinus nodded. ‘Such is the way in the service.’ He reached down and fished in his pouch, finding the silver insignia that identified him as frumentarius. Flashing it at Aprilis, he secreted it away once more. 

    The praepositus smiled. ‘I had guessed, to be honest. You do not have the look and the manner of an ordinary centurion. What can I do for you…?’ 

    ‘Rufinus.’ 

    ‘What brings you from Hegra to my office, Centurion Rufinus?’ 

    ‘I am searching for one of our colleagues,’ Rufinus said with no preamble. ‘Silvanus, based with the Third at Hegra. I was sent from Rome to bring him in safely and to recover a document he carries.’ 

    Aprilis sucked his teeth. ‘I can be of passing help here at best, I’m afraid. With everything that’s going on in the east, my resources are already extremely stretched, and we’ve recently been having bandit troubles that are making my official task in Aelia troublesome, quite on top of my imperial agenda, and my colleague in Antioch seems to have taken a dangerous stand and is blocking my messages north to the emperor.’ 

    ‘Any news you have could be important.’ 

    ‘Silvanus made contact with me about two months ago now. He had come at pace from Hegra. He forbore to explain where he was bound, but he called in to draw funds and resupply. I had a tail put on him as he left, for I like to know the movements of anyone in my region, and my scout followed him as far as a village called Nashan, within sight of the killer sea. There he lost Silvanus. Not a surprise. In fact, it’s a surprise he managed to tail Silvanus even that far. The man’s good, you know.’ 

    ‘Where is this Nashan? We came past the killer sea on the way.’ 

    ‘It’s a big sea. You came from the south, but the sea is long, and Nashan is close to the north shore, almost directly east from here, a little off the Philadelphia road.’ 

    Rufinus huffed. ‘I had not counted on him changing direction. Having left Hegra to the north, I assumed he was heading for the war zone if he went beyond Aelia. Where is he likely to be going if he left along that road?’ 

    Aprilis shrugged. ‘Depends entirely upon his business and plans. It may be that he realised he was being followed and attempted an odd route to evade my scout, or possibly even another tail he had picked up. If that direction was his original intention, then the main route passes through Philadephia and up towards Palmyra. On the other hand, from the northern end of the killer sea, roads follow the Jordan Valley to the north. If a man wants to avoid the two main coastal routes towards Syria and the war, travelling north up the Jordan would be a sensible option.’ 

    ‘So really there is no way of knowing where he went beyond the village.’ 

    ‘If he left Nashan.’ 

    Rufinus frowned. ‘What?’ 

    ‘I told you, we’re having a lot of trouble with bandits. And I’m not talking about the odd brigand on the road, but large organised units, more like an army than a gang. The region around Nashan is their main area of operations, though their raids have reached as far as the coast and inland to the Parthian border. They are ruthless and organised. I have deployed units to contain them, and at least I am limiting their area of operation now. Still, it may be that Silvanus fell foul of these bandits.’ 

    Rufinus scrubbed that bite behind his ear in irritation. None of this was good news, though in a way it might actually be an advantage if Silvanus had fallen to a bandit attack. Such men would have little interest in the list, and so that would neatly solve the problem. He didn’t believe that, though. His experience of such men in the service did not sit well with the image of a grain man blundering into such a disaster, and Aprilis had already said that Silvanus was good. 

    ‘I think he must have gone to this Nashan to lose his pursuers,’ Rufinus mused. ‘From there he probably made it north again, along the valley, but I think I’ll have to visit this village and see if I can pick up his trail there.’ 

    ‘I will warn you against it,’ Silvanus said. ‘But if you must go, go carefully. The bandits are extremely dangerous. More so than any rebellion.’ 

    ‘Thank you for your help,’ Rufinus said. ‘I think we’d best move on straight away. The trail will already be cold, and I don’t want it getting any colder.’ 

    Silvanus nodded. ‘Very well. Good fortune go with you. Here.’ He scribbled a quick note on a sheet of papyrus and thrust it at Rufinus. ‘Authorisation to draw supplies from the garrison. It’s a blank order, so take what you need, but be sparing. Our supplies are a little troubled already.’ 

    Rufinus took the paper and thanked the man, and with Ioses at his heel, left the room, closing the door behind him. The corridor was silent and empty. As they turned the way they’d come, Rufinus paused. ‘I’m not sure I remember the way back.’ 

    ‘I do. I have an exceptional memory. This way.’ As they made their way back towards the exit, Ioses spoke in a low mutter. ‘I am familiar with Nashan. Only in passing, but I have been to the place. One thing I will tell you for free is that no one goes to Nashan by accident. It is off the main highways, only on one dead-end minor road, has no commercial or industrial draw. If Silvanus went to Nashan, it was because he wanted to go to Nashan.’ 

    Rufinus huffed. ‘That is strange, then. Perhaps he had a contact there. Perhaps even one of the people on the list.’ 

    ‘I doubt it. No one goes to Nashan but locals.’ 

    ‘Well we do. We need to track down his next movement. If Nashan is small, then hopefully someone will remember Silvanus passing through.’ 

    A few corridors and staircases later, they emerged into the light and wandered over to Cophus and the others. As the six of them located the stores and selected a few of what items of weaponry, armour and equipment that could be spared beneath the disapproving gaze of a centurion from the Tenth, Rufinus continued to fret over Silvanus. There were any number of reasons why the man might go to a village in the middle of nowhere, but if he was good enough to leave no trace of his journey onward, then Nashan might be the end of their journey and mark the failure of their mission. If they found nothing at Nashan, he would have to head north blindly, to Raphanaea perhaps, where the Third Gallica were based. Perhaps there would be word of him there. Beyond Raphanaea didn’t bear thinking about, because the next place north that might hold information was Antioch, the home base of Niger. 

    They managed to commandeer a single ass and loaded it with their new equipment and with an unreciprocated gesture of thanks to the centurion they left the garrison, passing out through that main gate and into the shanty town again. Those hateful eyes fell upon them once more from every doorway and window, and they pulled close together as they moved. Rufinus felt his pulse quicken as they turned a corner to find the street blocked by an upturned cart, goods spilled across the road and two men arguing. As Rufinus and his small party approached, the two men broke off their conflict, and Rufinus was surprised and more than a little troubled by the fact that the two men suddenly seemed to join together, turning their combined anger on the Romans instead. As Rufinus slowed, men began to appear from doorways near the cart. Slowly they converged on the two Judeans, and, Rufinus noted with growing unease, they had sticks in hand. 

    ‘Another way,’ he said, to murmurs of heartfelt agreement among the others. They turned and moved off into a side street. The locals watched them go, making no move to follow, yet Rufinus felt no less tension as they moved into an alley, marching off into the heart of the shambling settlement. Cophus moved at his left shoulder, Ioses at his right, the ass behind them, then the three legionaries. 

    ‘I don’t like this one bit,’ Rufinus muttered. 

    Before Cophus or Ioses could reply, there came a cry of pain. They turned to see one of the legionaries clutching his head, his hands covered in blood. Rufinus stared, then, with dreadful understanding, looked up. Hands were dropping tiles over the edges of the roofs above. Another legionary called out in pain, grabbing his shoulder. 

    ‘Run.’ 

    Rufinus pounded along the alleyway to a junction and was not entirely surprised when he spotted a man hurrying towards him from the left with a gleaming blade. A glance right showed a second man. He ran on, past the junction. He could hear Ioses right behind him, cursing in his own tongue. Poor bastard. He would be viewed by these men as the worst sort of traitor, working with the Romans. He skidded to a halt in the detritus of the alley as another man stepped out ahead of them with a long knife. 

    ‘Stay with me,’ he called over his shoulder as he ripped his sword free and ran at the man blocking the alley. There was little opportunity to plan, and not much room to manoeuvre, and the two men met with the tight swinging of swords. Rufinus caught the man’s parazonium on his gladius blade and the two rasped metallically. Not giving the man a chance for a second strike, Rufinus jabbed out with his left hand and grabbed his attacker’s sword arm at the wrist, twisting it hard. The man cried out and the blade fell from his grip, and before he could try anything, Rufinus’ right hand came round, still wrapped around the hilt of his sword, and smacked into the man’s face. He fell back, but Rufinus kept on him, pressing, always with the advantage, stopping him from recovering. His left hand grabbed the front of the man’s dark, curly hair, gripping a handful and then smacking his head back against the timber wall of the house beside them. With a cry and a groan, the man slumped into a heap on the ground. 

    Rufinus crouched and swept up the long knife, and paused for a moment above the unconscious man. Frowning, he reached out with the blade and pulled up the man’s sleeve. Sure enough, the tattoo he’d seen peeking out below sleeve level was precisely what he’d thought. A legionary tattoo. An ‘X’ and a boar. The Tenth Fretensis, Aelia’s own legion. What was going on? 

    Slowly he rose, turning. Ioses was behind him, sporting a look of near panic. Just further back, at that crossroads, the ass stood quietly, heedless of the fighting around it, and Rufinus could see only one of his three legionaries, busy fighting off another attacker. Even as he watched, his man managed to finish off the opponent, but now Rufinus could see the bodies of the other two on the ground. These were not just thugs. The legionary tattoo made that clear. This had been a planned ambush, but planned by who? 

    ‘Where’s Cophus?’ he said, looking this way and that. His wounded legionary staggered along the alleyway, clutching his arm, blood dripping to the ground from his fingertips. The man shook his head, indicating that he had no idea. 

    ‘These are legionaries from the Tenth,’ Rufinus said. Both Ioses and the other man stared at him in disbelief. ‘I know. Someone is onto us, I think. We’re down two men, and Cophus has gone. I’d like to take this one for questioning,’ he added, pointing at the unconscious figure. 

    ‘Not a good idea, boss,’ Cophus said, suddenly emerging from a side alley a little ahead. 

    ‘Where have you been?’ 

    ‘Chasing the bastards off, but we need to move. There are more, and they’re closing on the sounds of the fight. We’ll have to leave the ass. We’ll never get out with it.’ 

    Rufinus fretted again. He hated leaving the ass, and even more so the man who could give them answers, but they’d lost a third of the group already, another was wounded and Ioses was no warrior. Cophus was right. They needed to get out of here now, unburdened, else they might never do so. 

    ‘Follow me,’ the optio said and ducked into another alley. Rufinus ran on in pursuit, Ioses and the wounded man following on. They moved through the maze of alleys at speed, Cophus leading with confidence, never dithering at a corner. In less than a quarter of an hour they emerged into open ground on a slope, not far from where they’d first arrived. Rufinus cast a look back at the city. Not a friendly place, he decided as they hurried out into freedom and the open, running for their little camp on the hill opposite. Pulcher would still be in the city with the others, but they should be safe in the main city posing as civilians and with no insignia, and Rufinus and his friends would be safe from potential attack on the hill. They would have to keep a careful watch tonight, though, and move off early in the morning. 

    As he ran, Pulcher’s words echoed in his ears. Watch Cophus and give your ex-slave no latitude. 

    Well, Ioses had been with him throughout, and in extreme danger, but Cophus? Was he still truly Niger’s man? Had he sold them out to the Tenth while Rufinus and Ioses had been in their meeting? He’d not seen the man fighting back in the alleys, for sure. 

    He would have to abide by that advice in the coming days. 

    Watch Cophus. 

    

  


   
    Chapter Eight 

      

    Nashan, it transpired, was going to be two days’ travel at a steady pace, and no one felt like pushing for a route march. Consequently, they decided to break their journey at a place called Hierichous, which Ioses called Jericho. There were signs that the place had once been a great city, but as they approached in the last light of the evening, it was clear that Hierichous had seen far better days. Only a nucleus of habitation remained amid the low rubble of once-proud houses – little more than a small provincial town, and an impoverished one, at that. Two structures seemed out of place here, amid the poor hovels: a fort, roughly the size for a regular quingenary auxiliary unit, and a mansio by the main road catering for officials and couriers of the Cursus Publicus. A glance at the fort suggested a lack of occupation, for there were no men on the walls and the gate stood wide open. Taking the chance, they made their way inside, slowly, warily, watching for anyone lurking within. 

    Men were dispatched to check through the various blocks, and each reappeared from the doorways shaking their heads. Hierichous’ fort was fully abandoned, its garrison off in the north, fighting, the entire place stripped of supplies, either on purpose when departing, or possibly by opportunist looters after they left. Either way, it made for the perfect place that night, and the men of the Third located barrack blocks that, even musty and disused, would be welcome after weeks of tent life. As the men began to unpack their gear, Rufinus called the two optios over. 

    ‘Do either of you know this area?’ 

    Pulcher shook his head, but Cophus made so-so motions with his hand. ‘I’ve been through it. When we left Aelia last time, we marched this way and round the top of the killer sea, then down its east shore, checking on the garrisons we were responsible for. Can’t recall this place particularly, but we may well have been here.’ 

    ‘Alright. Pulcher, you have the men. Settle them in and take command for the night. Cophus, you come with me and Ioses. We’re going to use the mansio. It’s a long shot, but there is always the possibility we might learn something important there. Certainly, mansios are a good source of rumour.’ 

    As he turned, he could hardly miss the look of warning that passed silently across Pulcher’s face. 

    Steeling himself, he nodded to the other optio and to Ioses, and the trio took three of the few horses in the column and left the abandoned fort, heading for the main road that passed the town, and the mansio that stood beside it, Acheron padding alongside them. 

    The complex was impressive, given its surroundings, which suggested that it played host to a steady stream of important officials and couriers on a well-used road between important locations. The place consisted of three wings on a single floor, built around a colonnaded courtyard. A secondary enclosure lay to the open end, itself containing a separate suite of buildings and a bath house, chugging out smoke at the height of the day’s operations. Approaching the gate to the adjacent precinct, Rufinus dismounted and took the lead. A private guard with a stout ash cudgel sat in a small booth beside the gate. 

    ‘Official visitors only,’ the man said flatly, rising and meeting them at the gate, yet his free hand snaked out from his cloak, palm-up, inviting a modest bribe even as his eyes slid calculatingly towards the powerful dog sitting close by and watching him intently. The entrepreneurial guard was going to be sadly disappointed tonight. 

    Rufinus fished out from his kit bag the vellum scroll bearing the imperial seal that identified him a part of the imperial administration and entitled him to stay here. In his pouch sat his insignia of the frumentarii, with which all mansio staff should be familiar, but Rufinus didn’t really want to identify himself openly here. 

    The guard sighed at his loss of dubious earnings, but then brightened again in an instant. ‘And these two, sir?’ 

    ‘They’re with me.’ 

    ‘They’re not covered by your documents, sir, and neither is the bear.’ 

    Rufinus chewed his cheek for a moment, tempted to argue the point. It was implicit that slaves and attendants would be admitted with their master at all mansios, but it really was not worth the argument, and considering what he’d spent so far just to get to this place, what was one more coin? With a look of disapproval, he fished out a small fee and dropped it into the man’s hand. 

    ‘And the dog, sir?’ 

    ‘Don’t push it,’ Rufinus said in a hard tone, and walked straight past the man. The others followed him, Acheron at his heel, giving the guard the look a hungry fox gives a fat, one-legged chicken. As they entered the outer court, a stable boy hurried over, bowing and offering to take their horses. Dismounted, the three removed their kit bags and relinquished their reins to the lad, who walked the animals off towards the stable located near the suite of buildings that was clearly the working area of the mansio, kitchens and stores, a granary and a well. Turning to the open arms of the residential area, they set off that way and met a member of staff hurrying out of one of the doors in their direction, bowing his head. 

    ‘Good evening, sirs. Will you be wanting individual rooms?’ His gaze slid to the dog and his welcoming smile faltered for a moment. 

    Rufinus nodded. ‘I think so. Adjacent, though, if possible.’ 

    The man nodded. ‘Of course. I will have the three end rooms over there made up ready for you. Evening meals are being served already and will continue to do so for two more hours. I would suggest you make use of the baths to relax from your travels while we make all ready, and then meals can be served either in your rooms or in the communal hall. Tonight’s menu is a choice of peppered sausage with onions and dill or, for the Judean especially, salat hatzilim, which is to say spiced aubergine salad. We have three grades of wine on offer. If I could take your orders and dining preferences, I will pass them on to the kitchen staff in preparation.’ 

    Rufinus smiled. ‘We will dine in the communal room, thank you. I will take the sausage.’ 

    ‘And for me,’ Cophus echoed. 

    ‘Guess,’ grumbled Ioses. 

    ‘And sausage for the dog,’ Rufinus added, hoping silently that spiced sausage wouldn’t do too much to Acheron’s digestive process since they’d be sharing a small room with only one window tonight. 

    The man bowed his head again and scurried off towards the work buildings. 

    ‘Let’s take his advice and use the baths. It seems like a lifetime since I last had the chance.’ 

    With Ioses and Cophus in tow, he strode across to the bath house in the corner of the court. Just inside the entrance, the baths split into two, with symbols for men and women. Entering the changing room, Rufinus placed his pack in one of the alcoves, undoing it and withdrawing clean tunic, underwear and socks, and then undressed and wrapped around his waist one of the towels stacked on the table. Putting his used clothing in the bag, he gestured to the attendant, who tied the top of the bag with a red cord bearing a number. The others followed suit, and Rufinus took the opportunity to look around the room. Two other alcoves were already occupied. Good. Bath house chatter could be very informative. 

    ‘Acheron, stay.’ He smiled at the sudden panic that crossed the attendant’s face. ‘Have someone bring him a bone from the kitchens and he’ll be your best friend for the next hour.’ 

    Collecting a pair of the wooden sandals near the door, he moved into the baths proper, leaving the attendant staring in abject horror at the drool dripping from Acheron’s jaws. In the next room, two slaves stood with bathing kits ready. Rufinus let the slave take his towel, oil him down and then apply the strigil, scraping off the dirt of the day. Cleaned, he and Ioses waited for Cophus, and then the three men moved into the next room. A dip in the hot pool, which was empty, followed, though only a short one, for Rufinus was in a hurry to move to the cold pool where he could hear voices. 

    Climbing out and wrapping the towel around him once more, he led the way into the next room, ignoring the side door from which emerged wisps of steam. The cold pool was twice as large as the hot one, capable of accommodating maybe eight people in reasonable comfort, and as they entered, Rufinus nodded to the occupants, then removed his towel and slipped into the water. The pair in the pool already made for a comedic couple. One was tall and so thin that side-on he was almost lost to view, pale as a three-day corpse and bald as an Isis priest with a face apparently given to hopeless lopsided grins. The other was a short and stocky man, on the way to fat, with swarthy skin almost invisible beneath a thick mat of black curly hair, which continued up over his head and around his cheeks, chin and neck, making him resemble a bear more than a man. Also, his face suggested he spent all too much time sucking lemons. 

    Bony gave them a welcoming, if sloping, smile. Hairy gurned at them. 

    ‘Good evening gentlemen,’ Rufinus said. 

    ‘It was,’ the hairy man grunted, and reached for a jug of wine sitting beside the pool, swigging directly from the jug without bothering to cut it with water. ‘Until strangers came in.’ 

    Rufinus gave him an odd look. ‘Strangers are the standard fare in a mansio, surely?’ 

    ‘Reckon I know everyone who goes up and down this road,’ Hairy answered, ‘and anyone I don’t know is probably trouble. Are you trouble? You look like trouble.’ 

    ‘I certainly can be,’ Rufinus said ominously, then gave a smile and leaned back against the edge of the pool. ‘On this occasion, however, I am merely a traveller passing through.’ 

    ‘To who do you make your prayers at the imperial shrines?’ 

    Rufinus tried to keep that same relaxing smile present. ‘Niger, of course.’ 

    ‘Hmm,’ grunted the man. 

    ‘Oh stop it, Parsus,’ the bald skeleton smiled. ‘Leave them alone. You’ve had too much wine.’ 

    ‘I’ve had not enough for the things I’ve seen this day,’ Hairy replied in his grunting tone. 

    ‘Oh?’ Rufinus said. ‘Bad day?’ 

    ‘You could say that. I’ve a commission from the governor to ship six cases of tablets and stiluses to the garrison at Philadelphia. Got to the depot where I was supposed to collect them, and it’s been hit by the pissing bandits. Nothing left but bones and ash. I’ll be out of pocket badly on this. Oh, I know I’ll get reimbursed eventually, since it all happened before I even collected them, but it’ll be months of bureaucracy before I see any coin.’ 

    ‘I’d heard that bandit activity was bad around here.’ 

    ‘Bad? It’s a bloody disaster. And with only skeleton garrisons in place and the military off in the north kicking the arse out of that Carthaginian usurper, there’s not much hope of it stopping any time soon. They’re like a damned army.’ 

    ‘Now, Parsus, you’re out of sorts. Be careful what you say about these bandits.’ 

    Rufinus’ eyebrow rose at the advice. ‘Oh?’ 

    Bony gave him another weird smile. ‘They may be causing trouble for the authorities, but Claudius – that’s what their leader’s called – he’s something of a hero in the area. It’s said that for every two coins he makes with his activity, one reaches the poor Judeans of the area. He’s achieving more for them with his raids than an entire organised revolt did half a century ago.’ 

    ‘Well bravo for the peasants,’ Hairy said bitterly. ‘Meanwhile Romans die and supplies disappear.’ 

    Rufinus glanced at Ioses and was not surprised to see the different expressions struggling for control of his face. Such tidings would please him, of course, yet the attitude of the hairy brute would not sit so well. Rufinus leaned back and listened as the two strangers chatted and bantered, though nothing else of any real interest cropped up in half an hour of listening. At one point, he attempted to steer the conversation towards strangers on the road, but failed dismally, and finally the other two rose and left the pool. Once their voices had faded and a waft of air suggested a door had opened and closed far across the bathhouse, Rufinus sighed. 

    ‘We had best be careful here. What Aprilis said about the bandits seems to be accurate. They’re local, and dangerous. And while Ioses might not agree, it will only cause us trouble that they seem to be beloved of the locals. It means that we’re likely to be lest trusted and accommodated than ever. We’ll be seen as the opposition.’ 

    ‘Doesn’t matter,’ Cophus replied. ‘A quick in and out at Nashan is all we want anyway. Just to try and find out about your man.’ 

    Ioses took a deep breath. ‘Before we get to Nashan, I should leave the column and make my own way. Give me some of the money and I’ll come to the place from another direction.’ 

    ‘Why?’ Cophus said suspiciously. 

    ‘Because if the locals are going to be cagey around Romans and not at all helpful, you’re not going to find much out. I’m not Roman. I can probably find out a lot more than you, but not if I’m with you.’ 

    Rufinus nodded slowly. ‘Agreed. But be extremely careful. If we’re not there to help you, you don’t want to fall foul of the bandits.’ 

    ‘You seem to be mistaking me for someone stupid, Rufinus.’ 

    ‘Gods, but you’re insolent for a slave,’ Cophus grumbled. 

    ‘Freedman,’ Ioses corrected. 

    Before this could erupt into an argument, Rufinus called an end to the session, pulling himself from the bath and towelling himself down. ‘Come on. Let’s go get some dinner.’ 

    Pausing at the changing room to dress and to make sure none of their things had been tampered with, the three men collected Acheron once more, who’d been happily chewing on a bone under the nervous gaze of that same attendant, and strolled back through the evening warmth to the main building. Another of the mansio’s staff was standing in the centre of the well-tended courtyard and bowed his head in greeting, directing them to the communal dining hall. The next hour they spent in that room, listening to the general conversation of the guests. Half a dozen others, including the pair from the baths, were eating, and the conversation did dip into the subject of banditry from time to time, though with no new important revelations. One piece of useful information that Rufinus did glean at a tangent from the subject was that Nashan played host to a small station of watchmen with a remit for protecting the roads and the local areas. Rufinus could imagine just how assiduously a small gang of provincial security guards were dealing with the current problem. Almost certainly they had locked their door and hidden in a cupboard until it was all over. Unless, of course, the bandits had dealt with them and the station was now empty. A force that was not afraid to attack a Roman military depot would probably not think twice about overrunning a tiny provincial guard post. 

    There were a few conversations about strangers and military units, though the former never seemed to sound like Silvanus, while the latter generally revolved around small auxiliary units deployed further north and encountered by travellers on their way south. Despite the potential for socialising, Rufinus decided to call it a night after dinner and take the rare opportunity of a night in a good soft bed. Ioses echoed the sentiment, though Cophus announced that he hadn’t drunk good wine in so long he’d forgotten what it tasted like, so he’d stay in the common room and see if anything else came up throughout the night. 

    Rufinus took his gear and located his room at a gesture from the man in the courtyard. Opening the door, he nodded in approval at the plain yet well-appointed interior. The bed looked more inviting than any he’d ever seen right now, and from the gasp of pleasure next door, Ioses had apparently come to the same conclusion. Acheron padded in, and Rufinus pulled from his pack the thick blanket he kept for the animal, unrolling it and lying it out carefully on the floor, pushing out the wrinkles only to turn around and find Acheron on the bed, busily making a mess of the clean linen with the bone he’d brought from the bath house. 

    It took some effort and not a little threatening to get the big animal back off the bed, but even had he felt generous, Acheron was too large to comfortably share a single bed with. Once the hound was on his blanket and making disturbing sounds like a slaughterhouse aftermath, Rufinus crossed to the door, locked it and slipped out of everything but his loincloth, then paused, gave a cheeky grin, and slipped out of that too before climbing into bed. He enjoyed the comfort of the bed for a grand total of maybe two dozen heartbeats before exhaustion claimed him. 

      

    It was some time in the middle of the night. He was having a rather delicious, if slightly embarrassing, dream about Senova and a bucket full of feathers, when he came slowly awake, the hairs raised on the back of his neck. Something was wrong, and he was too bleary yet to quite put his finger on what it was. 

    Senova… 

    Feathers… 

    Tickling… 

    The tickling was still there. He opened salt-crusted eyes and blinked a few times. The tickling was on his left leg. For a moment he blamed Acheron for he could see, in the light from the window he’d been too tired to even close, the black shape where the hound had waited only long enough for him to fall asleep before climbing back onto the bed. But Acheron was curled up by Rufinus’ right shin. On the opposite side to the tickle. 

    His heart started to pound. Something was moving under the sheets, climbing up the bed alongside his left leg. A thousand possibilities raced through his mind, and none of them now involved Senova and a feather. His sword was out of reach, as was his pugio. His wild eyes fell upon the little table by the bed. On it lay a small heap of things he’d removed from his pack while finding the dog blanket. On the top of them was an unused wax tablet and bronze stilus. It had made him smile to find them in light of what they’d heard in the baths. Slowly, carefully, his hand reached out and closed on the writing implement with its sharp blade for carving in the blank wax. An improvised weapon, but whatever it was beneath the sheets was smaller than his hand, so the size should be just fine. 

    He was trapped. The thing was to his left, while Acheron snored away all-but pinning his right leg to the bed. He took a deep breath. The thing, whatever it was, was around his hip now. He held the stilus in his left hand, reversed, point down for stabbing, while his right hand reached gingerly for the edge of the blankets. He had no intention of delaying to work out what it was. In a swift manoeuvre, his right hand whipped the blankets away and his left stabbed. 

    He let out a stifled shriek as the bronze spear stabbed down through the centre of the scorpion, impaling it, and its tail began to jerk rhythmically, coming dangerously close to delivering a sting in the back of his hand. Urgently, he changed his grip so that the creature was as far away from his flesh as possible, then lifted the stilus, the scorpion still impaled on the end, wriggling and jerking. He shuddered. He’d met scorpions before, back in Hispania, and he felt that he should have an affinity with them given that they were the very symbol of the Praetorian Guard, yet they were a little bit too spidery for comfort, and the sting on this specimen was considerably uglier than the ones back home. 

    He held it gingerly for a while, until it stopped moving. Acheron now, very helpfully, woke blearily, stretched, and went back to sleep. 

    Rufinus, shaking and still holding the dead scorpion at the end of the pen, slipped carefully from the bed, crossed to the door and unlocked it. Outside the evening was calm, warm and quiet, with just a distant muffled hum of conversation from the communal hall. Looking this way and that, Rufinus moved to the next door and knocked. No answer. He knocked louder and for longer and was, this time, rewarded with what had to be swearing in the Judean language, and then the padding of feet and the turning of a key. The door opened and Ioses looked at him in surprise. 

    ‘What is it?’ 

    ‘I think someone is trying to kill me. First the ambush in Aelia, and now this in my bed.’ 

    Ioses peered at it. ‘Leiurus quinquestriatus. The common deathstalker. An unfortunate but far from unknown peril of my homeland.’ 

    ‘And in my bed.’ 

    ‘Rufinus, they are common in Judea and Syria. They kill hundreds of people a year.’ 

    ‘In my bed,’ he repeated, meaningfully. 

    ‘Who would want to kill you?’ 

    Rufinus laughed, and there was a definite edge of hysteria to the sound. ‘Half the former imperial administration, the forces of two usurper emperors, an optio in the Thirteenth, leftover disenfranchised Praetorians I pissed off last year, any local military who favour Niger, and the most powerful gang of bandits in the eastern provinces. But my money is on Cophus.’ 

    ‘Cophus?’ 

    ‘Pulcher’s warned me all along that Cophus might still be Niger’s man. He was on his own in Aelia just before we got jumped, and disappeared during the actual fighting. And now his room’s still dark and open, so he’s around somewhere and awake, and my window was open.’ 

    ‘That’s all very circumstantial, Rufinus.’ 

    ‘Yes, but when you amass enough circumstantial evidence to swim in, you have to start considering it.’ 

    ‘Alright. Let’s find Cophus. And get rid of that thing.’ 

    Rufinus nodded. 

    ‘Oh, and one more thing,’ Ioses said. 

    ‘Mm?’ 

    ‘Put some clothes on. You’ll frighten the servants, and it’s never been clearer that you’re not Jewish.’ 

    Flushing, Rufinus flicked the dead creature from his stilus and hurried back to his room, watching the ground carefully and covering his modesty with his free hand. Swiftly, he slipped back into his clean tunic and boots, then rejoined Ioses outside, Acheron, now awake, padding along with him. They crossed the courtyard to the communal hall, where the guard they’d met at the gate now sat by the door, looking tired and bored. Inside, three men were laughing and playing dice, one of them the hairy fellow from the baths, and another was Cophus. 

    ‘Has he been there all evening?’ Rufinus asked the guard, pointing at their companion. 

    ‘Your optio? Yeah. Apart from a brief spell about half an hour ago.’ 

    Rufinus gave Ioses a meaningful look. ‘Convenient?’ 

    ‘Circumstantial.’ 

    ‘Come on.’ 

    The two of them entered the room and crossed to the table. The laughter stopped in a moment, and their fellow soldier looked up, eyebrows raised. 

    ‘Surprised to see me?’ Rufinus snapped. 

    ‘Yes. You went to bed.’ 

    ‘As should you. Where have you been?’ 

    ‘Here, playing dice,’ said Hairy. 

    ‘All night?’ 

    ‘Apart from going for a piss a while ago,’ Cophus said, still frowning. ‘What’s up? You look pale.’ 

    ‘Yes,’ Rufinus said, suddenly uncertain. ‘Er, yes. Yes, I probably do.’ 

    ‘What happened?’ 

    Ioses leaned in. ‘Scorpion. Could have been nasty but he was lucky.’ 

    Cophus nodded sagely. ‘Got to watch out round here. Be careful. Danger all over the place.’ 

    ‘Of that I’m horribly aware,’ Rufinus barked, shaking a little. ‘We’ve a busy day tomorrow. Get some sleep.’ And with that, turning his back on Cophus, he strode out of the room and across the courtyard back to his room. Ioses caught up and nudged him. ‘Close the window this time.’ 

    Rufinus nodded, though he doubted he’d get much sleep now. 

    

  


   
    Chapter Nine 

      

    Rufinus had been to less impressive places than Nashan, but they had generally been latrines. As they descended from a slight rise and that dreadful, inhospitable sea came into view once more, so also did the village of Nashan. Maybe a dozen houses, maybe a score, with one inn, a well, and a distressed-looking donkey standing in the square and making soul-wrenching honking noises. The overall impression was of dust and poverty. That and an unmistakable air of resentment settled over the place. 

    The station of the local watchmen was fairly clear, at least. A single timber tower some fifteen feet high was surrounded by a palisaded area fifty feet across with a single gate. In the open compound stood one single building other than the tower. Not enough space for more than a contubernium of men, for sure. Rufinus gestured to the others. ‘Find somewhere to camp on the edge of the village where you’re not going to piss off a farmer.’ 

    ‘And you, sir?’ Pulcher asked. 

    ‘I’m going to speak to the law in Nashan.’ 

    ‘Be careful.’ 

    The words when am I not careful circulated in Rufinus’ head, but recent events rather made such a claim laughable, and so he settled for an easy smile and veered away from the column, heading for the watch post. 

    As he approached, the column gradually disappearing from both earshot and sight in a cloud of dust, Rufinus noted the faint sounds of activity inside the stockade. At least the bandits had not wiped the place out. The fact that this might be because they were so ineffectual that it was hardly worth the bandits’ bother did not escape him. 

    ‘Open up in the name of the emperor,’ he called, as he closed on the gate. 

    ‘Which one,’ came a call from behind the timber. 

    ‘I’m not sure what difference it makes here, but let’s say Niger for convenience.’ He was willing to piss around only so much, when his men outnumbered these part-time policemen by thirty to one. There was an odd mumbled discussion behind the gate, and finally it opened. A pair of eyes peered out at him, then slid down to Acheron by his side. 

    ‘Who are you?’ he said, addressing Rufinus even while he looked at the dog. The man was clearly a local, or at least local enough. He looked nervous, which suggested that the occupants of the station were well aware of the danger posed by the bandits of the area. 

    ‘Centurion Rustius Rufinus of the Third, special envoy of the emperor. And who are you?’ 

    ‘Titus Zotice, sir. Numerus Arcendis Latrocinis Judea, Statio Thirteen. I don’t suppose you’ve brought a century of reinforcement legionaries, sir?’ he added, hopefully, looking this way and that outside the gate but not moving any closer to the dog. 

    ‘Not exactly. We’re just passing through.’ 

    ‘Come on, sir, no one just passes through Nashan. It’s an armpit with a town square.’ 

    ‘I’m seeking certain information. I need to see your commander.’ 

    The man shrugged, took another quick glance left and right nervously as he motioned Rufinus in past him, stepping carefully back to allow plenty of room around Acheron, and then carefully shut the gate behind them. Rufinus watched the man slide home the locking bar and then heave a barrel into place as extra security behind the gate, as if an extra barrel would stop scores of angry bandits. As he spotted another of the police unit wandering around with an armful of kindling, and saw in the man the same local features, it struck him that perhaps the reason this place had not been wiped out like so many places was purely because they were locals. 

    Having moved the barrel to block the gate Titus Zotice scurried past him, beckoning, and headed for that single building. Passing through the door, Rufinus saw how small and yet efficiently organised the place was. Through a doorway to the right, he could see accommodation full of bunks for eight men, while a doorway ahead revealed a small storeroom. To the left stood another closed door which Zotice knocked upon and stood back as a voice from inside called for them to enter. 

    Rufinus followed the policeman inside and stood silent as the man introduced him. This room was an office, and he could see a single living chamber leading off behind. A tired looking local in uniform and with a three-day beard growth and unruly hair sat behind the desk in the room’s centre, every wall filled with racks and shelves and cupboards. His desk was cluttered with towering piles of documents in various forms, papyrus largely, but also wax tablets and vellum scrolls. 

    As the policeman finished giving Rufinus’ name and position and was waved out by the commander, the man looked up at his visitor and then gestured to the chair opposite. His gaze took in the dog and oddly he did not baulk. Easy acceptance was not a common reaction to Acheron. 

    ‘Please tell me you’re not here to report a crime,’ the man said. 

    Rufinus gave him a sympathetic smile. ‘No. Rest easy. I’m just after a little information.’ 

    ‘Rest is not something I get a lot of, but information I have by the cartload,’ the man sighed, sweeping out a hand to indicate the piles of documents. ‘I’m Pompeius Abbas, commander of this numerus. What can I do for you, Centurion?’ 

    Rufinus sank into the chair. ‘I’m looking for a man last heard of in this village. He’s a legionary officer from the Third by the name of Silvanus. He was in Aelia Capitolina heading north two months ago, and was trailed to Nashan, but nothing thereafter. He likely left straight away, north towards the war, but I was hoping that he’d put in an appearance here and there was some evidence of his presence.’ 

    Abbas shook his head. ‘Can’t help you there, I’m afraid, Centurion. I’ve nothing on him. Don’t even recognise the name.’ 

    Rufinus felt his spirits sag. He eyed the desk. ‘Are you sure there’s nothing in this lot about him?’ 

    Abbas laughed a hollow and ironic laugh. ‘This lot? This is a little over a hundred depositions for crimes in my jurisdiction alone. I’ll grant you there are a few I haven’t read yet, but none going back over a month, or even half a month. So far, of this lot fifty-five are connected with Claudius and his bandits, so there’s nothing we can do about them. There’s nothing we can do about any of them, really. My men haven’t been out of the compound in a month except to nip into the village for supplies. The last time one of my men tried to go any distance with a bag full of records for the office in Aelia, he was delivered back to the gate a few hours later, minus a head. I can’t send my men out there to be butchered. So, we sit in here and receive complaints, reports and depositions every day that we can do nothing about. A single small numerus of police trying to bring Claudius to justice would be like trying to empty the sea with a spoon. To put it bluntly, in two months I’ve neither seen nor heard from any military officer until you appeared, so this man definitely didn’t visit us or make any waves here.’ 

    Rufinus sighed and leaned back in the chair. ‘Then my pursuit ends here. I’m left with a cold trail. He either doubled back and returned to Aelia, or he took the Jordan Valley road north to the war, or continued east and north through Philadelphia and made for Palmyra. It’s a gamble. I have to pick a road blind.’ 

    ‘You don’t want to take any of those roads unless you have a full armoured column around you,’ Abbas said wearily. ‘Even with that fearsome hound of yours for company.’ 

    As if on cue, Acheron showed his fearsomeness by choosing that moment to lie down and lick his private parts. 

    ‘I have two centuries of men with me,’ Rufinus replied, trying to ignore the unpleasant slurping sounds. ‘Not the best equipped, and rather travel weary since we’ve hardly stopped since we left Hegra down in Arabia, but I’m sure adequate to handle bandits.’ 

    ‘Don’t be so certain. They have the numbers, but they’re also clever, and the people love them, so they have support from most of the populace, with the exception of the authorities and the mercantile classes who make up most of their victims. I don’t suppose you’d like to stick around and help us? Not to take them on – that’s a job for a legion – but with your support for a week or so we could get messengers to and from the other stations, clear up a lot of the crimes that have backed up, and even resupply properly.’ 

    Rufinus shook his head. ‘Sorry, but as soon as we find anything or make a decision as to our next move, we’ll need to be off.’ 

    ‘I figured I wasn’t that lucky.’ 

    ‘I will stick around for a day or two,’ Rufinus said suddenly, a thought striking him. ‘My men are camped outside the village, and I’ll be staying in the inn, but I’d like to requisition all your records,’ he added with another sweep that took in the piles of documents. ‘I realise it’s a long shot, but there just might be a clue about Silvanus, even in the records you’ve read. You won’t know what to look for like me. I’ll need every record you have from the last two months.’ 

    ‘You’ll need a bloody pack mule, then, sir.’ 

    ‘You have no objection?’ 

    The officer gave a laugh with just the edge of mania about it. ‘Be my guest. Let them be your burden for a while. I might try and catch up on a few weeks of shut-eye.’ 

    Rufinus nodded. ‘I wish I could do more, but unfortunately I have my own orders and they’re extremely important ones.’ 

    ‘What did this Silvanus do? Sleep with a governor’s wife or something?’ 

    ‘I can’t say, but it is absolutely vital that I find him and bring him in.’ 

    Abbas nodded. ‘I’ll question my lads about it, then. I don’t hold out any hope that we’ll get something, but you never know.’ 

    ‘Good. I’ll send some of my men to collect all the records shortly.’ 

    ‘I’ll gather up all the documents going back two months and have them ready within the hour. Having two centuries of legionaries in Nashan might just shake things up, so be watchful. It might deter Claudius from doing anything, but equally it might provoke him.’ 

    Rufinus rose and gestured to Acheron, who climbed to his paws and stretched, then followed him out of the room. Across the compound once more, and Zotice heaved the barrel out of the way of the gate, then opened it for him. Though he’d feigned confidence in the office, Rufinus had to admit that he felt a touch of nerves as he stepped out into the open. Somewhere in this area was a bandit operation that everyone he met seemed to consider extraordinarily dangerous. The men he’d brought from Hegra were good men, but the manner of commander Abbas had shaken him. Would they be enough? 

    His fears were squashed down almost immediately by grim misery as he was once more hit by the knowledge that his entire mission seemed to have come to a failed end here, in a village that even a local had called little more than an armpit. He would have to desperately hope that there was something to be found among the records, and preferably before the bandits decided to act on legionaries camped in their locale. He skirted the village to where he could see the men making camp, watches already set. The soldiers saluted as he approached, and he spotted Pulcher directing the creation of a cooking fire. 

    ‘Optio, could you detail a contubernium of men to visit the police post within the hour? They’ll need lots of bags with them and maybe a pack mule, since they’re to collect two months of criminal records and deliver them to me at the village inn.’ 

    Pulcher’s frown quickly slid into a salute. ‘Will do, sir. You staying there on your own? Isn’t that a bit dangerous?’ 

    ‘I’m hoping to make contact with Ioses there. I can’t think where else he would go. We’ll be fine.’ 

    Collecting his kit bag and leaving them to it, he and Acheron turned and made their way into Nashan. It was not the most thriving or cosmopolitan of places, the sort of settlement that didn’t even appear on maps. Indeed, the only reason it played host to an official station would be that it lay at a convenient distance from various towns. The streets were empty, though the buildings were occupied given the smoke of cook fires rising from the roofs, and through open windows he could see the inhabitants, who were uniformly looking out at him as he passed along the street. Their gazes were not, he decided, welcoming. Perhaps he should have brought Pulcher and a few lads with him after all. 

    No, it wouldn’t have made any difference, he decided. Trying to ignore the looks the people were giving him, he made for that inn at the centre of the village, sitting on the edge of the square before the well, a bunch of grapes carved in wood and long since devoid of paint hanging above the door. It was not a large inn, and clearly had no stables, for there, bringing its own sense of relief, was Ioses’ horse tethered to the rail out front, a ratty nosebag hanging around its head and a trough of stagnant water nearby. Rufinus’ own horse was back at the camp with the others, though the Judean had left the column at dawn and ridden on ahead, and looked to have been here a while. 

    Taking a steadying breath, Rufinus walked across to the inn and stepped out of the afternoon sun, standing in a golden trapezium formed by the light from the open doorway. The interior was dark, and Rufinus walked across the floor of the bar between the three tables towards the proprietor who stood behind a counter filled with bowls of what probably passed for delicacies in Nashan. Two locals sat at a table to the left playing dice, which rolled to a halt unnoticed as both of them looked up at Rufinus, their gaze instantly unfriendly. He was impressed that they were so busy turning their malevolence on him that they had no time to spare to worry about the black shape padding along behind him. On the other side of the room, Ioses, playing the part of the disgruntled Jew as well as Rufinus might have expected, rose with a wrinkled lip of disgust, turned his back on Rufinus and climbed a staircase in the corner, carrying a cup of wine and throwing him a look of hate over his shoulder. 

    The barman’s expression was hard to pin down. Clearly he immediately disliked and distrusted this uniformed Roman officer in his inn, and his eyes widened in fear at the sight of Acheron, yet there was about him a hungry acceptance, for an innkeeper in a poor place like Nashan could not afford to turn down business, no matter how much he might dislike it. 

    ‘I need a room for one night, possibly more for me and my dog here. I bring no soldiers into town, I intend no harm and have no agenda and nothing against your people. All I want is a room, a meal and a cup of fruit juice. Is that acceptable? I have good, sufficient coin for it all.’ 

    The barkeep continued his inner struggle, but even as he did so, he was turning to look at a key rack behind him, upon which hung two keys, one peg empty. 

    ‘I have rooms, officer. My patrons would be more comfortable if you kept to your chamber, if I might be so bold, especially with that thing. I’m happy to serve you food and drink up there, but you’ll have to clear up after the animal and dispose of it yourself.’ 

    Rufinus nodded. ‘That’s perfectly acceptable. Thank you.’ 

    ‘We have only kosher food, mind,’ the man said. ‘None of your Roman swine.’ 

    Rufinus almost laughed at the man’s ingenious method of squeezing an insult into the conversation while making it sound like a simple culinary comment. He smiled. ‘I’m quite comfortable with that. Thank you.’ 

    The innkeeper handed him one of the two keys. ‘Up the stairs and turn left. Room at the end. And there’s another guest at the far end of the corridor. I’d advise against disturbing him.’ 

    With another nod, Rufinus took the key. ‘Could I have some juice now, please? I’ll take it up with me.’ 

    ‘Not wine?’ 

    ‘No. I’m… sparing… with wine. Just juice.’ 

    The man shrugged and disappeared into his back room, returning a few moments later with a pottery cup filled with liquid. Rufinus thanked him again and then crossed to the stairs and padded slowly up them, Acheron at his heel once more. The noise from the bar was greatly muted as he reached the second floor and looked this way and that. As he did so, the door to his right clicked open quietly and Ioses’ face peered out. He made some arcane gesture which Rufinus ignored and, as the Roman turned and walked towards his own room, so Ioses crept out of his own room. Shutting the door quietly, the Judean glanced down the stairs carefully and then slipped in Rufinus’ wake along the corridor. Rufinus unlocked his door and entered, Ioses following him in. 

    As he closed the door, Ioses whispered. ‘We will have to be very quiet. If we can hear the bar, they may be able to hear us.’ 

    Rufinus nodded. ‘I have the solution,’ he hissed. Digging into his pack, he found a stinky bundle and unwrapped the half-eaten bone he’d taken off Acheron back in the mansio. Dropping it with a clatter to the wooden boards, Acheron leapt upon it and within moments was making noises like a lion devouring an antelope. Ioses nodded. ‘Good. That will help. Obviously, I won’t be able to spend much time here yet, but I thought I’d check in.’ 

    ‘Tell me you’ve found something.’ 

    Ioses pursed his lips. ‘It’s not that I’ve found nothing out. It’s that there’s apparently nothing to find out. As far as the locals are concerned there has been no Roman soldier here in months, barring the men of the local police post, and they’re sons of Yahweh themselves for all their Roman service, so they’re barely considered soldiers. As long as they keep themselves to themselves, they’re suffered as a mere inconvenience. I’ve had exactly the same from four people here that no Roman soldier has been here in months.’ 

    Rufinus nodded, sinking to the bed. ‘I heard similar from the police officer. He’s having two months of records sent over here for us to go through in the hope there’s a clue in there. I wonder if it’s possible that Aprilis back in Aelia was either lying or mistaken, or perhaps his scout was?’ 

    Ioses gave him a meaningful look. ‘I don’t think you’re hearing me. I said apparently nothing to find. The caveat is important.’ 

    ‘What do you mean?’ 

    I told you. I had exactly the same from four people here that no Roman soldier has been here in months.’ 

    ‘So?’ 

    ‘Almost word for word, Rufinus. When four people give you exactly the same answer, you can be sure that answer has been rehearsed. For the love of God, man, are you daft? You’re supposed to be some insightful and talented agent of the emperor, and you don’t even notice the blindingly obvious. I’ll tell you this now, your Silvanus was here in Nashan. The efforts the people are going to in order to deny that make it clearer than any confession.’ 

    Rufinus blinked. ‘So someone here knows what happened to him.’ 

    ‘Quite. Of course, you have to consider the very real possibility that he’s been dead for nearly two months. I wouldn’t put it past some of these people. A lone Roman senior officer saunters into a village that hates the Romans? I don’t care how good he was, could he fight off a village on his own? In my opinion it’s highly likely that he’s still here, a few feet under the soil somewhere and with no marker.’ 

    ‘That fills me with mixed feelings, Ioses. I hate the very notion of it, but on the other hand, if he was dead out here and the list he has long gone to the elements, then my mission is automatically successful, and the job done. But I would need to be sure. I don’t think that if such a thing happened the police were in on it. They seem to be entirely legal and trustworthy to me. But I’m less sure that the locals will have done for him, either. Silvanus was a senior grain man out here. One of the top three in the east, so he had to be very, very good. He won’t have walked into something so simple. He’ll have had a horse, and will have felt the resentment. The moment they made a move on him, he’d have been racing away. But there is another possibility.’ 

    ‘Oh?’ 

    ‘This Claudius and his bandit army are more or less the law and the power in this area with the police terrified to leave their station, and the military all away fighting in the north. It is distinctly possible, given what we’ve heard of the bandits, that Silvanus fell foul of them. He could have run from a bunch of angry villagers, but maybe not so easily from the bandits.’ 

    ‘And yet we still have nothing,’ Ioses sighed. ‘All we know is what we don’t know. And as you say, without evidence or at least reasonable certainty you cannot end your search. So, what’s next?’ 

    Rufinus blew out an exasperated breath. ‘I recommend that you spend the evening socialising with your fellow Jews, while I wait for the police records to be delivered. Then I’ll scour them thoroughly. If there is anything left to be found in Nashan, hopefully either I’ll stumble across it written down, or someone will let it slip in conversation with you.’ 

    Ioses nodded. ‘But with my help you’d get through the records faster. Don’t take this the wrong way, but I’m almost certainly brighter than you, and my memory is definitely better.’ 

    Rufinus chuckled. ‘Gods, but you sound like my wife sometimes, Ioses Bar Ezra. Alright, but I won’t have the records for at least an hour anyway, and then it will be time to eat in the seclusion of my room. Go out and listen and chat and find things out, then come back when the inn empties late on and you would normally go to bed. Then we can go through the records in detail. Until then you hate me and don’t want to be anywhere near me.’ 

    ‘Oh, I can play that role adequately.’ 

    ‘Yes, I noticed. Go on. See you later.’ 

      

    The following few hours were rather isolated and dull. Acheron continued to gnaw loudly on his bone while Rufinus sat in silence and scribbled down all his thoughts and all the questions that arose in his head on his wax tablet and with the stilus he’d so recently used to skewer a scorpion. The surly innkeeper delivered him dinner and another drink with bad grace after a while, though Rufinus had to admit that the juice was tasty and the chicken meal with some kind of spicy coating and a fresh salad was extremely good. After a while he relieved himself in the chamber pot by the bed, cursed and used his least favourite scarf to clean up where Acheron followed suit in the corner, and then leaned out of the shuttered window to make sure that there was no one beneath, checked for the tell-tale mound of ordure that confirmed it was common practice, and then emptied the chamber pot. 

    Just after dinner, he was called downstairs when soldiers arrived at the inn with a horse-load of documents from the police station. The innkeeper told him in no uncertain terms that he didn’t want a Roman army in his establishment, and Rufinus assured him that they were only delivering and would then go away. As the men carried the records up to Rufinus’ room in five large bags of immense weight, the remaining local in the inn, and Ioses who sat talking to him, glowered at them. 

    Once they were gone again, Rufinus began the monumental task of sorting through the records. He’d underestimated how many there were and how long it would take, and he was beginning to yawn even by the time that he’d sorted them into piles based upon the nature of the document and the date. Not long after he began going through them, Ioses appeared at his door and quietly sidled in. The inn had emptied and the innkeeper was away to his own rooms. Ioses had learned nothing new in the past few hours, but he was more convinced than ever that the lack of information he was getting was a deliberate screen over the truth. 

    The two men then began to go through the piles, each with a wax tablet, tallying what they were finding and making any note that could even obliquely reference the arrival of a lone officer in Nashan. Rufinus reckoned it to be the eighth hour of the night, well on the way to morning, when he clacked the last tablet shut and Ioses furled his last scroll. 

    ‘So what have we got?’ the Judean mused. 

    ‘Shit all.’ 

    The man nodded. ‘In reference to Silvanus, I concur. There are three documents in this entire haul that could even vaguely be referencing him, but there is no real way of being sure. Let me see.’ He examined his notes. ‘Two thefts and an assault. None of those sound like your frumentarius, but even if they are, the victims and witnesses are locals. From what I’ve seen so far, you’ll get nothing from them but more of the cover story I keep finding. Unless you want to start torturing people for information.’ 

    ‘I don’t like torture. I’ve been on the receiving end. And even if I did, torturing a villager here will just buy me a quick ticket to a shallow grave anyway. That’s not the path to take. So, we see nothing useful in any of this.’ 

    A shake of the head. ‘One thing is obvious. This pile here is local standard grievances – missing sheep and drunken brawls and the odd torrid affair, and that’s maybe a tenth of the collection. That pile,’ he pointed to a huge stack of documents, ‘is the crimes of Claudius and his bandits, and hardly any of them have come from locals. They’re all from large private trade concerns or the authorities. This Claudius is big-time. He’s hitting the Roman infrastructure hard. It bears more resemblance to a new rebellion than to simple banditry.’ 

    Rufinus sighed. ‘Right in the middle of a civil war is the prime moment for a revolt. Lack of troops to stop it and Roman power divided and distant. Gods, but I hope you’re wrong there. We don’t want to be caught in the middle of that.’ 

    ‘And yet perhaps we do?’ 

    Rufinus frowned. ‘What?’ 

    ‘You said it yourself. If Silvanus came to Nashan and there’s no record of him leaving he’s probably dead, but it won’t have been the locals, as you pointed out. That means it was probably the bandits. And if they’re as organised and clever as they appear to be, then it is quite possible that they could overcome even your grain man.’ 

    Rufinus stared at the Judean, a suspicion over what he was suggesting growing within him. ‘Are you thinking what I think you’re thinking?’ 

    ‘Probably. The only way to be sure whether the bandits were involved is to ask them.’ 

    

  


   
    Chapter Ten 

      

    It was just a creak that awoke him. The faintest of noises, but Rufinus had become a light sleeper these days, a consequence of spending most of his life in danger, and since yesterday’s incident with the scorpion he was sleeping lighter than ever. His eyes flicked open. He took in everything in an instant. His door was still shut and there was no movement. He was still alone, then, unless the potential assailant was very small. The window shutters were fastened tight, and he was on an upper floor. No sunlight came through the cracks, so dawn was still some time off, but there was a faint indigo glow that suggested true night was coming to an end. 

    The creak had therefore come from outside his door. Ioses was the only other occupant of the inn’s rooms and upper floor, for they had been awake late into the night and no other guest had arrived in that time. Ioses might have been awake for a while longer as he took their findings back to his room to study as he went to sleep, but surely he would be abed by now. 

    He sighed silently as his gaze fell upon Acheron, lying on his blankets in the corner, leg twitching in mid-dream. Time was, when the dog was still young, he would have been awake, alert and growling before Rufinus. Time marched on. Rufinus held his breath. There was another creak. Very slowly, as quietly as he could, Rufinus peeled back his blanket and slid from the bed, bare feet touching the wooden floor. It would creak when he put his weight on it, which would alert whoever that was to his wakefulness, so he held off for a moment, listening intently, though his hand reached for the sword standing beside his bed. He’d learned important lessons recently. 

    A third creak was fainter, more distant. The surreptitious observer was moving away down the corridor. He estimated the distance from the door. The man was probably halfway down the passage now. He picked up the sword, still sheathed and with the belt still attached, and lifted them with the faintest of jingles, rising. His bedroom floor gave a slight creak. Nothing for it now. He moved, tying the belt round the waist of his tunic and stepping over to his boots, slipping in his feet without bothering to lace them. They were the Caliga Speculatoria he had acquired last year, lightweight scout footwear without the usual hobnails, and so, as he moved to the door and finished fastening his belt, he made only a little more noise than his bare feet had. He held his breath once more and listened at the door. 

    Nothing. 

    A stirring behind him, and he felt the presence of Acheron, now awake, rising from his blankets. As carefully and quietly as he could, Rufinus unlocked his door and opened it. The corridor was empty. Moving with the grace of a thief, Rufinus crept along the corridor, hand on his sword hilt to stop it swinging around and making noise. He reached the top of the stairs and paused, peeking around the corner as Acheron, surprisingly quiet, padded up behind him. The stairwell was empty, but in that moment he heard the faint click of a door downstairs. The innkeeper? 

     Faster now, he moved to the far end of the corridor and listened at Ioses’ door just in case. He could hear gentle snoring. Good. That meant both that the interloper had not been his Judean companion, but also that Ioses had not been dealt with in any way by the unknown stranger. Since whoever it was had now gone through a door, he should be safe to move faster. For a moment, he considered waking the Judean, but decided against it. Let Ioses have his sleep, and better not to put him in any extra potential danger. Consequently, Rufinus slipped down the stairs as fast as he could without making a great deal of noise. 

    In the inn’s main room there were two potential doors through which the sneak had left: the main entrance to the village square, and the rear one to the private area of the innkeeper’s quarters. Despite the dangers, it was to the latter that Rufinus shifted, for there was always the possibility that it had been the proprietor himself he’d heard. Carefully, quietly, he tried the door. It opened easily, the wooden post rotating in the floor and ceiling sockets. When he shut it behind him and Acheron, there was the faintest of clicks. 

    He found himself in a short corridor. To the left through a low arch, he could see a kitchen and storage area, and to the right two sealed doors. The culpability of the innkeeper was removed from the equation instantly as he listened and heard two sets of intertwined snores from behind one of those doors. The visitor had been someone from outside after all. He moved to the end of the corridor and the door that sealed it now, trying it carefully. Again, it opened easily. As he pulled it back, he noted the latch that was still raised and not in its socket. Outside, the night air hit him with a chill, and he could see the blank wall of another building across the alley. This had to be the way the visitor had got in, for no self-respecting businessman would leave his place of business unlocked at night. Whoever it was had managed to access the inn from without. 

    Leaving the building with the dog and closing the door once more, he turned and examined it. Now that he knew what he was looking for, he could see the chips and marks where a thin blade had been pushed into the crack and used to lift the latch. Confirmation, for sure. He listened. There were the faint sounds of night-time in Nashan. The distant lapping of the killer sea against the shore a thousand paces from the village, the creak of an unsecured door somewhere as it slowly swung this way and that. The knocking of a broken shutter. The muted bleating of goats at the edge of the place. Somewhere in the distance the hoarse bark of a fox. No sounds of running, though he fancied he could hear the faintest brush of movement from somewhere off to the right. At that moment, a cloud drifted away, and the moon cast its light down on Nashan, offering a good view of the alley. 

    With Acheron at his heel, he turned right and began to move through the narrow alleys between the houses of Nashan. Rounding a corner at a junction, he paused, the square open at the alley’s end to his right, another corner obscuring his sight some way to the left beyond various doorways. Carefully, once more, he listened. There was no noise beyond those he had already heard, and yet he could feel something different. Something that sent a shiver through him. There was not a jot of evidence, and yet he’d have wagered everything he owned in that moment that he was being followed. 

    He chewed his lip. If his watcher was even faintly familiar with the village it would probably have been extremely easy to lose Rufinus, double back around a couple of houses and then drop in behind him, turning the hunter into the hunted. More than possible, it seemed highly likely that this was exactly what had happened. 

    Moonlight filled the alley with a silvered glow, by chance its beams in a perfect line with the street. Rufinus looked around. Ahead, he could see an archway in the side wall, some gateway into the garden of a house, and it offered a small pool of darkness in the light. As quietly as he could, and beckoning to Acheron, he hurried down to that arch and ducked into it. Here he would be invisible to anyone following him. As he stood there in the dark, he held his breath and listened. He could hear the faint sounds of movement. 

    Then the confirmation came. He’d not imagined his pursuer, for the moon was low in the sky now, and the shadows it cast long. The shade of a man appeared in the street outside the arch. Just the top of the shadow, so the figure was probably still back at that junction. The shadow moved, disappeared, and then reappeared, apparently dithering. Twice more it dipped out of sight and then reappeared as if searching for something. If the pursuer happened to be looking in the right direction, then the moment Rufinus ducked his head out of the arch to see, he would be clearly visible in the silver light, yet if he didn’t dip out to look, Rufinus would know no more than he did now. 

    Fretting over the best course of action, he decided he had to move. Carefully, he ducked his head out into the light. It seemed Fortuna was favouring him after all, for the figure at the junction was facing away from him. In that instant, Rufinus registered all he needed to know about the figure. The cut of his tunic made him a soldier every bit as much as the gleaming gladius down at his side, gripped tight and held ready for a fight. 

    Rufinus ran. He had no time to delay and decide. If he wanted to get the jump on his hunter, he would never get a better time. It was the right decision, for as the figure registered the pounding of feet behind him, he turned, all too slowly, surprised. Rufinus hit him like a runaway cart, hurling him to the ground. As he did so, his left hand wrapped around the man’s right wrist, and as they slammed to the dirt, Rufinus on top of the figure, so his hand smacked the sword grip against the hard ground, and the blade clanged away across the alley. Before the man could react, Rufinus kept his grip tight on that wrist while his right hand closed on the man’s throat. The growl of a hound told him that Acheron was beside them, ready to act. 

    He leaned back a little to let the light fall on his would-be assailant, and to get a look at the man. 

    He blinked. 

    Cophus was staring up at him in shock and already starting to take on a purple hue as Rufinus’ grip tightened on his windpipe. He remained there for a moment, choking the life from the optio, as he tried to decide whether it would be stupid to let go. But could he just let himself kill the man now, without any explanation? 

    Before he could do anything more, a blow like a mallet on a palisade stake slammed into the side of his head and sent him rolling away into the dirt. It turned out that Cophus was good with his left hand and had apparently learned a few tricks from his boxer uncle. Rufinus staggered, looking back through the cloud of dirt. Cophus was clutching at his throat and heaving in tortured breaths. Still, he was making no further aggressive move, and may the gods help him if he tried, for Acheron was standing over him, snarling, fangs dripping white foam onto the optio’s chest. 

    ‘What in the name of Mithras was that?’ gasped Cophus between heaved breaths, as he tried to shuffle away from Acheron, though the hound simply stepped forward and continued to threaten him. 

    ‘What?’ 

    ‘Why did you jump me?’ 

    ‘Why are you following me?’ Rufinus countered. 

    ‘You? You were at the camp? I thought you were at the inn?’ 

    Now, Rufinus was utterly confused. He waved Acheron back as he rose to his feet. ‘What are you talking about?’ 

    The optio, coughing now and starting to recover, grasped his sword and stood, wiping the blade on his scarf and then sheathing it. ‘I was following someone who left the camp. If it wasn’t you, then what in the name of sacred Apollo’s balls are you doing creeping around the village at night?’ 

    Rufinus blinked again. ‘You were following someone else?’ 

    ‘I suppose so. Whoever it was I lost them a couple of times but managed to pick them up. Lost them properly now, though. I almost had them before you jumped me and throttled the life out of me.’ 

    Rufinus frowned. Was it true? Or was Cophus not only a traitor but also an excellent liar? It did sound faintly feasible. Was the man Cophus was following the one who’d been in the inn? Or, again, had it actually been Cophus, and the man was an accomplished liar. Damn it. 

    ‘Come on,’ Rufinus muttered, drawing his own blade. He didn’t trust Cophus and wasn’t going to be unarmed from now on, just in case. Along with the optio and with Acheron, he made his way through the alley into the square, crossed it, and moved to the edge of the village. The encampment of the men of the Third Cyrenaica sat some four hundred paces from the nearest building in an area of open and rough ground. No fires burned now, this late into the night, and Rufinus could see men on guard here and there, standing armed and ready, defying the need for sleep. A very shallow ditch had been dug and a tiny rampart raised, all they could manage in the unforgiving ground, and no fence of stakes sat here. Just men every now and then standing and watching the silvery, cold landscape. Inside lay the ordered lines of tents. Approaching the camp, Rufinus held up a hand as the legionary on watch levelled a pilum in his direction and was about to demand who went there. As he realised it was his centurion and optio, the soldier frowned in surprise. 

    ‘Sirs? I thought you was in the inn and in your tent, sirs?’ 

    ‘We was,’ Rufinus replied absently. ‘Sharpen up your wits. Someone let two men slip out of the camp.’ He hoped. Because if there were two gone, then Cophus was trustworthy after all. If it had only been the optio, then evidence still pointed to the guilt of Cophus. Marching past the sentry, Rufinus led Cophus and Acheron into the heart of the camp, past the sounds of snoring and farting, to the command tent at the centre. Despite his decision to stay at the inn, the central tent that had doubled as Rufinus’ quarters and the headquarters had still been raised in its standard position, with Cophus’ tent to one side and Pulcher’s to the other. 

    Rufinus marched over to the latter and rapped on the wooden post by the door. ‘Optio?’ 

    There were rustlings and shufflings inside, and then the tent flap was pulled back and Pulcher’s bleary face appeared in the moonlight, blinking repeatedly. 

    ‘Sir?’ 

    ‘Optio, there is the possibility that one of your men slipped away from the camp tonight and into the village for nefarious reasons. I want you to perform a headcount. I know it’s still night, but if we have a traitor in our midst, I want to know about it now, not when it’s too late.’ 

    Pulcher, eyes wide and still looking confused, saluted, then disappeared back inside, followed by the sounds of hasty dressing and kitting up. Rufinus turned to Cophus. ‘How did you come to see someone leave, anyway.’ 

    The optio shrugged. ‘I had a bit of wine before bed. Bad move, coz I had to get up in the middle of the night for a leak. I was over by one of the latrine trenches when I saw a figure moving away from the camp towards the village. It was still cloudy then, so I couldn’t see more than just the fact that it was a man in a military tunic. I quickly finished up and followed him. There should be a sentry somewhere who saw both him and me leave. We had men positioned carefully so that every angle of approach was covered.’ 

    Rufinus nodded. ‘Come on, then. Take me to those latrines.’ 

    Following the optio, Rufinus approached the edge of the camp as men were now banging on tents and calling for their friends to rise and shine for parade. The sounds of anger and confusion filled the camp, and Rufinus was well aware of the latrine long before they reached it, for the air was still and the acrid aroma had spread somewhat. Steeling himself against the stink of urine, he gestured to Cophus. ‘Show me.’ 

    The optio wandered over and stood at the edge of the pit. His arm came up, pointing towards the village. ‘There. That’s where I saw him. I ran after him from here.’ Rufinus looked left. He could see the next sentry some way away in the dark. He was clearly visible now, but when the clouds had held the light in check, the man over there might well not have seen activity here, especially since activity at the latrine was normal at any time of night, so he would think nothing odd. The other direction, though… 

    Looking that way, he could see no sign of a sentry. 

    ‘Where’s the next man?’ 

    Cophus frowned. ‘Pulcher set up the sentry positions, not me, but they should be within sight of each other. There should be a man not far over there.’ 

    With Rufinus and Acheron in tow, the optio hurried along the low bank at the periphery of the camp. Rufinus almost fell over the sentry before he saw him. A man he vaguely recognised as one of the legionaries who had marched with them all the way from Hegra, the lookout lay on his back below the mound, half in and half out of the ditch, his pilum and shield on the dusty ground nearby. 

    ‘This is beginning to look dire,’ Rufinus hissed as he stopped and looked down. 

    ‘I’d say that was an understatement, sir.’ 

    ‘Is he…?’ 

    Cophus crouched over the man, placing his hand over the lower half of the sentry’s face. ‘He’s still breathing, sir.’ Carefully, the optio turned the man. The back of the soldier’s head gleamed in the moonlight, dark liquid amid the hair. ‘He’s been hit hard. I’ve seen men recover after such blows, though. He’ll be alright if he gets treated properly.’ 

    ‘And then, perhaps he can tell us what happened.’ 

    Cophus nodded. ‘What do we do, sir?’ 

    ‘Get him to the command tent and lay him down there. Give his head a wash, gently. Don’t press anywhere, but Ioses will want it clean so he can work, I can tell you that now. I’m going to find out who’s missing, and then I’ll run back to the inn and get Ioses. I think we can safely drop the fiction that he’s just a local now. He’s not going to find out much more on his own.’ 

    Leaving Cophus to his work, Rufinus hurried back to the centre of the camp, his thoughts racing. Thus far nothing they had found either condemned or corroborated Cophus’ story. The injured sentry could just as easily be the optio’s victim as anyone else’s. If the rollcall turned up a missing man, then Cophus might be vindicated, or if the legionary recovered and awoke, having a story of his own. Other than that, there was little they could do. One thing was certain: they couldn’t continue to bumble around Nashan suffering internecine troubles. They had to somehow progress their mission, even if there was no clear way to do so. 

    At the command tent, he waited as the soldiers fell into their units. Pulcher had a man run a count of the sentries, and then had each contubernium’s leader call off his men. Over a short time, listening to name after name and number after number, Rufinus waited for the result. When the results were tallied by the soldier playing the role of Pulcher’s clerk, for a wondrous moment they were one short, and then Rufinus remembered the unconscious sentry lying in the command tent. That man also accounted for, it appeared that every soldier in the camp had been called. No one was missing. 

    Cophus remained a figure of suspicion. 

    Rufinus sighed. ‘There’s no point in letting anyone go back to sleep now. Have the men break their fast and get ready for the day. It’s going to be a big and dangerous day, so let’s get it started early. I’ll be back shortly.’ 

    With Acheron beside him, he left the camp once more and hurried back to Nashan. At the inn, he pushed open the door, surprising the innkeeper and his wife just inside, both still in their sleeping tunics, both staring in shock as their home was invaded by a man who should by rights already be inside and asleep. 

    ‘Don’t ask,’ Rufinus said without a trace of humour. ‘I’ll be back in a moment. Don’t go anywhere.’ 

    With that he hurried upstairs and hammered on Ioses’ door. After a few moments, the surgeon opened up, blinking in surprise to find Rufinus already up, dusty and busy. 

    ‘What in the name of God is happening?’ 

    ‘It’s been a long night,’ Rufinus replied. ‘We may or may not have a traitor in the ranks. It may or may not be Cophus.’ 

    ‘You already thought that,’ reminded the Judean. 

    ‘I suspected it. Now I’m sure. Someone slipped out of the camp tonight, spied right outside our doors and then disappeared. Either it was Cophus and he’s lying well, or it was a man Cophus was following. I’ll explain it all later. For now, there’s a sentry with a head wound over in the camp that really needs your help. I’ve had the injury gently cleaned for you.’ 

    ‘I’d rather you hadn’t. That sort of thing can cause its own damage. You realise that now I’m a freedman again, I should be charging you for this?’ 

    ‘I’m a soldier,’ Rufinus replied, darkly. ‘I can always take slaves, you know.’ 

    Ioses gave him an insolent grin. ‘How much does a legionary medicus get paid? I’ll run up a tab on a pro-rata basis.’ 

    ‘Just go and help him.’ 

    ‘And what are you going to do?’ 

    ‘I’m going to get us some information.’ 

    Ioses took a few moments to dress and gather up his gear. ‘Will we be coming back here?’ 

    ‘I very much doubt it, and I suspect it will be in our best interests not to, before long.’ 

    Frowning in incomprehension at the implicit threat those words carried, Ioses collected all his kit and then made his way downstairs. Rufinus wandered over to his room. Apart from the local police records, his kit was easy enough to pack, and he did so in moments. He’d have to tell the police officer to come and collect his documents from the inn. He had no time to waste. Once all that was left in the room was the piles of records, Rufinus wandered downstairs. 

    The innkeeper and his wife were standing by the counter, looking worried and confused. The main door was now open, Ioses having just left to make his way to the camp. Steeling himself, Rufinus strode over to the proprietor. 

    ‘I am not a malicious man. I have nothing against your people, for all the trouble that exists between you and Rome. And I loathe putting pressure on innocent people. You are just a businessman trying to eke out an existence in a hard world.’ 

    The innkeeper’s worried look intensified. Even he could sense the ‘but’ that was coming. 

    Rufinus placed both palms down on the countertop. ‘But there is trouble in this area. I am looking for a man and no one seems inclined to help. I have no desire to, or intention of, torturing information from anyone. Yet I must find that man, and soon. And I think this Claudius and his bandits can help me. All I want is the location of the bandit’s lair.’ 

    ‘We don’t know such things,’ burbled the wife. ‘We’re just villagers, not bandits or soldiers or police. How would we know how to help you?’ 

    Rufinus allowed his expression to harden. ‘It is my profound belief that everyone in this village knows precisely where to find Claudius and his bandit army. You’re all in on it. And frankly, I don’t give a shit. I live on the other side of the empire, I work for men on the other side of the empire, and I’m well aware that this whole region is as unsettled as a Vestal in a whorehouse. I don’t even care about the bandits. If they can give me the information I want, I’ll even leave them in peace. Shit, they’re probably doing more good than harm anyway for me and mine, since they’ll be preying on Niger’s resources. All I want is that one man. When I find him, I’m gone. But until I can find that man, Nashan is my home and the centre of my mission. Do you understand?’ 

    ‘We know nothing,’ the innkeeper said again, a firmness to his tone, though his wife looked a little more panicked to Rufinus’ eye. 

    ‘I don’t believe you. And I tell you what I’m going to do. Because I will not torture or kill you for the information I need, I will make your life so bloody unpleasant that you’ll be begging to tell me the truth. This place hates Romans. It hates authority. I am Roman, and by the gods I represent authority.’ He fished in his pouch and produced his silver insignia. ‘I realise you have no idea what this is, so let me tell you. It means I am a frumentarius. A grain man. I work directly for the emperor and my authority supersedes almost anyone in the east, except perhaps governors and legates, and even they might defer to me. I have so much power that some days I can hardly squeeze my head through doorways.’ 

    He let this sink in. Even the innkeeper was starting to look panicked now, and his wife was white as a sheet, her mouth opening and closing in horror. 

    ‘I will use every bit of my authority. Oh, I could close you down, or seal up the village, or stop your supplies, or even garrison your inn with my men. But that would just inconvenience you. Instead, what I am going to do is become your new best friend. Over the next few days, the other villagers will discover that you have given me free accommodation and sustenance. They will learn that you are becoming quite wealthy through me. They may hear of couriers being intercepted carrying commendations for your imperial service to the governor’s man in Aelia. They will know that you have sold yourself to Rome for coin. And during that time, I will find out where the bandits are anyway. Then I will go about my business, find my information and be on my way. But what I leave behind is up to you. Either you are a Roman hating villager, or you are a collaborator. Which would you prefer?’ 

    The innkeeper stared at him. ‘I would be ruined. Worse, I would be skinned and thrown in the salt sea.’ 

    ‘Yes, I rather think that sort of thing might be the outcome. Now, perhaps you might like to rethink your stance on what you know?’ 

    He stood in silence, stepping back from the bar and folding his arms. 

    The innkeeper took one look at his wife and sagged. ‘There is a place. It’s about five miles from the village around the western shore. There’s a canyon in the hills. Find small cairns of stones and they’ll point the way. But Claudius will not suffer you. You will die. You would be better forgetting your man and running back to your home on the other side of the empire.’ 

    Rufinus gave him a smile that was not entirely comforting. ‘Thank you for the information. Should it hold true, I will find a way to reward you. We will find the bandits and speak to them. If you have steered me wrong, I will visit vengeance on a god-like level upon my return, but if your information has been correct, I will give you the best gift I can. I will pay my bill on time and I will leave, calling you unkind names and threatening to set the authorities on you as a Roman hater.’ 

    The man’s expression brightened a little at this. Rufinus gave him one last look, loaded with a silent warning, and then marched out of the inn and headed for the camp once more. As he approached, he could see that camp was already being struck, half the tents down now and being stowed, the pack animals loaded, men shovelling the pitiful rampart back into the ditch. By the time the sun was up there would be hardly any sign they’d ever been there. 

    Passing through the activity, he made his way to the command tent. The wounded legionary lay on a pile of blankets, apparently asleep, his head wrapped in copious bandages. Rufinus looked over to Ioses, who was packing his kit away. 

    ‘Well?’ 

    ‘He’ll live. If he can still talk when he next awakes, he should be fine.’ 

    ‘Has he talked already?’ 

    ‘Only enough to be of no use to you. He was hit from behind. Never saw a thing.’ 

    Rufinus grunted. ‘Typical. I, however, now know where the bandits are.’ 

    ‘Did you kill anyone?’ 

    Rufinus gave the Judean a look. ‘You’ve known me for a while now. What do you think?’ 

    ‘Good. Look, there’s one thing that occurred to me last night as I went through the notes we made.’ 

    ‘Oh yes?’ 

    ‘Yes. I know the geography of this land, and its infrastructure. I went over everything twice and I can tell you that the bandits have hit targets all over the region, even as far as the sea, but they have been selective.’ 

    ‘We know they’re bright.’ 

    ‘More selective than just bright, Rufinus. They have only hit major supply stations and depots and transports and caravans, but they seem to have inside information. They hit the depot at Ein Gedi the very day after a large supply caravan unloaded there. They hit the waterfront at Azotos Paralios the evening a supply fleet from Crete had docked. They have ignored the small stations with nothing of value and hit only high-stakes targets at exactly the right time.’ 

    ‘An inside job?’ 

    Ioses nodded. ‘They can only be doing this with information from within the military or the civil authorities.’ 

    ‘The plot thickens,’ Rufinus murmured. ‘Today we will confront this Claudius, and all will hopefully be made clear.’ 

    ‘Or we’ll see the sunset from a line of crosses along the shore of the sea…’ Ioses grumbled. 

    

  


   
    Chapter Eleven 

      

    A parched and dusty riverbed ran down to the sea from rocky bluffs to the west, and Rufinus could see from the shape of the hilltops that it had formed some sort of canyon, narrow and high. Perfect terrain for a trap, of course. He turned to Ioses, who seemed to be muttering silently under his breath, a sign that he was praying. 

    ‘What is this place again?’ 

    ‘It was a holy community of the Essene sect. A place of learning and peace. Until the Flavians came.’ 

    Rufinus nodded, looking up at the crumbled ruins of a long-dead settlement on the hilltop in the distance, above that canyon. He turned again and looked back at his unit. Three centuries of men. Still far from equipped like a legion in wartime, with mismatched and often plain missing equipment, yet they were steady and serious, had managed their marches and trials with stoic fortitude and, most of all, looked like the Roman army. 

    He was not at all certain whether that would be a good thing or a bad thing here. 

    ‘You know this is a trap, right?’ Cophus murmured quietly, eyeing the canyon in the rocks in the distance. 

    Rufinus leaned on the cairn of stones, the last along the shore and angled so as to almost point up the river. ‘It’s a perfectly defensive place. I daresay knowledgeable locals can find other ways around, but anyone likely to come against them in force is left with the choice of dangerous climbs or marching up the canyon.’ 

    ‘How do we play this, sir?’ Pulcher asked quietly. ‘Bearing in mind that these people might have killed Silvanus.’ 

    Rufinus took a deep breath. ‘Carefully. We’re not here to try and destroy them, for all that that’s what our people in the region would like us to do. In truth, as long as they’re preying on supplies bound for Niger’s armies, I’m inclined more to encourage them than to stop them. The emperor would certainly back me on that, I’m sure. When the war is over and the bandits are still causing trouble, then they become a target, but until then, all I want is to talk to them and find out anything I can about Silvanus and his movements, or lack thereof.’ 

    He straightened. ‘To that end, marching three centuries of men in would be counter-productive. It would be hard to deny a military objective coming in such force. Most of the unit will stop here near the shore and wait for word.’ 

    ‘You’re right, of course,’ commented Cophus, ‘and yet walking alone into that ravine would be extremely foolish.’ 

    ‘Quite. I need to find the right balance. Enough to look like we mean business, but not quite enough to be perceived as a direct threat. I will take half a century.’ He looked at the two officers with him. There was still something odd going on, and it seemed certainly centred around Cophus. He was running a risk with the optio either way. Taking him into action might allow him the chance to make a play if he truly was an enemy, for Rufinus would already be in extreme danger there. But leaving him alone in command of the bulk of the unit was equally inviting insurrection. What to do? He would have to err on the side of caution. Cophus would have his work cut out if he wanted to turn the heads and hearts of two and a half centuries of men. 

    ‘Pulcher, choose the best half century of men for speed. I don’t care so much about fighting spirit. If this goes wrong, speed and the will to run like Hermes will be all-important. You’re coming with me.’ He turned to Ioses. ‘I’d like you along too.’ 

    ‘I had a feeling that was coming. You know how little use I can be there?’ 

    ‘On the contrary. You are one of their people. You know their customs and religion. You speak their tongue. And if things go wrong, your professional skills might become paramount. I need you.’ 

    ‘Fine, but I’m adding a tidy sum to the tab I’m keeping for you.’ 

    Rufinus flashed him a weary smile, then looked at Cophus, trying to keep the suspicion from his tone. ‘Keep the men stood down, but ready to move. If these bandits are half as good as we’ve been led to believe, then they’ll have had eyes on us for a while now, possibly even since Nashan. They’ll see you, I’m sure, so look as though you’re going nowhere. We can’t give you any kind of signal if you’re needed, but I suspect there will be a certain amount of noise and screaming if things go wrong, so you should be aware that you’re required.’ 

    The optio nodded, and Pulcher picked out his chosen men, then led them off to the fore. ‘Ready?’ 

    Rufinus straightened his tunic. ‘Not really, but let’s go anyway.’ 

    They moved off up the riverbed, Rufinus, Ioses and Pulcher out front with Acheron padding alongside, walking slowly and steadily as though out for a stroll and posing no threat. The forty men they brought with them walked along behind in perfect step, four abreast. A small force, but a very visible one. 

    The wide, flat stream bed gradually narrowed as it approached the hills, a dun-coloured world of crags and scree slopes. The ruined settlement sat atop the northern side of the valley, close to the flat land, reasonably reachable and not nestled above the steep sides further on. Rufinus looked up at the tops and for just a moment thought he saw a flicker of movement, though he could not be sure. Almost certainly there were scouts observing them. 

    The walls of the canyon began to rise now in height and steepness, the width of the dry riverbed narrowing. Pulcher gave the order and the men moved from four columns of ten to three columns of thirteen with a single, nervous looking man playing rear guard. Rufinus had rarely in his life felt quite so exposed to danger, especially when willingly walking into it. Ioses did not look at all happy, and Pulcher’s gaze nipped from place to place constantly as he kept watch. 

    His gaze took in cave mouths now, high up the canyon sides, looking down upon them like the empty eye sockets of dusty, brown skulls. He could not see anyone in those caves, but felt sure men were there, nonetheless, watching the advancing Romans below. The canyon curved around to the left, its depths lost from sight, and as it did so it narrowed again. Pulcher kept his formation, though now the men were packed across the narrow river, and fighting would be difficult. He had his orders anyway. When something went wrong, they were to run, not fight. 

    Rounding that corner, the canyon ahead turned once more, back to the right, the walls ever higher. Finally, they saw two figures. Men stood atop the edge of the slope looking down at them. It did not escape Rufinus’ notice that both men held bows. If this Claudius was so inclined, this could be a massacre. Still the watchmen remained still, eyes on the advancing Romans. A thought occurring, Rufinus turned and looked back. Sure enough, another two figures stood further back, on cliffs they had already passed, similarly armed. 

    Turning the next corner, Rufinus could finally see ahead once more, for the canyon was rising in altitude into the hills, the riverbed narrower, and now the walls were lower once more, the valley snaking gently this way and that as he advanced. He paused, as did all those with him. A small group of figures, maybe a dozen, stood on a high rock overlooking the approaching canyon ahead. More figures were visible along the sides, each armed with a bow. He tried to shake the image of a man walking into a lion’s mouth. He failed. 

    With the slightest motion to the others, Rufinus stepped out ahead with Acheron, Ioses and Pulcher at his shoulders, the rest a little further behind. He was almost offering himself up as a target, but they’d never been likely to win a fight here anyway, even if he’d brought the entire unit. Slowing now, moving at a very sedate pace, he led the approach to that rise where what had to be the bandit leaders waited. Finally, as he closed to conversation distance, he stopped and motioned for those behind him to do the same. He could feel the tension building. There were at least a score of arrows pointed at them now. 

    ‘Men of the Third Cyrenaica,’ one of the bandits said, stepping out in front of the others, little to be seen of him for he had some kind of chequered scarf wrapped around his head and lower face, leaving only the eyes on view. ‘I am intrigued, for I assumed you all in Antioch by now.’ 

    Rufinus faltered. Just how clever and well-informed was this man? They bore no flags declaring their unit, and though two of the shields bore out of date designs for the Third, they were old images not currently in use, and would be barely visible at all anyway from up there. 

    ‘Claudius, I presume,’ he called in reply. ‘Your reputation precedes you.’ 

    ‘Yours does not, Centurion. Your legion I know. You I do not.’ 

    Again, Rufinus felt a lurch and adjusted his thinking. Ioses had said these men had to have inside information, but just how much he’d not considered. If this bandit knew the Third enough to even know their centurions… 

    ‘Silvanus,’ murmured a voice by his ear. 

    ‘What?’ 

    ‘That is Julius Silvanus,’ Pulcher repeated. 

    Rufinus blinked, turning to the optio. ‘What? How do you know? You can hardly see him.’ 

    Pulcher smiled. ‘Don’t forget I worked with Silvanus in Hegra for quite a time. He always wore a scarf like that, and he has a certain way about him. See how he stands with his thumbs tucked in his belt? And he knows the Third, but he doesn’t know you.’ 

    Rufinus nodded, the revelation still stunning him. Claudius the bandit leader was Silvanus the frumentarius? It seemed unthinkable. But then everyone who’d mentioned the bandits had put their rise to prominence in the last few months, and Silvanus had come through Aelia at about that time, vanishing in Nashan. He would have all the information he would need to hit the Roman military infrastructure, more than any normal military officer, and above that he would have that subtle mind that only men who had achieved the top positions in the frumentarii could claim. He would be a man like Vibius Cestius, and Rufinus’ old friend could think him in circles. Suddenly, his path had become much clearer. 

    ‘You may not recognise me, Julius Silvanus,’ he called up to the hill, but you might recognise Pulcher, the optio at my shoulder. And this you will know very well.’ Risking being shot with an arrow, Rufinus reached down into his pouch and produced his silver insignia, holding it high, so that it flashed in the sunlight. It would be little more than a glinting dot up there, but if that was Silvanus, then he would surely recognise what it had to be. 

    There was a pause and a loaded silence atop the rise. Finally, the man unwound the scarf around his lower face and dropped it to his neck, gesturing down at them. ‘Come. The centurion, Pulcher and the Judean. The rest stay where you are.’ 

    Rufinus looked to his two companions and, with the dog beside them, they walked on up the canyon. Two more bandits stepped out from the side wall and pointed to where they’d been hidden. Approaching, Rufinus looked that way and could see a slope that led up towards the high points. Nodding his thanks to the men, who were similarly concealed with scarves but had the general colouring of locals, he climbed the slope until he reached the top, then gave a whistle of impressed surprise. A whole settlement of temporary shacks sat nearby, alongside a compound filled to the brim with military equipment, and a corral of animals. A small army of men went about their business. Passing the whole place by, he approached that hilltop that towered over the canyon. As he did so, men drew back their bows ready to loose, the tips of their arrows trained on three men and a dog. 

    Claudius… Julius Silvanus… stood in front of the small crowd of men. His gaze moved from Rufinus to Ioses, taking everything in, then to the dog with no sign of fear or surprise, and then to Pulcher with a mutual nod of recognition before slipping back to Rufinus. 

    ‘Show me again,’ he said. 

    Rufinus brandished the silver insignia. 

    A slow smile spread across the man’s lips. ‘I have been waiting some time for someone to come.’ 

    Rufinus frowned. ‘I am hardly the only frumentarius in the east,’ he said. ‘If you needed others, you need not have waited. Aprilis is in Aelia Capitolina, and receptive, for I visited him on the way to Nashan. And other senior officers are in Alexandria and Antioch.’ 

    Silvanus shook his head. ‘You have no idea, young man. I am all-but trapped here. To my knowledge our colleague in Alexandria is loyal still, and despite working from the very heart of Niger’s domain, our friend in Antioch retains his loyalties, but Aprilis in Aelia is more Tenth Fretensis than you could imagine. He went over to Niger at the very start of the conflict, and he knows I am in the area. He has every road and port monitored and controlled. I cannot travel north or south without walking out into the open and confronting him, nor to his ports in the west. To the east is only Parthia, the only place less friendly to an imperial agent than Aprilis’ domain. And so I did what I could. I stayed here and began to undermine Niger’s war effort in the hope that loyal grain men would come for me.’ 

    Rufinus stared. ‘I went to Aelia. I met Aprilis. He never intimated…’ 

    But his mind was racing. Aprilis had said he had Silvanus followed and lost him at Nashan. It could surely not be standard practice for frumentarii to have one another followed, could it? He would only have tried to keep track of Silvanus if this man was his enemy. He felt things falling into place. The soldiers of the Tenth who attacked them in the streets of Aelia could have been sent after them by Aprilis, too. Gods, but perhaps the man was even responsible for the scorpion. Could he have got to someone in the Third? Was he behind the man Cophus claimed to have followed, or was Cophus himself actually Aprilis’ man after all? Damn it, but it was ever so with the frumentarii. Layers of treachery and secrecy like unpeeling an onion. 

    ‘Can you not overcome Aprilis’ watchmen?’ he said. ‘Travel north or south in strength? You have a large force. Large enough to take on major supply depots, so how can a few of Aprilis’ watchmen stop you?’ 

    ‘Aprilis is good,’ the man replied. ‘The one time I tried, with my burgeoning force, to break out, it ended in near disaster. We tried to move up the Jordan Valley and met resistance at the very first town. He must have been watching the approaches, for we found ourselves face to face with a recently levied force of Damascenes maybe a thousand strong. They were new. Horse archers and lancers. We turned tail and ran, and even then, I lost good men before we managed to get clear and cover our trail. Since then, we have stayed here and worked as we could. I have cultivated good relations with the locals, and I’m largely unassailable here as long as I am careful and do not challenge Aprilis directly.’ 

    Rufinus nodded slowly. ‘Why not? Why not a direct challenge? You could have taken on Aprilis in Aelia?’ 

    Silvanus looked at him as though he were an idiot. ‘Attack the wolf in his own fortress? He is well protected and has his best men with him, and undoubtedly other units of levies nearby upon whom he could call at a moment’s notice. Don’t forget he knows me. I would be located and picked off long before I reached the towers. No, Aprilis has had me pinned here for months. I can move about and take down targets within a certain area, but he has every route out of the region secured. Now that you are here, though, perhaps things can change.’ 

    Rufinus huffed. ‘I don’t mean to sound negative, but I’m not here to advance the war effort, nor to join conflicts against rogue grain men. My task is simple. To get to you, to extract you and take you home, and to secure the list of local agents that you have in your possession before it falls into Niger’s hands. I presume you still have that list?’ 

    Silvanus frowned and tapped his temple with an index finger. ‘In here. I’m not stupid enough to keep a list like that lying around. But it matters not. Two names on that list are dead and the others stand before you.’ With a sweep of his arm, he gestured to the band of warriors who had been standing with him on the hill. 

    Rufinus stared. ‘These? These are all…?’ 

    Silvanus nodded. ‘Of course. The first thing I did was to send to every man I could and bring them to me, out of danger. You don’t think I was the only man with a copy of that list, do you? Aprilis will have had one for a start.’ 

    Rufinus stared. Half the people on this hilltop were either frumentarii or their extended network of agents and contacts. ‘Then we need to go,’ he said. ‘The moment we set foot in Rome once more, this mission is not just a success but a great one. Not only you pulled from danger in the war zone, but all of these as well? We must go.’ 

    Silvanus folded his arms. ‘Have you not heard what I have been saying? Aprilis in Aelia has the entire east locked down and sealed. We’ll not reach the coast, nor leave his domain by road. Unless you fancy attempting to enter Parthia, and we all know how that goes historically, you’re trapped here with us.’ 

    Rufinus shook his head. ‘Aprilis still thinks me an ally, I believe. I gave him no reason to think otherwise. He may have attempted to take me out on my own in Aelia, but with my unit we have been left alone.’ Or have we? Have all our troubles not been Aprilis at work? ‘All we need to do is for you to stand your bandit army down, or leave them under a lieutenant, while you and the other agents slip in among my men. It’s not like you’re short of supplies to dress accordingly,’ he gestured to the stolen equipment near the village. ‘Another dozen or so men will just disappear among my three centuries. We take you in, then we march south. I know the road now back to Hegra, and we can detour before we get there, head for the Arab Sea and board a spice boat bound for the west. With a bit of luck, we can be far from Aprilis’ clutches before he realises you’ve gone.’ 

    Ioses leaned in. ‘Not to blow my own trumpet or anything, but I know the Via Nova Traiani. I had a surgical practice in Betthorus for years. I can take you far out of the areas Aprilis will watch, to the east of the sea, and get you to Petra. From there I believe you would be safe anyway.’ 

    Rufinus nodded. ‘Listen to him, Silvanus.’ 

    But there was a glint in the frumentarius’ eye now that presaged action. ‘No. Your plan is workable, but there is so much more we can do with it. If as you say, Aprilis will leave your unit be for now, and we can hide within its ranks, then we can do more than just flee. We can free this region from his control. You say you visited him in Aelia? Then there is a precedent, and Aprilis will not be suspicious if you return for a second visit.’ 

    Rufinus had a sinking feeling. He felt fairly sure he knew what was coming next. ‘My remit is to bring you and the list in. I can extend that to the names on that list, but I am under orders, come to me through Vibius Cestius, and I will not expand on those orders to become involved in the civil war out here. That is not my business.’ 

    Silvanus narrowed his eyes. ‘Vibius Cestius is a good man, and clever. If he knew for even a moment that you were presented with an opportunity to remove a dangerous traitor from power, do you imagine that he would do anything other than expand your orders?’ 

    Rufinus dithered now. Put like that it did sound likely. But he’d accomplished a mission here. His last mission for the frumentarii before he returned to active service in the Guard. And he had a wife now, waiting for him in the west. Senova would hardly jump for joy to learn that he’d voluntarily walked into the midst of the civil war in an attempt to sneakily break into a legionary fortress and capture or kill a senior officer who was powerful enough to have his claws into every pie in the east. Damn it. 

    ‘No. No, that’s not my brief. I was sent to bring you in, and I’ll do that. Ioses can sneak us away by safe routes, and once we’re past Petra we’ll be safe.’ 

    A clearing of a throat by his other ear drew his attention. 

    ‘Pulcher?’ 

    ‘With respect, sir, you’re not seeing the big picture.’ 

    ‘What?’ 

    ‘It’s fair enough that with your plan you pull the officer here and your men out to safety, but what you’ll be doing is leaving the rest of us who stay behind wallowing in the shit. Imagine what Aprilis is going to do when he learns what’s happened? The entire region will be scourged of loyalists. People like us will have to run or die. But we have an opportunity here to change the balance. To perhaps even tip the scales away from Niger in lands he thinks are safe. You can’t overlook that, sir.’ 

    Rufinus huffed. ‘I don’t like it, but I have my orders.’ 

    ‘Then let me make this very easy for you,’ Silvanus announced, straightening. ‘I shall not be coming back with you, and neither will any of these men. If you will not help us take down Aprilis, then we shall remain and continue our current campaign. Your mission has failed.’ 

    Rufinus stared at him. ‘That’s insane. That’s criminal. Dangerous. Extremely unreasonable.’ 

    ‘You will help us, one way or another,’ Silvanus said in tones that brooked no resistance. 

    Rufinus looked from Silvanus to Pulcher, who now moved to stand shoulder to shoulder with the man, and then back again. He sagged. He had no choice. He could picture what Cestius would say if he returned with no one, and he still had the nagging suspicion that Silvanus was right and that Cestius would urge him to take action anyway if he knew. Damn it, but he had to agree. 

    ‘Do you know the three towers in Aelia?’ he said with a sigh. 

    ‘I have been inside just the once,’ Silvanus. ‘I arrived at Aelia on the run from Hegra and sought funds and supplies to press north. I managed to draw the supplies, but while in Aprilis’ office I found documents meant for him sealed by Niger himself. When I left, the man had me followed and I had to use every trick I know to lose the scout. I know the rough layout of the towers, though. They have three centuries of men within the fortress, and the rest of a full cohort scattered around Aelia and the surrounding area. But Aprilis also has other agents and other units not recorded on the official records, so we cannot say for sure what forces he can call upon. The whole matter will rely upon subtlety and speed. We approach the garrison in force as your detachment, you gain access to the gate, and once we’re moving inside, Pulcher and your men can secure the walls, the gate and the towers. You and I will locate Aprilis and deal with him before he can send any signals off. Do you remember his office? The way there? I have been but once.’ 

    ‘Me too,’ Rufinus replied, ‘but my Judean friend, Ioses here, has a particularly good memory. You remember the way, Ioses?’ 

    The Judean threw him a bitter look. ‘I do, though I have to say I was planning on skipping your next idiotic plan.’ 

    ‘Add it to your tab,’ Rufinus sighed. ‘Alright. And we’d best take the others from the list with us, too.’ 

    Silvanus shook his head. ‘We will delay one day at Nashan. My men will move ahead in the guise of locals. They have become adept at moving into position unnoticed. We can have a cohort’s worth of men around a depot the day before they’re needed with the occupants none the wiser. They will move into Aelia and infiltrate the Jewish shanty town on the Western Hill. By the time we reach Aelia’s fortress, my men will be waiting in among the alleys and streets. That way, when we strike at the towers and take Aprilis, they will be on hand to deal with any units that may be drawn into the fight from outside, and they will be close by when we need them.’ 

    Rufinus nodded wearily. ‘You’ve thought this all out, haven’t you?’ 

    ‘I have been trying to work out a way to bring down Aprilis for more than a month, but short of a direct siege, until now I never had a way of getting through the gate. Now it can be done.’ 

    ‘Very well,’ Rufinus said. ‘I agree to your plan, but with one stipulation. I want Aprilis alive. I want to bring him back to Rome with us for interrogation. His information could lead to so much of use.’ 

    ‘Agreed.’ 

    Silvanus’ gaze slid once more to Pulcher. ‘If you can spare the optio here, I would very much like to hear what he has to say. I have several months to catch up on with him over events in Hegra and men I considered friends.’ 

    Rufinus nodded, though he felt somewhat deflated. ‘I shall leave Pulcher and this half century with you while Ioses and I return to the others and inform them what has happened. We shall make camp near the shore and await your arrival there in due course.’ 

    He turned to Ioses and frowned. ‘Where is Acheron?’ Until now he’d been so intent upon the exchange that he’d not noticed the big black hound disappear. 

    ‘Your dog?’ called one of the bandits. ‘He is with Sheba.’ The man grinned. ‘Romance is in the air, I fear.’ 

    Rufinus frowned, then spotted Acheron in the shadow of one of the huts carrying out a somewhat biological activity with a white, thick-haired animal with pointy ears and a curly tail, a dog half his size no less. Rufinus winced. It seemed that Acheron’s advancing age did not get in the way of everything. 

    ‘I think perhaps we’d best wait a little before we leave. Do you have any fruit juice?’ 

    ‘We have wine.’ 

    ‘Water it well, if you would.’ 

    

  


   
    Chapter Twelve 

      

    As the gleaming city of Aelia Capitolina came into view sitting proudly atop golden slopes, the very face of Roman rule stamped upon the heart of the Judean world, Rufinus found himself once more grumbling quietly about how things had turned out. 

    Admittedly, two days ago it had looked very much as though his mission had failed, yet he had at least been a man in command and with a plan. He’d had three centuries of legionaries, most of whom he felt were not actively trying to kill him, and had the support of a senior grain man in the city. Now, he rode back towards that city playing second in command to the very man he’d been sent to save. Oh, nominally it was him in command, but the new addition outranked him among the frumentarii, and also outranked him in legionary command levels, given their relative current positions. Consequently, although the men of the Third looked to Rufinus to confirm orders, those orders were invariably being issued by Silvanus/Claudius. All this, and when they got there, it would be Rufinus and his men putting their lives on the line to take down the traitorous grain man there, something that Silvanus was clearly intent on achieving, while Rufinus would have been content to lead everyone west once more away from the war. 

    It made him twitch. Even more so that Cophus seemed to have taken on a sullen air, ever since that incident at night in Nashan, giving Rufinus looks that brooked trouble, especially since the man had been left behind when they met Claudius. Pulcher, on the other hand, seemed in high spirits, reunited with the grain man he’d worked alongside for a year in Hegra. The optio once more cleaved to the frumentarius’ side, and Rufinus could feel what little authority he seemed to retain eroding with every mile that those two became closer. It was incredibly frustrating. There was also very little he could do about it. He could perhaps argue his precedence in the current command structure and demand that they listen to him rather than Silvanus, but that rather smacked of a spoiled child standing in the dust and demanding that his friends do as he says. It would not do any good. And it mattered not anyway, since they were bound to Silvanus’ plan regardless, for Rufinus could hardly go home without him. 

    And so here they were, about to launch an attack on a fellow legion in their home fortress. Slightly off to one side of the column of soldiers, Acheron paced along, close to the white-haired Sheba, Silvanus’ Judean sheepdog. The two seemed more than a little comfortable together, and in other times, Rufinus would have smiled to see it, Acheron being in his dotage, after all. However, Sheba was Silvanus’ hound, and if they survived the coming days there was very little chance that the two dogs would ever meet again. He sighed and turned to the marching men behind him 

    ‘Nice and easy lads. We’re perfectly acceptable and expected here. We’re just passing through so I can visit the garrison again. The more normal we look, the less alarm we’ll raise. We’ll skirt the city to the west and approach through the Judean slum.’ 

    ‘We should go through the streets of Aelia instead,’ said Silvanus, marching behind him in a centurion’s panoply. 

    ‘What?’ 

    ‘It will look odd if we circle the whole city and then approach the towers from the south. We’re coming from the north-west. An approaching unit would naturally march straight through the city, especially in a place like Aelia, where Rome is still making a point to any Jew who might be watching.’ 

    Rufinus ground his teeth but nodded at the logic of it. ‘It’s extending the danger, though. Especially for Ioses here. If he’s discovered to be a Jew in that city he’ll be crucified.’ 

    He noted the avid nodding from the man, pale-faced and worried. 

    ‘I think you over-estimate people’s attention levels,’ Silvanus said nonchalantly. ‘Unless your friend stops and prays to his god in the forum or we pause to eat kosher foods, nobody will look at him twice. Everyone in this region has his colouring, and only some are Jews. Besides, he’s marching in a Roman column, so nobody would even think to question it. Come on.’ 

    To Rufinus’ increasing irritation, Pulcher nodded and gave the order for the column to turn and make for the great decorative triple-arched triumphal gate that granted access to Hadrian’s new city. As they approached, Rufinus could feel his own tension building, and could only imagine what was going through Ioses’ head. Here was the city of his ancestors, the home of his god, the centre of his world, for all it had been buried under Hadrian’s Roman structures. And yet here was the one place in the world from which he was absolutely forbidden on pain of death. To march into it in a Roman column would be more than a little disturbing for Ioses. Silently Rufinus cursed Senova. Until he’d spent time with her and her peculiar non-Roman ideas, things like that would never have occurred to him. 

    Men of the Tenth Fretensis stood beside the gate, though they seemed to be paying little attention to the steady stream of life passing through their watch, both in and out of the city. They did halt in their conversations as the column of legionaries approached, peering with guarded interest. One of them stepped forward, a man with an optio’s crest and staff. As the column neared the men, Silvanus stepped slightly back, leaving Rufinus out front. He cursed silently again. If the man was going to take control of the centuries, he could at least do his own dirty work. 

    ‘The Third?’ the optio said in greeting as the column came to a halt. ‘Thought you boys were all in the north with our lot.’ 

    ‘We’ll be headed that way soon enough,’ Rufinus said. ‘But we’ve just had an encounter with your local bandit problem, and I need to report to your commander.’ 

    The optio’s face slid into seriousness. ‘Shit, sir, you’re lucky to have got away. Must have been just a few of them?’ 

    ‘Enough. They’re operating around the north of the sea.’ 

    ‘Yes. We don’t go there in the absence of most of our legion. Good luck.’ He jerked a thumb in the direction of the city as he stood aside. 

    Rufinus saluted him and led the column on through the gate and into Aelia. He was impressed at how the guards seemed to barely glance at Acheron where most regarded him with fear. Perhaps it was a symptom of the great black hound trotting happily alongside the handsome sheepdog? Sheba’s very presence sapped the dangerous aura he usually gave off. Rufinus could not help feeling there was a lesson there, but he’d better not think too closely on it. 

    He could feel the fear emanating from Ioses as the Judean passed beneath that forbidden arch, and when one of the guards happened to look at him, he actually flinched. Rufinus put in a little silent prayer to some of his favourite gods, including the Yahwah of the Jews just in case, that the Judean didn’t snap and do something stupid. Fortunately, the man stayed quiet, eyes lowered, until they were through that gate, utilising all three arches in order to speed passage, and in moments they were in the city of Aelia Capitolina. 

    Beyond the gate lay a wide square surrounded by buildings sheathed in gleaming marble and fine dressed stone, crowds going about their everyday business all watched over benevolently by the great emperor Hadrian, who stood in painted marble atop a column at the centre. Hadrian had loved the east, they said. Apparently not Judea, though, given what he’d done here. Rufinus felt oddly uncomfortable and self-conscious under that cold marble imperial glare, and it was not until they were moving along the wide colonnaded cardo which ran the full length of the urban mass that he felt himself beginning to relax a little. They were in a Roman city, which was nicely familiar in its style and its monuments, and the people were paying them only as much attention as people normally paid a tired military column making its way through the streets, a sort of guardedly interested disinterest, if such a thing were possible. 

    He felt the tension beginning to build once more, though, as they neared the end of the cardo. Passing an arch and a busy forum, they closed on the southern entrance to the city, a tetrapylon of impressive size and grandeur, a four-way arched gate sporting a great statue of Victory atop a pile of Judean arms and armour. A monument to Rome’s total crushing of Jewish resistance heralding the entrance of the new Roman city. Rufinus could imagine how such a monument was regarded by the impoverished and exiled Judeans living in their squalid shanty town in the shadow of the goddess. Once again, he cursed Senova. Between her and Ioses he was suffering a string of distinctly un-Roman thoughts these days. 

     Again, two men of the Tenth stood beside the tetrapylon, though this pair was clearly bored and underworked, as they stood slouching and leaning on their grounded shields until one of them spotted the column approaching, led by a centurion, at which point both men snapped to attention. No one else was passing through the gate they guarded. What Judean would dare, and what Roman would be approaching through that shanty town? 

    As they passed through that great monument to Jewish despair, Ioses this time held his head higher, safe in the knowledge that he was passing from mortal danger to mere extreme danger, and the two legionaries stood at attention, saluting, as the entire column traipsed by. The men of the Third turned, then, and marched away along the edge of Aelia’s buildings, in that strange no-man’s-land between the new city and the wretched remains of the old. When the gate and its guards were finally lost to sight behind, Pulcher cleared his throat. ‘What are we going to do? Surely three centuries of men will put the Tenth on their guard, regardless of intention?’ 

    Rufinus shook his head. ‘I don’t think so. When we reach the gate, line the men up outside as we would if you were just waiting for us to check in and then we’d rejoin you and be on our way. The men will manage to look ordinary, tired, bored and no threat with great aplomb, I’m sure. Silvanus, Ioses and I will gain access to the gate, but the lead elements will have to be ready to move in support at a moment’s notice.’ 

    ‘We need to silence any alarm,’ Cophus added. 

    ‘What?’ 

    ‘The towers house only part of the garrison. There will be a few centuries scattered around the city and its outskirts, and other units too in support. If we want to control the fortress, we need to make sure they don’t bring reinforcements in, else we could be in trouble. I’m assuming we want to overcome and incarcerate the Tenth, not kill them?’ 

    The thought had not yet occurred to Rufinus, but he found himself nodding uncertainly. ‘I suppose while in truth this is civil war and they’re the enemy, still I think we want to avoid any deaths we can. They may be Niger’s men, but they’re Romans too.’ 

    ‘Then the last thing we want is to be trying to control a captive garrison while we’re under siege from the rest of the local military.’ 

    More nodding from Rufinus now, and more confident. ‘Very much so. The furthest tower looks to me to be the largest. If we can force the garrison into that tower and seal them in, it would make an adequate temporary prison. We only need to contain them long enough to deal with Aprilis and get away out of reach. But what alarm will they have? Not a signal fire, I would imagine.’ 

    ‘Bells and horns,’ Pulcher replied. There’s not a lot we can do about horns. We’ll be in a rush and can’t thoroughly search the tower before we lock them in, but if we take any horns off men before we throw them in, hopefully we’ll deprive them.’ 

    ‘The bell will be on a tower top,’ Cophus added, ‘for maximum clarity. If it’s on the top of that tower, we need to use the other as a prison instead and make sure we neutralise the bell as soon as possible.’ 

    Silvanus rubbed his chin. ‘My men will be in place by now. They will lend a hand at their own time and in their own way, but they will also already have considered the danger of an alarm.’ 

    Rufinus straightened. ‘That’s the plan, then. Once we secure the gate, Pulcher takes half the men and secures the walls, the gate, and the entrance to the tower we’ll use as a prison. Cophus, you take half the men and get into whichever tower sports the bell and silence it, clearing down the tower. Silvanus and I will lead just half a century of men into the middle tower. The men can take control of it, while we deal with Aprilis. If it is the middle tower that sports the bell, plans change, and Cophus can take half a century to clear the third tower while we take the rest into the centre.’ 

    ‘All very neat,’ Ioses said drily, ‘though God has a habit of changing the game in unexpected ways.’ 

    ‘Then we’ll have to hope your god is too busy with other things to be paying any attention to us.’ 

    Closing on the three-towered garrison, Rufinus drank in everything in as much detail as he could manage. He saw no warning system until Cophus hissed and pointed, singling out a single bell atop the nearest tower. The plan held, then. Cophus would take that tower and secure the signalling bell. Pulcher would take the walls and use the far tower to keep the garrison sealed in, and the rest could enter the central one and face Aprilis. 

    As they approached, the two optios gave out the orders, reminding the men to look tired and bored rather than alert and pensive. The officers pasted business-like expressions across their faces, and once again Silvanus took a step back, lowering his face a little, blending in with the unit and leaving Rufinus out front. As they closed on the gate itself, Rufinus held up a hand, judging the distance carefully. Cophus and Pulcher issued commands to their men, and the column shuffled onwards a little until they were all lined up across the front of that wall with the gate central. There they stopped and with a further string of commands dropped their shields and leaned on them in relief. With Ioses behind them, two hounds alongside, and a small guard of four picked men who Rufinus had selected for their speed and apparent loyalty, the two centurions turned to the gate and looked up at the faces atop the wall. 

    ‘Your business, Centurion?’ a voice called. 

    ‘We were by here a few days ago and I visited Aprilis. I need to see him again.’ 

    There was the briefest of discussions above the gate, though this was a perfectly reasonable request, and few among the garrison would not be aware that a vexillation of the Third was in the area and had already visited once recently. It might be a relief to them, though it was no surprise, when the gate swung steadily open and two ennui-struck legionaries from the Tenth Fretensis stepped aside to grant them entry, an optio and two of his men standing directly ahead, saluting them in greeting. 

    Swallowing a touch of nerves Rufinus stepped into the gateway, saluting in return, his other hand resting casually on the pommel of his sword in a manner common to soldiers and officers alike, preventing the scabbard from swinging around and coincidentally placing his hand ready for a quick draw. Silvanus was close by, he could feel the man at his shoulder, and he’d been around Ioses long enough now to recognise the fast, clipped breathing of the tense Judean close behind even over the panting of the dogs. The other four legionaries were moving out the edge in pairs, as he could confirm at the very periphery of his vision. Rufinus came to a halt directly in front of the optio, and his saluting hand suddenly shot up. 

    ‘Now.’ 

    As the waiting soldiers from the Tenth frowned in incomprehension, the men of the Third burst into frenzied activity. The pair of men to each side suddenly drew their blades and rushed the guards who’d opened the gates, while Silvanus drew his sword and Ioses cowered in near panic in the midst of this martial madness. Behind, Rufinus could hear Pulcher and Cophus and their men moving to secure the gate. 

    Rufinus caught sight of the frumentarius sliding his blade free and moved quickly in the hope of avoiding the worst of a potential bloodbath. The left-hand legionary standing beside the optio moved first, recovering faster than his officer. His hand went to his sword hilt even as his superior dithered in shock. Left to it, Silvanus was clearly happy to butcher the pair, from his expression and the way his sword was coming up. Rufinus’ hands moved again, his left having saluted and then given the signal to move, his right on his sword hilt. Now the right drew the blade while the left came down and round in a powerful left hook. His fist landed on the legionary’s cheek, sending him backwards with a cry to sprawl in the dirt while the other hand came up, levelling the tip of his sword at the optio even as the other flanking legionary disappeared with a cry of alarm under a pile of black and white animals, teeth snapping amid snarls. It seemed that for all her elegant appearance, Sheba was no novice in a fight. 

    ‘Surrender your command,’ Rufinus demanded over his levelled sword, ‘and tell your men to stand down, and this can go nice and easy.’ 

    The optio, still shocked, but his voice now inflected with anger, spat defiance. ‘Traitors,’ he snarled, his hand going to the sword at his side. Rufinus wasted no time, his sword-hand reversing and bringing the heavy pommel round to smack into the man’s temple, sending him down in a heap on top of his already unconscious companion while the other continued to gurgle and whimper as the hounds savaged him. 

    ‘Sound the alarm,’ someone bellowed. 

    Rufinus looked around urgently. ‘Cophus!’ 

    ‘On it,’ snapped the man irritably as he piled past Rufinus with a mass of running men at his heel, breathing heavily as they ran with swords out. Similarly, Pulcher raced past to his left, his men splitting and heading variously for the great heavy tower off to the left or for the stair that led up to the compound wall. There had been perhaps a dozen men in the open space or in the stable or other small storerooms and workshops, and the shout had roused them, soldiers issuing from doorways, half-equipped and slamming helmets onto their head as they ran. The attackers’ one hope was that their surprise assault had been swift and unexpected enough that the Tenth could not marshal enough of a defence to stop them before they gained full control. 

    ‘The tower,’ Silvanus reminded him, already beginning to move. Rufinus nodded and jogged alongside him, heading for the central tower. Glancing this way and that as they ran, he watched his men with a certain pride. Their efficiency was impressive. Pulcher was already beginning to secure the compound, though Cophus had used his initiative, dispatching men even as they ran for the bell tower, entering each of the buildings on his side of the compound and securing them as they went. More men had joined the ones following the two centurions now, a full half century in total. He saw the first enemy signal fail to blare out as a cornicen on the wall top shouldered his great curled instrument ready to blow, only to receive a pilum in the gut, putting him out of the fight and preventing any warning from issuing. 

    As they ran, Rufinus saw men beginning to emerge from the central tower ahead. A glance told a similar story of both other towers, and in a heart-stopping moment, he saw a single figure appear atop the bell tower, only to squawk, clutch their chest and topple from the parapet. Turning in surprise to look over his shoulder, he noted more men pouring into the compound, Silvanus’ rebels who had been hidden among the shacks and alleys of the shanty town. With a number of bows among them, they were marking targets high up and picking them off with ease. Rufinus heaved a sigh of relief. With luck they could prevent any alarm ringing out long enough for Cophus to secure the tower and the bell. 

    He could no longer worry about what happened there. The others would have to deal with their tasks, leaving Rufinus to focus on his own problem. Half a dozen men had spilled out of the door of the central tower before Rufinus reached them, his teeth bared and his breath coming in measured gasps. A man with a centurion’s crest roared something unintelligible and received Silvanus’s blade in his unarmoured chest for his troubles. A legionary bellowed a cry to Mars, which trailed off into a scream as Acheron and Sheba sank their fangs into one leg each and proceeded to try and tear the man apart. Off to the side a soldier lifted a small horn to his lips ready to send out a call, and, snarling now, Rufinus delivered a hefty punch to the end of the musical instrument, the only plan that sprang to mind in the moment of panic. His knuckles crunched into the brass horn, slamming the far end through teeth and gums to lodge deep in the musician’s horrified throat. Even as the man made the most grotesque yet comical noise, half scream and half tootle, Rufinus winced, aware that something was wrong in his left hand. He’d broken something on the horn, hopefully just a finger and nothing more major. Biting down on the pain, he ignored that injured man and barrelled into the next. Thus far he’d put down three people, all with just subduing blows for he wanted to avoid as much carnage as possible, but that was no longer an option. The next man came at him with a pugio, diving at him with a roar. 

    Rufinus hardened his heart, reminding himself that these men may be legionaries, and he may even have fought alongside some of them in the past, but they were now the enemy, supporting an opposing emperor named usurper by the senate. This was war, plain and simple. Rufinus’ sword bit into the man’s side even as his left arm swung out, knocking the advancing blade out of the way. As the legionary cried out, Rufinus roughly pushed him aside and darted into the black maw of the tower doorway. There was no time to let his eyes adjust, for more men were waiting inside. All he could see were black shapes within a different coloured blackness, but his instincts, honed of those years in the ring, took over. His left hand lanced out, delivering a slightly awry punch that probably hurt his opponent, but most definitely hurt Rufinus, and he ignored a shape to his right as he hit the man ahead full-on, intent on driving them back and making space for the others to enter the tower behind him. For a fleeting moment, he hoped that Ioses was faring well and had not fallen foul of some blade or fist in the press. He had no time to check yet, though, for as the man he hit fell back, he struck some piece of furniture unseen in the gloom, and Rufinus barrelled on, punching the man back over a desk and delivering a blow to his head with the flat of his blade. 

    Turning, pulling himself upright, he blinked repeatedly and closed his eyes for a precious heartbeat before opening them and taking in the scene in the gloom. The man he’d ignored was even now writhing on the floor under the savaging of the dogs, and the one he’d punched out of the way was being finished off neatly by Silvanus. Rufinus’ eyes were finally adjusting, and he recognised the room from his previous visit, but already his disorientation was palpable, for two doorways led off into the depths of the huge, labyrinthine tower, and he couldn’t remember along which one lay Aprilis’ office. Silvanus was now inside and killing with both efficiency and apparent calm contentment. The soldiers they had brought in were helping put down more defenders, while others continued to deal with the situation outside the tower’s doorway. His Judean friend stood in the midst of the chaos like a small wide-eyed island of panicked calm, the eye of a hurricane of violence. 

    ‘Your hand is damaged,’ the man said, latching on to something familiar in the horror, gesturing at Rufinus. 

    ‘Yes.’ 

    ‘I should look at it.’ 

    ‘Yes, but perhaps not now. Which way do we go?’ 

    The Judean, his eyes still dancing with near panic, stared at him. ‘Your hand…’ 

    ‘Ioses, which way? Where is the man’s office?’ 

    Still Ioses stared, and Rufinus took a deep breath and delivered a light but stinging slap to the medic’s cheek. ‘Snap out of it.’ 

    Ioses, his eyes blinking in surprise, looked around, wincing at most of what he saw. ‘That way,’ he answered, pointing. Rufinus nodded and waved a hand at one of the soldiers, wearing feathers in his helmet and denoting his position as the head of a contubernium. ‘Take half the men through that door,’ he ordered, pointing to the opening opposite the one Ioses had indicated. ‘Secure the tower. Kill as few as you can. Offer surrender terms.’ 

    The man saluted and he and a number of legionaries piled off in that direction, meeting another running soldier from the Tenth in the doorway and putting him down with a blade in an instant. Rufinus, hardening himself once more to the necessary carnage against fellow Romans, turned away and ran for the other door, Silvanus grabbing the stunned and confused Ioses and dragging him along in their wake while other legionaries followed up. 

    The moments that followed came in a dark blur for Rufinus. At the head of his force, he hurtled along corridors, around corners and up flights of stairs, with Ioses at his heel calling out direction supplied from his superb memory of their previous visit, Silvanus coming third, and then the rest of the men. Here and there they bumped into one of the men from the Tenth, but the defenders were almost uniformly confused with what was happening and were surprised to come across the attackers, who overcame them each time with little trouble. As they passed doorways and side passages, men left their party, dipping in to check for other defenders and to subdue them when found, and Silvanus continued to casually butcher men here and there as they appeared mid-run. It was both a relief and a worry when Rufinus rounded another corner to find himself standing outside the frumentarius’ office door. 

    The tension had risen steadily throughout their advance in the tower, and the corridor was filled to overflowing with the scent of more than a dozen sweaty and dusty men, overcoming the ever-present scent of Aelia Capitolina, along with the faint odour of something acrid. 

    Rufinus took a deep breath, regretting it instantly, and shifted his grip on his sword, reaching out quietly for the handle. 

    ‘Come in,’ came an unruffled voice from inside. 

    

  


   
    Chapter Thirteen 

      

    Rufinus pushed the door open, carefully, slowly. The room was exactly as he remembered, and Aprilis stood behind his desk, his back to the wall beside the window, giving him excellent vision in the dim room while the new arrivals were hampered by the blazing white square in the darkness. The only other light source was a brazier burned down to low embers close by and giving off only a dull reddish glow. Rufinus stepped inside just a single pace. Something was making his nerves tingle, and despite the sense of urgency from the men behind him, he felt that leaping into the fray would be a bad, and potentially even fatal, idea. He took another step as the shadowy gloom began to resolve slowly into vague shapes. 

    ‘That is, I think, far enough,’ Aprilis said quietly. ‘I should have known from square one that you were traitors. Far too much interest in Silvanus, really. Still, this is as far as it goes. I heartily recommend that you send out a call to your men. They can surrender and be dealt with as prisoners of war, or they can run and see how far they get before my grasp closes, but this ridiculous assault is over.’ 

    Rufinus took another step, testing the water. Just a tiny one, but as he did, there was a marginal movement in the figure beside the window, and now he realised that Aprilis was holding something in the darkness. He focused on that in the gloom and what he finally saw made his eyes widen. ‘Back, the rest of you. Back into the corridor.’ 

    ‘Why?’ Ioses asked. ‘What is it?’ 

    ‘Cheiroballistra. A handheld bolt thrower, loaded and cranked. And take a sniff. I don’t know about you, but I can smell pitch. A lot of pitch.’ 

    As if to illustrate his point, at that very moment Aprilis dipped the weapon slightly into the brazier that glowed half-spent beside him. The iron-tipped bolt in the weapon, wrapped in linen wadding, burst into flame even as the weapon came back up to face Rufinus, the fire now illuminating Aprilis’ face from beneath in an eerie glow. 

    ‘Very sharp. Just as I would expect from a fellow grain man. Unless you want every man and animal in that passage to learn the intense agony of pitch-fire, I recommend that you give the call to stand down.’ 

    Rufinus ground his teeth. Even had he felt brave enough to pull off an attack, and if he considered for even a moment that there was a chance he could put Aprilis down before he fired, he couldn’t risk endangering Ioses, let alone the innocent soldiers and dogs with him. A thought struck him, and his head snapped round, a frown folding his brow. His suspicion was confirmed: Silvanus was no longer behind him as he had been all through the passages of the tower. Rufinus had thought the lack of input from the third frumentarius present to be odd and, as he turned back towards Aprilis, he had to force himself not to smile and give the game away. 

    There was the very slightest of shifts in the shadows off to the left of the man with the bolt thrower. Just a deeper shadow within the gloom, which could so easily have been a flicker from the glowing brazier or the passing of a cloud past the window. Rufinus knew, though, that somehow that shape was Silvanus. He forced his expression to one of nervous seriousness as he lifted his sword slowly and carefully and very visibly, and slid it back into the sheath. Doing so made him wince. He’d not cleaned the blade, and sliding so much blood into the scabbard was setting him up for a full day of scrubbing and cleaning. Still, it was a gesture of conciliation towards Aprilis, and one which kept the treacherous grain man’s attention on Rufinus and not on the shadows off to the side. 

    How Silvanus had managed to slip past Rufinus into the room unnoticed was a question that made him boggle. The only time Aprilis had been even momentarily distracted was when he’d dipped the bolt into the fire. Silvanus must have moved like a ghost. 

    ‘You must know that this is over,’ Rufinus said, buying time for his ally slipping through the darkness. 

    ‘Quite. Stand your men down.’ 

    ‘Aprilis, we control the fortress now, and no alarm has been sent. Even if you kill us, there are enough men in the towers now to finish this. It’s over. Surrender and this does not need to go badly.’ 

    Aprilis laughed. ‘You think that I don’t have fall-backs in place? Who do you think you’re dealing with? I have the whole region watched and patrolled tighter than anything east of the Palatine. You think no alarm has been given? Lunacy. At best you have an hour to be gone from here before Aelia is flooded with my men. I’m no fool. Now stand your men down.’ 

    Rufinus fought for another argument, but fortunately did not need to find one. In a fraction of a heartbeat the gleam of a blade from the shadows lanced downwards even as a shadowy hand shot out. The hand knocked the cheiroballlistra to one side as the blade cut the tension cord. The blazing bolt clattered from the weapon, thumping harmlessly against the side wall of the room and falling to the floor far from any pitch it could ignite. 

    Aprilis reacted instantly. The man was good. He might have been utterly surprised by Silvanus’ attack, but his recovery was incredibly fast. As Silvanus leapt, Aprilis was already defending himself. The bandit leader dived, knife flashing, and Aprilis’ arm blocked the blow, knocking it aside even as he bent like a willow in the wind and allowed Silvanus’ momentum to carry him past. The blade fell from Silvanus’ hand and clattered away across the floor. It was a credit to the attacker’s own skills that he also managed to recover and dance to a halt facing his enemy before he struck the wall. 

    Rufinus remained still in the doorway. To involve himself in this fight may well do more harm than good, he decided, and so instead he moved slowly into the room, allowing space for Ioses to come in alongside him. As the two men stood in the doorway, the dogs and the legionaries behind them, Rufinus watched the most astonishing contest unfold. 

    Silvanus straightened opposite Aprilis, and the two men narrowed their eyes at one another. When Rufinus’ ally moved, it was so swift he almost missed it. The man’s hands had been crossed in front of his midriff, and suddenly they rose and cut outwards like a pair of shears opening. They should have pulverised Aprilis’ throat but for the fact that the opponent seemed to know it was coming and his head ducked back even as his knees bent, dropped him a foot in height as his elbow lanced out like a weapon just under Silvanus’ shoulder, going for his unprotected ribs and armpit. 

    Somehow Silvanus was already moving, though, bending to the side as though his spine was made of water and he could fold in half without issue. Rufinus stared as the fight went on. He had built up something of a reputation as a boxer in his younger days, and he had practiced with expert wrestlers at the baths to keep in shape, but he had never seen anything like this, the moves that the two men before him were pulling off. He’d never seen anyone so supple or so swift. Each strike that came from either man should have killed, yet each man seemed to be able to be out of the way or able to deliver an appropriate block before it happened. Rufinus simply stared in astonishment. 

    ‘I’ve never seen a responsive aleph performed so neatly,’ Ioses said in a whisper beside him. ‘Masterful.’ 

    Rufinus turned in surprise. ‘What are you talking about?’ 

    ‘The fighting. Abir. You do not know this?’ 

    Rufinus shook his head. ‘This is a Judean thing?’ 

    Ioses gave him a sly grin. ‘Why do you think you Romans have had such trouble controlling us for two hundred years?’ 

    Rufinus whistled through his teeth as he turned and watched again. Neither man seemed to be getting tired. It was almost a choreographed dance, with no wasted movement. It was astounding to watch. How, indeed, had Rome ever managed to conquer the place with that sort of skill going on here? 

    As if reading his mind, Ioses smiled. ‘Actually, there are few practitioners of Abir now, and there were never that many in the old days. Had we perhaps devoted more time to our martial skills than our arguments over the Talmud, maybe you wouldn’t be here at all. But then my people have something of a history of being trodden upon. Truly, all it takes to oppress my people is to put two of them alone in a room.’ 

    Now Rufinus chuckled too, though he continued to watch with fascination. 

    The end, when it came, was both unexpected and incredibly brief. Aprilis ducked and counterstruck as had happened constantly, and yet suddenly, somehow, Silvanus ended up not only out of the way of the blow, but behind him. Another scissor strike of hands this time struck either side of Aprilis’ neck from behind and even as Silvanus danced back out of the way of potential responses, Aprilis knew he was done. His eyes widened for a moment as he felt his neck. 

    ‘Oh well done, Julius,’ he gasped. ‘Well done.’ 

    Before Silvanus could reply, Aprilis folded and collapsed in a heap. Rufinus realised he himself had stopped breathing some time ago and finally heaved in air. 

    ‘That was incredible.’ 

    Silvanus shrugged. ‘It’s a skill. A useful one, but not my most useful.’ 

    ‘If we have time on the way back to Rome, you must teach me.’ 

    The grain man gave him an odd, thoughtful look. ‘You are assuming that I intend to return to Rome.’ 

    Rufinus clenched his teeth. ‘You agreed. I relented to help you take out Aprilis. I held up my end. I’ve done as you asked, but now it is time to go. And soon. Aprilis claims to have men on the way who’ll be here within the hour. We need to go and get moving, heading for Rome, very quickly.’ 

    ‘You are frumentarius,’ Silvanus said flatly. ‘You serve the emperor as do I. We finally have an advantage here and there is so much more we can yet do. I will not simply relinquish that and toddle off home for a pat on the head, and if you are willing to do that, then you are in the wrong career. Now see to the securing of the fortress while I go through Aprilis’ records and find anything of value.’ 

    Rufinus ground his teeth again, partially at the impossibility of the situation, and partially at being spoken to as though he were a petulant adolescent, when he knew he was in the right. And yet whatever happened when they left Aelia, he could not deny that a chance to look through the documents in this office was something no one should pass up. He sagged. 

    ‘Alright, we will argue about the next step once we’re in the clear. Half an hour here. Half an hour at most going through the documents, and then we’re gone like a dawn mist in the sun. I want to be halfway across Judea before anyone Aprilis called for gets here. Alright?’ 

    Silvanus waved his hand dismissively. ‘Fine.’ 

    As the man began to go through scrolls and tablets, Rufinus turned to the men behind him. ‘Secure the fortress, make sure all the garrison are accounted for and that all prisoners are safely secured in the tower. Ensure all horns, cornua and buccinae are confiscated and that tower top bell is put out of commission. Speak to Silvanus’ men in the compound and ask them to move out to take point and sentry positions in the town. I want plenty of warning before any surprise counterattack gets here. Once everything is under control, send Pulcher here.’ 

    The legionaries behind him saluted and shuffled off along the corridor, leaving just Rufinus and Ioses and the two dogs. Silvanus looked up. ‘You still here?’ 

    Rufinus nodded. ‘There are soldiers out there quite capable of securing the fortress. I will help here, since it’ll speed things up. Ioses too, given that there may be things written in his tongue.’ 

    ‘Mostly Greek,’ Silvanus corrected, ‘and it is not appropriate for a civilian to be rifling through the documentation of a frumentarius, even if he was a traitor.’ 

    Rufinus have him a hard look. ‘We are working to something of a time limit here, Silvanus, with Aprilis’ reinforcements on the way. Ioses can speed up our search, so stop arguing and get to it.’ The frumentarius snapped a displeased look at him, accompanied it with a curt nod, and began to sift through a pile of records. 

    For the next quarter of an hour, the three of them leafed through parchments and vellum sheets, snapped open and closed wax tablets, casting aside anything that proved to be simple quartermaster work, while carefully perusing missives that were more concerned with Aprilis’ control over local units and the infrastructure, into which he seemed to have claws at every juncture. The idea that with a single wave of a hand, Aprilis could close down the region and draw in a sizeable military had seemed far-fetched, but the more Rufinus read, the more realistic it appeared. 

    In addition to such detail, the documents in this office contained considerable news of the war in general, for people who had been in the wilderness and somewhat out of the loop recently, and Rufinus drank in all the information he could, greedily, his mind often straying to the worrying thought that his brother was almost certainly deeply involved now, serving with the Seventh Claudia. Finally, as he snapped shut the last tablet on the desk and Ioses ran his eyes down a scroll, Rufinus took a deep breath. 

    ‘The war progresses. It seems that the two forces clashed badly a week or so ago at the Hellespont. Cyzicus, I think. Sounds brutal from these casualty estimates.’ 

    Silvanus nodded absently as he went through more documents. ‘A victory for Severus’ generals, it seems, forcing Niger to pull back.’ 

    ‘Though he has fortified Byzantium as he retreated,’ Ioses put in. ‘That will give your emperor pause. Byzantium is a fortress endowed by nature alone with impressive defence, even without Niger fortifying it.’ 

    Silvanus brushed this casually aside with a wave of his hand. ‘It matters not. Severus can deal with Byzantium in his own time. He must concentrate for the time being on the matter at hand. He has pursued Niger’s forces into Asia and must continue to press until there is nowhere else for the usurper to retreat. The war moves to its inevitable conclusion.’ 

    Rufinus leaned back, satisfied. ‘Then we need do no more here, and Rome awaits. We should leave before Aprilis’ men arrive.’ 

    Silvanus, momentarily distracted at a document in his hand which seemed to have all his attention, suddenly realised what Rufinus had said and, tearing his eyes from the paper, shot him a look. ‘This again? No. I do not intend to ignore events here that shape our world while I scull my way home in peace. There may be little we can do in Aelia now, but Severus is moving and is in our region, but there are things that need to be done. We must find a way to join the imperial command.’ 

    Rufinus blinked. ‘You mean take three centuries of tired, dusty legionaries and a hundred civilian rebels and attempt to make our way across enemy-held territory, straight through Niger’s heartland and his army to join Severus? You’re mad.’ 

    ‘Do not be foolish, Rufinus. You know I speak sense, and I have no intention of simply strolling through Niger’s army. We must bypass them. We make our way to the coast, to Ioppa, which is the closest main port, and take ship there, neatly sailing straight past the front and putting ashore somewhere in Cilicia where Severus will be moving.’ 

    Ioses cleared his throat. ‘I’m not sure that will be as easy as you think. I have reports here that place vexillations of the Tenth Fretensis and also Syrian light cavalry in both Ioppa and Lydda, which lies on the road between here and Ioppa. If word has already got out as your recently-demised friend suggested, then very likely those units will have been warned about us long before we get close.’ 

    Rufinus nodded. ‘See? Back south and take ship somewhere unexpected. For Rome.’ 

    Silvanus rose from the table like a Titan, wreathed in anger, gripping the paper that had so absorbed him tight in his hand as he strode across the room, wagging a finger. ‘You,’ he barked at Ioses, ‘leave us. This is for frumentarii only.’ 

    Ioses took a step towards the door, but Rufinus held up a hand to stop him. ‘Ioses is my man. I trust him more than I trust just about anyone in this whole dry brown land. Whatever you need to say you can say in front of him.’ 

    Silvanus’ eyes narrowed, glinting dangerously. 

    ‘Then let him hear this and understand, and the same for you, grain man Rufinus. The priorities of our organisation have always been to support and protect the emperor, and that will always be best served by taking advantage of our situation rather than hiding away far from trouble. But regardless of all of that, our current priority has now changed irrevocably.’ A quick glance at Ioses. ‘You had better be right about him, Rufinus. We need to get to Severus, and now we need to do so as a matter of urgency.’ 

    ‘Why?’ demanded Rufinus. 

    ‘Because I have here evidence that Aprilis has secured passes, funds and transfer documents for a man by the name of Euphiletos. Are you aware of that name?’ 

    Rufinus frowned. ‘Famous ancient painter? When I was a boy, my tutor was obsessed with his work.’ 

    ‘Hardly,’ Silvanus replied drily. ‘You are relatively new to our ranks, of course, so you are unfamiliar with some aspects of our work, especially out here in the east. Euphiletos is a facilitator the frumentarii use here from time to time.’ 

    ‘A facilitator?’ 

    ‘He facilitates the removal of troublesome obstacles. Others refer to him as a corrector.’ 

    ‘Corrector?’ repeated Rufinus, increasingly baffled. 

    ‘He is used to correct problems. Usually, the problems of dangerous people still being alive.’ 

    Rufinus stared. ‘He’s an assassin?’ 

    ‘Among other things. It would appear that Aprilis has managed to secure for him passes and imperial documentation that will see him through most imperial checkpoints, grant him passage on both civilian and military ships, and get him more or less wherever he needs to go.’ 

    ‘And what makes you think he’d be headed for Severus?’ 

    Silvanus waved the document scrunched in his fist. ‘Because it also mentions transfer orders to the Thirteenth Gemina.’ 

    Rufinus nodded slowly, worry flooding him. The Thirteenth were one of Severus’ main legions, who had been with him on his march on Rome. Rufinus had seen references in at least half a dozen documents in this room to the Thirteenth’s current activity in Asia. They had been one of the legions that had crushed Niger’s forces at Cyzicus. There could be no doubt that they would be close to Severus throughout the war. 

    ‘If he’s going to slip in among the Thirteenth, then he could potentially gain access to the emperor,’ Rufinus said, stating the obvious from the look on Silvanus’ face. ‘And if he is what you say, then he will probably do so with ease.’ 

    Silvanus did not reply, though his lifted brow demanded a response. Rufinus sagged. ‘Yes, that is important enough to forget about Rome for now. Agreed.’ 

    He became aware that he was being looked at and turned to Ioses. ‘Yes?’ 

    ‘I signed on with you to find a missing agent. We found him. I’ve gone further, as far as assaulting a legionary garrison, which I cannot believe I am saying, but you might remember that I am not a soldier, nor a spy, but a surgeon, and not even a Roman one at that. Marching into the very heart of a civil war and trying to stop assassins and save emperors is somewhat beyond my purview. To be honest, my loyalty has been to you, not some Roman autocrat. As a Jew it makes little difference to me whose purple backside polishes the throne.’ 

    Rufinus put on a hard expression. ‘Ioses, you did not sign on with me at all. I bought you. I also freed you, yes, but I would think you might find somewhere in there a little loyalty for that? You know I value your aid, and as I said, there is hardly anyone in this land I can trust. If Silvanus is right, the emperor is in extreme danger, and only we know about it. I have to help him stop this Euphiletos, and to do it I need you.’ 

    Ioses sighed. ‘Your tab is going to read like a treasury listing when this is over. I don’t work for free.’ 

    Rufinus smiled. ‘The emperor can afford it. And you’ll need to add fixing my hand to the tab, as I may have broken something.’ 

    ‘I know. A finger is all, from the looks of it.’ Ioses straightened. ‘Very well, if you’re set on this, what is our next step?’ 

    Silvanus answered, folding his arms, still gripping his documents. ‘We need a ship. Both Rufinus and I have sufficient authority to commandeer any vessel, civilian or military, but we need something sizeable enough to carry several hundred men, and sturdy enough to take us all the way to the Cilician coast past the centre of the war zone. If Ioppa is out, there are several alternatives. It will add a day or more to our journey, but Ascalon is on a direct road a little further south, and there is a sizeable port there.’ 

    Ioses shook his head. ‘Ascalon. Two centuries of the Tenth, one quingenary cohort of Aegyptian infantry, a local police force on Aprilis’ payroll and a temporary levy of city guards, all loyal to Niger. A total of around seven hundred and fifty men under arms who will have received appropriate warning.’ 

    ‘How do you know all that?’ frowned Silvanus. 

    ‘All in these records. I have an excellent memory, remember?’ 

    ‘Alright, so Ascalon and Ioppa are out. The ports in between are a little small for the sort of ship we seek. The next major one south is Gazaion Limen, though that will add another day to our journey, which is not ideal.’ 

    ‘And there you will find a total of four hundred men of different detachments,’ Ioses added. ‘Let me look back on the records.’ He rose and strode over to a map of the Judean, Palastinian and Syrian regions on the wall. Dotting his finger along the coast and drawing lines with it along roads as he muttered numbers under his breath, he finally tapped his index finger on a spot on the coast some way to the north. ‘This is your port of choice.’ 

    ‘Ptolemais?’ Silvanus said dismissively. ‘A poor choice, when Caesarea lies to the south and Tyrus to the north, both of which are larger.’ 

    ‘And both of which are well garrisoned,’ Ioses countered. 

    ‘Listen to the man,’ Rufinus advised. ‘There is a reason I’ve come to rely on his mind and his memory.’ 

    ‘Go on, then.’ 

    Ioses tapped the map with his finger as he spoke, illustrating his point. ‘Ptolemais was assigned a single quingenary unit of Syrian infantry, but they were commandeered by the governor of Syria and moved north towards the war almost a month ago. There’s a copy of a rather acidic letter somewhere in here from Aprilis to the governor, admonishing him for seizing garrisons outside his jurisdiction. The fact remains that, at least according to the documents in this room, the unit assigned to Ptolemais has been moved, and no other unit has yet been sent to replace it. If that is the case, then Ptolemais is garrisoned solely by forty newly-drawn local levies, the same as any other port on the coast.’ 

    ‘And that is all it needs. It’s not been used as a military port since the Bar Kochba revolt half a century ago. It’s a civilian port now, and a big one, but you’ll not find warships there, and with the war raging, the chances of finding traders large enough for our purpose are small. You’ll only find the ships we need somewhere like Caesarea or Tyrus.’ 

    ‘Not true,’ Ioses countered. ‘It is not official by any means, but there are records here of unrecorded military shipments being brought in on Aprilis’ authority via Ptolemais. I would suggest perhaps that this is so purely that they remain off the record outside this room.’ 

    Silvanus blinked. ‘Gods, but you’re right. I remember seeing one of them somewhere in one of these piles. It must be Aprilis’ private landing site for his forces and supplies, outside official and recorded logistics. Ptolemais it should be, then, and it is in the right direction for Cilicia, saving us precious time.’ He moved to stand before the surgeon, finger tapping his lip thoughtfully. ‘What do you remember of garrisons between here and there?’ 

    ‘Some of the larger places on the main roads are mentioned in one particular document that I would suspect denotes the locations of Aprilis’ agents. If you want to avoid his agents and forces, you need to take lesser roads from here to Ptolemais. The road northwest to Isana, perhaps, and then through Samaria and Sepphoris.’ 

    Silvanus shook his head. ‘That route will take us right past Legio, and Legio is the home of the Sixth Ferrata. In addition, Sepphoris is a centre for imperial communication and will be filled with spies and soldiers. Both will be far too dangerous. Think again.’ 

    ‘No, that is your route,’ insisted Ioses. ‘Legio has been left under the control of a single century of men from the Sixth, if these records are to be believed, with the rest fighting in the north, and units of the Tenth performing most of the garrison and policing duties in the region. One century will surely not be enough to adequately cover the surrounding area. And as for Sepphoris, yes it is something of a hub, but it is also one of the greater concentrations of my people now in this region. I can get us through Sepphoris. All the other routes you can take will be watched and guarded too heavily for us to try. Take these roads and we stand a chance of reaching the coast unmolested. Perhaps even unnoticed, if God is with us.’ 

    Rufinus smiled and held out his hands. ‘This is our guide, Silvanus. You want to get to the emperor, Ioses is our man.’ 

    The frumentarius nodded. ‘We must pray that all this information is accurate and that we are missing nothing. And that this man is trustworthy,’ he added. 

    Ioses gave him an unpleasant look. ‘Your tab will be significantly larger,’ he advised. 

    Rufinus opened his mouth, but his words died away as Pulcher appeared in the doorway. ‘We need to leave. Everything’s under control here, but one of the watchers has seen a sizeable dust cloud approaching from the east. Cavalry, and a lot of it. I think we might want to be gone before they get to the gate.’ 

    Rufinus nodded and gestured at Ioses. ‘Lead on, my friend.’ 

    

  


   
    Chapter Fourteen 

      

    Rufinus stood in the gloom, a shiver running up his spine despite the warmth in the sunbeams that lanced through the grille in the door, and reflected upon what had brought them to this, lurking in the dark like huddled children. 

    Departing Aelia had been easy enough, especially with Silvanus’ aid. The horsemen that had been closing on the city had clearly been doing so with malicious intent, but they had been coming from the far side, and sufficient men among the Third and their allies knew the terrain well enough that within a quarter of a mile of the fortress they could effectively disappear from view. Silvanus had spoken to one of the men in his group, likely one of the very agents named on that document that had brought Rufinus on this extended and potentially-ill-fated mission. The man had taken most of the bandit group and pulled away from the column of soldiers as they departed the shanty town, their task to delay the horsemen. 

    He’d argued against it. Sending one of the men on that list into potential danger was stupid, he said. Silvanus seemed to be of a different mind, however. He trusted the man and claimed that he would return successful. In the event, the bandit certainly seemed to have bought them adequate time, for the men of the Third were soon enough across the next hill and lost in a grove of trees with no sign of pursuit. They then gradually curved around to the north and began to make for the sequence of lesser roads that Ioses had marked out on the map. 

    As they had left the city, Rufinus, Silvanus and the Judean had continued to debate their route, the latter pair arguing tweaks to the plan. The fact remained, though, that given what they knew from the documents in the frumentarius’ office, they had settled on the only really feasible direction. Of course, there was no guarantee that those documents told the whole story, and so a strong element of worry and danger remained, yet there was no viable alternative. 

    By the time the sun began to set, and they approached some nameless village on the dusty and largely empty road, there came a clattering of hooves behind them and, though they prepared for the worst, it turned out to be Silvanus’ man returning successful, as predicted. He had left many of his riders out there, laying false trails and spreading misinformation about their movements. Any pursuit from Aelia, he claimed, would have to check a score of tracks and rumours in a dozen different directions to even stand a chance of following them. The men breathed easier at this knowledge, though Rufinus continued to view their coming days with tension and nervousness. 

    A night in camp just out of sight of that village, with the Jews among the bandit group clustering together along with Ioses, praying to their God and preparing their own food, and they moved on once more the next day. That morning, they passed a caravan that must have come from far to the south or east, for they were garbed not like the people of Palestine and Judea, but in the manner of Arabia or possibly Parthia, and among the slow, stumping beasts that bore their wares were camels. Silvanus had smiled as an idea struck him and, following a series of tense and very costly negotiations, they acquired two camels and a donkey, as well as sundry bits and pieces. The idea was simple. To pass unnoticed they would need to become effectively invisible. As traders and small groups of travellers they would draw little attention from the authorities, the only thing they would really have to worry about being bandits, and since they were the main bandit trouble in the region, that was little issue. 

    Everything was rearranged at a morning camp some way off the road, away from prying eyes, and by the time they moved on, half a century of the Third had been effectively transformed into a merchant caravan, their equipment stowed on the carts, forming their wares. Visits through the rest of that day to other small towns and villages, and a constant outpouring of silver from some source of Silvanus’ that Rufinus had yet to identify, bought them further elements of disguise. By late afternoon half the column was moving in disguise, in two caravans a mile apart, with small groups of apparently innocent weary travellers in between. Those soldiers who were journeying in the guise of ordinary travellers had been carefully organised into family-sized groups or parties of five or seven, both of which Ioses had named as numbers of importance among his people, and natural sized groups of Judeans to see on the road. Even the most suspicious Roman sentry would be looking for groups of eight, a contubernium or tent party of soldiers together. 

    Over the next morning changes continued to be implemented, and by noon there were ostensibly no soldiers from the Third at all travelling the road, though it was exhibiting unusually heavy traffic of traders and individual locals. It was the best they could do, and in order to maintain their disguise, they were forced to camp in separate groups, some even using local hostelries where available. All groups were led by one of Silvanus’ bandits, who were largely of Judean origin, knew the land and the language, and were instrumental in keeping them invisible as they moved ever deeper into the web of Aprilis’ eyes and ears. 

    Here and there on the road they passed small watch posts or police stations, undermanned and underequipped with all focus on the war in the north, and yet there was little doubt that Aprilis would have had his hooks into each of those places, which made the maintenance of their disguises a matter of great import. Despite the tension Rufinus felt, however, they passed each such installation without incident. 

    Despite all their efforts, though, and with no direct evidence of interference or opposition, every single step of that journey Rufinus felt watched, observed, evaluated. Silvanus sent out scouts periodically, all of whom returned with no report of pursuit or scrutiny. The travellers were not being shadowed or followed, and no one was watching them. Yet for all their efficacy and skill, in the privacy of his own head, Rufinus felt they were mistaken. The column was being watched, and he would bet his life on it. By the end of that second day, he shared his suspicions with Ioses, still the only man in this entire group in whom he felt total trust. Ioses had nodded slowly and admitted that he still felt tense, and more so even than he should naturally do, given the danger they all shared daily. 

    Still, for all his worries nothing happened. They moved on ever northwards and the terrain gradually shifted from one of scrubby brown grass and dusty hillsides to a more comfortable flat land filled with green fields and lush farms. The column settled into their new routine, and it was nearing the end of the fifth day out of Aelia when one of the bandit riders who travelled with the lead group dropped back as subtly as possible to inform them that they were passing by Legio. That had put Rufinus on edge more than anything so far. The home fortress of the Sixth Ferrata, another legion who had solidly thrown in their lot with Pescennius Niger, the travellers would be assured of the warmest of welcomes if their true identity became known. Hot pokers, probably. 

    As they passed by, that sense of being watched changed from a nebulous worry to a direct and very real prickling sensation. The fortress was a heavy stone installation on a platform overlooking the local swathes of green, this flat land allowing impressive visibility from the rise. Gleaming figures stood at the ramparts, the remnant of the Sixth who had stayed behind as garrison while their compatriots marched off to war in the north. It seemed, though, that Ioses’ recollection of the documents in Aelia had been accurate, for there were few figures to be seen, and there was no sign of a military presence outside that fortress. As they approached the area, they passed a low mound that bore an unmanned watch post, complete with a store of wilting straw and parched timbers for lighting a signal fire. Legio was seriously undermanned, and the men of the Sixth watched them from a distance as they slowly ambled past, not leaving their walls. 

    They should have felt great relief once that fortress was behind them, but Silvanus directed their small group to a collection of crumbled ruins on a hill just to the north of the fortress for their night’s stop. To compound Rufinus’ worries, it had then been announced that they would move no further the next day, remaining in the shadow of Legio. When he had been dumbfounded at this decision, he was none-too-gently reminded that Shabbat, the Jewish holy day, began at sunset, and among the seemingly endless list of things Jews were not allowed to do on Shabbat was to travel between two places. 

    When Rufinus had argued against it, given that Ioses had at times travelled with him on his holy day, even the Judean had shaken his head, pointing out that while he had allowed expediency to lead him to breaking ancient laws at times, God would forgive him, for he had been enslaved to a Roman and beholden to him. Now, however, given the presence of Silvanus’ bandits, there were a number of Jews in the column, and the observance of their rites had become an issue of import. Even then, Rufinus had tried to argue, but in the end Silvanus had closed the discussion with the simple reminder that they were moving largely in the guise of Jews and that if they wanted the watching men of the Sixth to continue to labour under that impression, then they had to maintain the fiction throughout. 

    Since their collection of weary travellers included the two frumentarii, both optios and Ioses among others, Rufinus made sure to position himself close enough to Cophus to be aware of any movements during the night. He was still uneasy about this journey, still felt they were being watched at all times, and the loyalty of the optio remained one aspect he could not prove either way, an extra worry on top of the others. Indeed, Pulcher continued to eye his counterpart with equal suspicion, though he cleaved mostly to Silvanus these days. Consequently, Rufinus travelled mostly in close concert with Ioses and Acheron, though even the great black hound seemed to prefer the company of another now, trotting along beside the white-haired bitch at all times, as though they had always been together. Rufinus made camp with Ioses, his bedroll offering a clear view of Cophus among the ruins. 

    It was a tense night, given the proximity of the Sixth and with most of the column’s manpower and equipment strung out along three miles of road in individual camps. When Cophus rose under a high, gleaming moon, Rufinus lifted himself from his blankets far enough to watch. The man did not approach Legio and betray their identity, however, contenting himself with reaching an old crumbling wall and relieving himself before returning to his blankets and leaving Rufinus awake and tense for another hour. 

    Rufinus had grumbled that day more than usual. It seemed to him that Judean religious laws were designed entirely to make their own life easier at the expense of whoever they were with. Not only could Ioses not travel, he could not make bread, slaughter animals, even make a fire. Gods, but the man wasn’t even allowed to tie or untie anything. Thus, while they openly maintained the fiction that the small group on the ruined hillside above Legio were observing the Jewish day of rest, Rufinus found Cophus and himself tasked with most of the actual work, which they carried out in the shelter of a ruined building to avoid casual observers. In some ways it was annoyingly like being at home. 

    He had his first taste of what it meant to be one of Ioses’ people that day, and had decided that Judea needed Rome if it ever wanted to get anything done. Still, despite the preparations for the meals that day, all carried out according to Ioses’ instructions, he had to admit that the food was tasty and wholesome. He’d reached into his pack for a piece of cheese he’d bought at a village the previous day, and Ioses had stopped him. Apparently, he had to wait a considerable time after the meat of his meal before he was allowed any kind of dairy product. Once more, Rufinus shook his head at the strictures of this religion’s rules, and all the more so as, while Ioses chewed away at his meal the man admitted, mid-mouthful, that in truth he should not be allowed to eat even this, despite the strictness of preparation, simply because it had been a non-Jew who had prepared it. Rufinus had exhaled noisily and asked if on the Shabbat he was allowed to drink wine. When Ioses had smiled beatifically and told him to go ahead, he’d retreated into the shadows and drunk more and stronger wine than he had any time since those days when he’d become enslaved to the amphora. 

    Shabbat closed with the travellers at least well-rested. The column was released from Shabbat restrictions, since the holy day ended at sunset, and Rufinus, rather pointedly, made himself a bowl of salted-pork broth from his pack and ate it with a lump of cheese belligerently close to the Jew. Rather than annoying Ioses, though, this seemed to amuse the man, which only irritated Rufinus all the more. 

    The next morning, they moved on away from the green plains and into a new range of hills, and Rufinus was as happy as could be to be away from the Sixth, their fortress and the strange hilltop ruins. Though he still felt that horrible niggling sensation of being observed, they were now most of the way through their journey, and between them and Ptolemais stood only one major obstacle. 

    Sepphoris. 

    As they passed around a hillside, Rufinus felt his heart rise into his mouth at the sight of one of Silvanus’ scouts lurking at the roadside, ostensibly cleaning his horse’s hoof with a knife. The man looked up as they approached and with a subtle motion gestured for them to take a side track that led off into the hills, little more than a dusty farm trail. 

    The tension rising, and that sense of being observed more heightened than ever, Rufinus shared a look with the others, and they swiftly moved off the main thoroughfare, away from the wide valley and its road. As they curved south once more and lost sight of the highway, they spotted two things of note at the same time. A sprawling village sat astride a slope, seemingly hidden among the hills here, mostly ramshackle poor housing clustered around a single large structure. Secondly, on the slope below the village sat the rest of the column that had been travelling ahead of them, once more clustered together. 

    The various leaders of the groups had gathered together, and Silvanus made straight for them, with the others in tow. 

    ‘What is it?’ 

    ‘This is as far we go,’ one of the outriders announced flatly in Greek. 

    ‘Why?’ Rufinus cut in. 

    ‘This place is crawling with attention. There are watch posts, and all occupied, maintaining eyes on every road and valley close to Sepphoris. I sent two riders off to investigate and they have reported that such posts continue for at least two valleys in each direction. It would appear that a cordon of eyes and blades surrounds this land. Breaking through will involve violence and open identities. There is no way a force our size, even so disguised, is going to get through there without a fight. Time to rethink this route.’ 

    Rufinus sagged. Somehow, he’d half expected this. Despite their care and the false trails and all, eyes had been on them since they left Aelia, he was sure. That almost certainly meant tidings of their journey had marched ahead of them. Someone up here had arrayed a line of ‘eyes and blades’ as the man had put it, and the only feasible reason for that was because of a small group of soldiers that had stormed the garrison of the Tenth and killed an officer. 

    ‘We have been observed throughout,’ he said, ‘and I cannot yet discount the possibility of betrayal from within. Perhaps we were too strong to trap near Aelia, and it has taken our enemies time to array sufficient forces here to do so. We are undone.’ Chewing his lip, he grunted. ‘We should have gone south and made for Rome after all.’ Turning to Ioses, he threw out a hand. ‘What way now? Is there a route back we can take that avoids all potential blockades?’ 

    His eyes narrowed as he looked at his Judean friend. Ioses had that look… the one that suggested he had an idea and was mulling it over, something Rufinus had seen more than once on this journey. 

    ‘What is it?’ 

    ‘Just how important is it that we get to a ship at Ptolemais?’ 

    ‘Critical,’ put in Silvanus. ‘The emperor’s life is in danger, and only we are aware of it. If it costs every life here, we must try. I cannot see a way through, though, and I know these units and lands. If such a cordon has been set up, then it will extend to the inner sea and perhaps to the coast. These will be men loyal to Aprilis, despite his demise and will do what they can to stop us.’ 

    ‘There may be a way,’ Ioses mused, ‘though not for such a large force.’ 

    Rufinus frowned. ‘Explain?’ 

    ‘These people will be very watchful. We all assume they are looking for us, and probably specifically you, me and Silvanus here. But I believe we may have an unexpected ally. Sepphoris is home of one of the most powerful and important rabbis in the world, Judah ha-Nasi. While he is unusual in being less critical of Rome than many of his predecessors, he also has the unusual honour of being a man who I know personally, and who owes me a favour.’ 

    Rufinus stared. ‘What?’ 

    ‘I trained as a physician in his hometown of Usha. I happened to be there when Rabbi Judah contracted an illness, and I treated him and returned him to health. In truth it was God that did the hard work, for I was little more than a novice at the time, fumbling through my training. Still, for months before I left to open my own business, I lived close with the great man, sharing a table with him often.’ 

    ‘This Judah,’ Silvanus said, eyes narrowed in suspicion, ‘are you speaking of the Prince, Judah?’ 

    ‘He of the Davidic line, yes.’ 

    Silvanus let out one of his rare smiles. ‘By my gods and yours, that is a boon.’ He turned to Rufinus. ‘No Roman and no gentile could see us through Sepphoris without being interfered with by our enemies, but in this place, no one holds more authority than Judah the Prince.’ Back to Ioses. ‘Will he help us?’ 

    ‘I will ask him, but I am sure of it. But even then, moving a large number of men will be highly suspect and very difficult to keep secret. No more than half a century, I would say, and preferably fewer.’ 

    Rufinus looked to Silvanus. ‘If we sent everyone else out on different routes, each with a guide, each no more than half a century and with orders to make their way north and meet up, some may get through, and without us present, they may be able to bare-face their way through. Best of all, they will help distract any watchers from our own movements.’ 

    Silvanus nodded. ‘It will be done.’ He looked to the two optios. ‘Cophus, you should take command of the men and do what you can for them.’ 

    The optio frowned, shaking his head. ‘My place is with…’ 

    ‘Your place is where your commander puts you, the same as me,’ snapped Pulcher. ‘It is not acceptable for us to overstep our authority.’ 

    Cophus glowered at them. Rufinus wavered, but he couldn’t deny that he would feel more comfortable not having to worry about whether the optio was busy working to undermine them from within. ‘He’s right, Cophus. Take one group and give the orders for the others. Navigate as you can and arrange to meet up some way to the north.’ 

    ‘How will we find you again?’ 

    Rufinus produced his frumentarius insignia from his pouch and flashed it at Silvanus. The man nodded, and he turned back to Cophus. ‘Make your way to Antioch.’ 

    ‘That’s Niger’s base!’ 

    ‘Yes, but it is also home to a frumentarius of some power by the name of Paris. He works out of a house located between the palace and the circus, according to my information. It may be Niger’s land, but Paris is still our man. He will be able to help you when you get there, and will know how the forces of both sides are arrayed. He may even know where we are by then. Get as close as you can.’ 

    Cophus gave an unhappy nod and the gathered force settled in to wait in a complex of stables as Ioses saddled a horse and set out alone, back along that dusty road, bound for Sepphoris. 

    All that had been six hours ago. Now, the late afternoon sunlight gleamed through the grille in the large stable door where Rufinus and thirty-two other men waited. Cophus had distributed his orders, and the rest of the column had scattered like the seeds of a dropped pomegranate, each making their own way through the cordon of watchers, heading for the north. It was unlikely that Rufinus would see any of them again, and he was sorry about that, but for now he had enough of his own troubles to concentrate upon. It seemed that Aprilis’ grasp was still all-present, even from beyond the grave, and likely his network went all the way north to Niger. Ioses had gone off alone into the most dangerous city on their route, and Rufinus had begun to think him lost an hour ago when Pulcher hissed from his position by the door. 

    ‘Visitors.’ 

    ‘Who?’ 

    ‘Must be your prince. Ioses is with them.’ 

    Rufinus felt relief flood through him. He’d not realised how attached he’d become to the irascible Judean. The occupants of the stable retreated from the doors, several hands going to sword hilts nervously, and moments later the door opened, unleashing a flash of blinding golden light. As Rufinus blinked and his sight slowly resolved, he saw to his surprise a gathering of perhaps fifty men outside, all Jews by the look of them, though some were garbed in rich clothes, some in what might be priestly robes, and others in the hardy gear of guards. Ioses was standing at the front alongside a man in a white robe with blue stripes, a thick white beard and somewhat unkempt snowy hair beneath a small black hat. If Rufinus had been asked to describe a prince, this was more or less the opposite of what he might suggest, and yet there was some air of authority that seemed to exude from the man, and the sly smile on his face was both intelligent and wry. 

    ‘How things have changed in the land of Israel,’ the man in the robes smiled, ‘that true men of God stride manfully across the land while the Roman conqueror hides and trembles in the dark. Is this not truly a golden age, my friends?’ 

    The men behind him, including Ioses, laughed, and Rufinus stepped a pace forward, bristling. 

    ‘That is…’ he began. 

    ‘Calm yourself, Roman,’ the rabbi smiled, waving his hands to urge peace. ‘I jest. I merely jest.’ He turned to Ioses. ‘I find the goyim have remarkably little sense of humour at times.’ 

    ‘I had noted that too.’ 

    ‘Come,’ Judah ha-Nasi beckoned them out into the light. 

    ‘Is it safe?’ Rufinus blinked as he moved closer. 

    ‘Safe is a truly relative term,’ the rabbi laughed, ‘but if you refer to Roman eyes and ears, then yes. My friends and I are regular visitors to Nazara. There is a small and unpopular collection of followers of the false messiah Yeshua Ben Yosef who live here, for it is one of their most sacred sites. I am a wicked man in my own way, for I enjoy coming to debate with them. I have yet to lose an argument, and yet I never seem to tire of watching them squirm as they try to overturn my God-given logic.’ 

    Rufinus frowned. ‘Christians? I have known a few. Now there is a people with no sense of humour!’ 

    Again, Judah let out a genuine laugh. ‘See my friends how perhaps there are things upon which Roman and Jew can agree. You must be the one he called Rufinus. Come. We shall spend the night in Nazara.’ 

    ‘We need to move,’ Rufinus said quietly. ‘We must reach Ptolemais urgently.’ 

    ‘If you wish to move freely and safely, then you follow my lead,’ the rabbi said, becoming serious. ‘Since this strange internecine war of yours began, Sepphoris has become a place of danger and suspicion, thriving with agents of the former governor, Niger. Only with my aid will you succeed. Ioses here sought to call in an old debt, and I will not be suspected by the authorities, for I come here on occasion. I stay each night and debate the nature of God and the messiah with the poor mistaken lost children of Nazara, and the next day I return to Sepphoris armed with new arguments. It is wonderful practise for Torah debate, believe me. Tonight, we stay in Nazara and we become acquainted. Tomorrow morning, if it is God’s will and my pleasure, you will take the place of much of my entourage, and we shall return to the city. There you will be resupplied and re-equipped, for I am a man of no modest means, and I shall have you guided and escorted all the way to your ship at Ptolemais. The price of my aid is a simple night of conversation. Can you afford my price?’ 

    Pulcher glared at the man, but Rufinus found himself chuckling. ‘It is no surprise to find that a man Ioses calls friend shares something of his wit. I am a soldier by profession and a boxer by trade, yet in my youth I was raised in patrician manner. I have had training in oratory and philosophy, though I might be a tad rusty given the decades that have passed.’ 

    Judah smiled. ‘Then this shall be a memorable evening. Come.’ 

    As the two groups moved from the stables and began to make their way into the village, Rufinus noted how they managed still to remain apart, almost naturally, two separate columns of men walking side by side. No matter how welcoming a man might be, Rufinus saw in that division an irreconcilable gulf between their peoples. There would never be a brotherhood among them, he realised. 

    ‘It is strange and unusual,’ Prince Judah said to him quietly as they walked, almost as if reading his thoughts. 

    ‘Sorry?’ 

    ‘Among my people, few are comfortable passing the time of day with the goyim… that is to say non-Jews.’ 

    ‘I’ve travelled some way with Ioses,’ Rufinus smiled wryly. ‘I know the word.’ 

    ‘Ha. I can imagine. But yes, my people are not comfortable discussing matters with idolaters. It is a constant worry bred deep into our kind that merely standing near goyim will somehow infect us, that we will be tempted to become idolaters ourselves. This is the root of much of our religious law, you will perhaps come to realise. Similarly, however, I find an odd resonance among your people.’ 

    ‘You do?’ 

    Judah laughed. He seemed to laugh a lot. ‘Yes. Like us, Romans also think they are better than everyone else and that they are always right. It is a worry to some of my friends that I see reflections of us in you, but the facts are the facts. Romans are uncomfortable discussing matters with Jews, for there is the ever-present concern that your gods will be mightily angry that you consort with those who deny them. I fear it is one reason why our peoples will never be at peace. We are too alike in many ways.’ 

    Rufinus smiled. ‘Yet you seem content to bend that commonality. To debate with Christians? With me?’ 

    ‘I fear that at times our people are too deeply enslaved to our notion of superiority. We look ever inwards to our own world and deny what happens outside. Such a thing can be dangerous. A man who spends his life looking into a well never knows what is happening behind him.’ 

    Now, Rufinus laughed. ‘Gods, but that is refreshing. There are a few senators and freedmen in Rome I’d like to say that to.’ 

    ‘Your hand,’ Judah said, gesturing to the bandage, not changed now for three days. ‘the work of Ioses?’ 

    Rufinus nodded, and the rabbi turned a look loaded with admonishment on Ioses and wagged a finger. ‘You know how badly regarded it is to use your talents on goyim, dear Ioses.’ 

    ‘If he had only one working hand, how could he have put up our tents on Shabbat?’ 

    This time, Judah roared with laughter, and several of those nearby joined in. 

    ‘I delight in a world where the Roman master can be talked into performing the menial labour for his own former slave in order to preserve the dignity of the Torah’s teachings.’ 

    Rufinus gave the man a calculating look. ‘I could do no better then, than to cite the great Livy: “We fear things in proportion to our ignorance of them.” The more I understand your people, the less I fear. Everything I learn teaches me that the Jew’s worst enemy is himself.’ 

    Again, Judah laughed. ‘Also a Roman quote. If I am not mistaken you now paraphrase Cicero, do you not?’ 

    Rufinus bowed. ‘Perhaps my student days are easier recollected than I thought.’ 

    The rabbi smiled. ‘Were it seemly with a goy, I would put my arm around your shoulder. I suspect that the coming evening will be full of surprises.’ 

    They were led to a small square of houses in the village, where each man was given a place for the night, and as they settled in, Judah’s secular entourage disrobed to their mere tunics and passed all their gear to the men of Rufinus’ party, who would take their place in the morning. While many of the prince’s men, and many of the Romans, kept themselves to themselves, Rufinus spent the evening in a common room with Silvanus, Ioses and half a dozen others, debating and laughing, with only occasional glares and arguments. By the time he collapsed, tired and unexpectedly content, into his bed, Rufinus finally felt confident. 

    The morning would bring a new leg of their journey, for Judah, it seemed, was the most powerful Jew in the entirety of Palestine and Syria, and almost the richest. His estates and businesses formed an empire of which any Roman equestrian would be envious, and he had been a friend, or so he claimed, of the great Marcus Aurelius. He had vouchsafed their journey and seemed in no doubt that by nightfall the next day they would be in Ptolemais and watching their ship loading. 

    Finally, things were going their way once more. 

    

  


   
    Chapter Fifteen 

      

    There had been a general atmosphere of relief among the much smaller column that made its way onwards the next day. The evening had been fascinating, Judah a clever and entertaining orator, and Rufinus had felt a little disappointed to rise the next day and realise that the brief respite and foray into civilisation was over, and that they would be back on the road once they had broken their fast. Packing what they needed on the horses and now in the guise of the rabbi’s entourage, they had left the village of Nazara and rejoined the main road. Tension had mounted once more as they neared Sepphoris, yet apparently needlessly. Despite every sign that the entire area was sewn up tighter than a wound by a medicus, it seemed that Ioses’ description of his friend was accurate. 

    Soldiers guarded the gate of Sepphoris, but not only did they make no attempt to search the incoming crowd, they actively stepped back, heads bowed in respect, allowing plenty of room for Judah and his people to pass, even motioning the ordinary folk out of the way for them. Whether it was his position as probably the most important priest in the entire region, his extraordinary wealth and aristocratic blood, or more likely the fact that he had been on first name terms with the most beloved Roman emperor in a century, even Roman guards were deferring automatically to him. Rufinus had never seen the like. 

    They had been escorted to a town house like a small palace in its own right, and there, once away from prying eyes, they were shown to the stables and the supplies. They acquired a week’s goods, clean clothing, fresh mounts and two carts. They had one last opportunity to share the wit and wisdom of their host that noon, and once the meal was over and farewells said, the forty-four men began to move on once more, still in Jewish guise and with their goods under cover in the carts. Four of Judah’s men accompanied them as guides, one of whom seemed to be some sort of lieutenant or major domo, a man who carried the full weight of Judah’s authority. 

    They were audibly respected and blessed by the Jews of Sepphoris as they passed through the streets, and though Rufinus once again felt the tightening of his nerves as they approached the west gate of the city, not only did the guards not interfere, but they wished them a good journey. By the time the sun was sliding west across the dome of incomparable blue, they were out of sight of Sepphoris and had passed by a dozen different guard stations and police posts without a sign of interference. 

    Aprilis had sealed the region so that nothing could pass in or out without his direct control. Judah the Prince had neatly taken them straight through that cordon without a murmur. Rufinus could not have hoped for a better journey. The roads were good, and their animals well-rested and strong, and despite the pace of a cart, they reached the coast only an hour after the sun had set. Ptolemais was a sizeable place, and once more there were guards, though Judah’s influence clearly extended far beyond his current headquarters for the flash of a document from the prince’s man saw them through the gate and into the city without trouble. While two of their Jewish escort led them to a travellers’ way station near the port and saw to it that they were given three bunk houses and adequate stabling, the leader and his companion strolled down to the port to make arrangements. 

    Rufinus and his friends were halfway through their evening meal when the major domo returned, having secured them passage on a ship by the name of the Alqart. An easy and pleasant evening ensued and in the morning they said their goodbyes once more and their escort led them down to the ship, saw them aboard, and then returned to Sepphoris with the carts. 

    Hammon, the captain of the ship, a merchant out of Laodicea, welcomed them on board and showed them to their places. The Alqart was a wide and heavy merchant ship, with just a single bank of oars, reliant mostly upon sail and allowing the bulk of its hull to be given over to cargo hold. Rufinus had been surprised as they stepped down into the great space at how little cargo filled the ship. 

    ‘Business bad?’ he’d enquired carefully of the sailor who showed them to their quarters. 

    The man had smiled. ‘On the contrary, the Nasi Judah has secured your passage with a price that we would not make in two journeys with ordinary cargo. I don’t know who you are, but you must be worth a small fortune.’ 

    Rufinus had blinked. A ship chartered solely for them by the prince. One day he would visit Sepphoris again and thank the man properly, when this was all over. They settled in that morning, forty legionaries hand-picked from the whole lot by Pulcher for their skill and loyalty, the optio himself, Silvanus, Ioses and Rufinus, as well as the two dogs, as the supplies were loaded after them. The horses were led into the hold and into temporary stalls. 

    Thus once again spirits were high as the ship departed Ptolemais, and Rufinus said farewell to Judea and Palestine, for he saw no likelihood that they would return in the near future. The ship was bound for Pompeiopolis in Cilicia, some eight hundred miles north and west, on the Severan side of the war zone, as close to the army and its imperial master as they could hope to land. Fourteen days, the captain had told them. Fourteen days and they would be in Cilicia, where they would work on the next leg of their mission, an attempt to stop the assassin Euphiletos from reaching the emperor. Of course, they had no idea what kind of lead the professional killer had on them. He might have already landed in Severan territory, and the whole matter could be over before they arrived, or the man might still be aboard a ship just hours ahead of them. Silvanus had found no reference to timings on the document he’d read. They merely had to grit their teeth and hope for the best. 

    They would be stopping at ports each night on their journey, but the passengers had already agreed that they would stay on board unless there was a specific reason to disembark. The further north they journeyed, the closer they came to Niger and his army, and the more perilous any contact would become. 

    ‘Why are you still here?’ Rufinus asked Ioses that afternoon as they took the air at the ship’s prow, spray intermittently whipping through the air as the heavy timbers cut the waves. 

    ‘What?’ 

    ‘You’re a free man now. We’ve left your land and we’re heading into appalling danger. I admit that I’ve been rather preoccupied with the peril every passing hour, and I’ve given little thought to the matter, but now that we’re safely out to sea, I don’t understand why you’re still here.’ 

    Ioses gave a shrug. ‘Curiosity more than anything, I suppose.’ 

    ‘If it’s the tab I’ve run up, Ioses, I can give you most of it in coin now, and I can give you a sealed document that will get you more from a number of official sources.’ 

    The Judean chuckled. ‘You really think I’m actually keeping a ledger? I know my people might have something of a reputation, but that has been by way of a joke.’ 

    Rufinus laughed. ‘Good. Because the numbers were starting to get a little worrying.’ 

    ‘I’ve come to know you, Guardsman Rufinus. I’ve come to know that you’re brave, fast, strong, resolute, honourable, and many other virtues I could name, but also that you would not survive an hour in the east without someone looking out for you.’ 

    Again, Rufinus chuckled. ‘Senova spoke to you before we even left Tarraco, didn’t she?’ 

    ‘She might have intimated that you have a disturbing tendency to walk into trouble as often as other men walk into taverns.’ 

    ‘Ha.’ 

    ‘She is, of course, correct.’ 

    Rufinus sagged down onto the rail, blinking into the spray. ‘What will you do afterwards?’ 

    ‘I am a surgeon. I shall heal.’ 

    ‘You could do worse than to set up a practice in Rome.’ 

    Ioses snorted. ‘With how popular my people generally are in Rome, that might not be wise.’ 

    Rufinus shook his head. ‘You met Judah. He had been the friend of an emperor. It is as much about how you deal with Rome as how Rome deals with you. And the simple truth is that Rome is more open to provincial medicine than you might think. It is a sad and acknowledged fact that Roman medics are on the whole charlatans, fools or untrained chancers, most of whom will attempt to cure anything from a sniffle to a missing limb with bleeding. Even my father, who was something of an expert on idiocy, always said that if you need help, you seek out a Greek, a Jew or an Aegyptian.’ 

    ‘Sounds interesting,’ Ioses laughed, ‘but I have been away from my homeland too long. Jerusalem may be forbidden to us, and Judea largely a land of Romans and other Gentiles, but to the north our world thrives. I feel that Sepphoris could be a lucrative place, and with the patronage of Judah, I could do very well. I think that when we save your emperor, and he showers us with silver for our work, I shall return to Sepphoris.’ 

    A nod. ‘I can understand that. You will do well. It was an interesting city, and the place is an interesting land. One day, perhaps I will bring Senova, and we will find your thriving business there.’ 

    ‘You will always be welcome, but we get ahead of ourselves with our musings. We have an assassin to stop first.’ 

    Rufinus nodded with a sigh. 

    That night the ship approached the city of Tyrus, their first layover, as the evening drew in. Rufinus was once more at the bow with Ioses, a place he had spent much of the day, revelling in the refreshing sea air after so many days of dusty land. He watched the ancient port grow from a distant black blotch beneath a purple sky, and as they neared he sighed, gesturing towards the golden glow that lit the city from behind. 

    ‘It has been a while since I was able to appreciate a sunset,’ he said with a yawn. 

    Ioses straightened, and at that moment cries of alarm rang out across the ship from eagle-eyed sailors. ‘What is it?’ Rufinus said, frowning at his friend. 

    ‘You don’t get many sunsets in the east, Rufinus. Tyrus is aflame.’ 

    Rufinus blinked and then focused once more on the city they were approaching. Now that it had been pointed out, he could see that the glow on the horizon was more than mere golden sun, and that the sky was darker above not just from the approaching night, but from roiling black smoke. 

    Silvanus and Pulcher were now running along the deck, the ship’s captain close behind them. The oarsmen had stopped rowing, and the ship was slowing, gliding through the water towards that burning mass of Tyrus. 

    ‘This has to be unhappy accident,’ Rufinus breathed. 

    ‘What?’ 

    ‘It cannot be the war. Niger is in Antioch last we heard, which is days north of here, and Severus is to the northwest of that, so we are in the wrong direction for the war.’ 

    Silvanus clasped the rail nearby. ‘All things being equal, I fear we are observing overspill from the war. Do not forget that we have seen ripples from this conflict as far away as Arabia. We are close here. We have to dock.’ 

    ‘No,’ the captain said, adamantly. ‘The city is ablaze.’ 

    ‘The dock is not.’ 

    ‘Yet,’ noted the captain. ‘I have no desire to be tethered there when it starts to burn. And someone started the fire. I have no wish to meet them face to face.’ 

    The frumentarius turned on their host. ‘This ship will dock at Tyrus, if I have to deploy my men to be sure of it. We have half a century of good legionaries on board, and unless your crew is incompetent, they will be able to put back out to sea before they are in any real danger. But we are bound for the heart of the war, and if things have changed, we need to know.’ 

    Rufinus turned to Pulcher. ‘Fall the men in, armed and ready.’ 

    Silvanus shook his head. ‘This is only about intelligence. Fact-finding. We need to land no troops.’ 

    ‘We cannot say that for sure until we know what is happening. This is my command, still, Silvanus. We will be ready.’ And to Pulcher once more: ‘Fall the men in, Optio.’ 

    Pulcher saluted him, yet to Rufinus’ intense irritation, he looked to Silvanus long enough to get a nod before running off to obey. Rufinus ground his teeth. The sooner he could get all this over with, the better. 

    As they angled towards the gap between the harbour walls, the oars now once more dipping and rising rhythmically, it came as no surprise to anyone to see that a steady stream of ships had been departing Tyrus for some time, and they were forced to slow and adjust several times, angling between panicked vessels coming the other way. Indeed, by the time they were inside those reaching stone arms and sliding through the calm waters of the harbour, only three vessels remained docked, all three apparently unmanned. The captain guided them to the nearest berth with the clear intention that they be the furthest from the burning city possible, and the closest they could to the harbour entrance for a quick getaway. 

    As the ship bounced along the side of the dock, sodden sacks of sand protecting the ship’s timbers from damage, and the sailors threw out ropes and leapt to the dock to tie them off, Pulcher reappeared with his men, thumping up onto the deck, arrayed for war. Rufinus had to admit to being impressed. Expediency had seen them leave more than three quarters of their force behind, but the men they had brought with them looked like veteran soldiers ready for battle, a far cry from the poorly equipped and downtrodden sicklisters he’d found in Hegra a few months ago. 

    ‘There’s something happening on the dockside,’ Ioses said, pointing off towards the heart of the city. Rufinus followed his gesture and squinted into the gloom, wisps of smoke drifting through the air and hampering visibility. The man was right, for there appeared to be some sort of clash going on there. 

    ‘Is that cavalry?’ he said. 

    ‘Looks like it,’ Silvanus replied. ‘Light auxilia. Berbers or Moors by the looks of it.’ 

    ‘Moors?’ Rufinus frowned. ‘Here?’ 

    ‘There are quite a few African horse units here under Niger’s command. Most will have been sent north for the war, but it is not inconceivable that a few units are still active behind the lines.’ 

    ‘They are killing people,’ Rufinus said, staring at what was happening on the dock. 

    ‘That’s what happens in wars,’ Ioses noted with no hint of humour. 

    ‘Not other soldiers, though. That looks more like a massacre. Executions, even.’ 

    ‘This is not our business,’ Pulcher grunted. 

    ‘War or no war, it’s not the place of soldiers to attack civilians.’ 

    ‘That is a very blinkered view, Rufinus,’ Silvanus said. ‘You have no idea what’s going on here. This might be perfectly reasonable, and there is a long history of citizens taking up arms for a cause.’ 

    Rufinus shook his head. ‘Tyrus is a city of thousands, and these men are burning it and killing people. That needs to stop.’ 

    ‘Rufinus,’ barked Silvanus. 

    ‘No. I am still in command, and I need to stop this.’ 

    As the men lined up on the deck, Rufinus stepped over to them. ‘African horsemen are killing the citizens of Tyrus. I want you along the dock at double time. This is to be stopped.’ 

    There was a moment of hesitation as the soldiers looked past him at Silvanus and Pulcher. Rufinus set his shoulders. ‘If one more of you looks at anyone but me, you’ll get your dismissal papers before dawn. You are legionaries and I am your officer, not either of those men. Do as I say.’ 

    Another pause. 

    ‘Now!’ he bellowed, and suddenly the forty men of the Third were moving, vaulting over the ship’s rail and onto the dock, forming up. Rufinus felt a small thrill of satisfaction as he joined them. Ioses came straight after, and then Silvanus and Pulcher. Acheron and Sheba were with them even as he gave the command, and the half century began to move along the dock at speed. 

    As they approached the scene, Rufinus had his worst fears borne out. A dozen riders sat astride their mounts in the open space behind the dockside. They were armoured only in light linen cuirasses over natural off-white tunics, oval shields in bright blue designs slung over their backs. A few had long swords drawn, while others had their blades still sheathed, narrow spears in hand. Most sat as some sort of audience, as though in the stands at the races, gathered around a score of men and women in bloodied tunics, all on their knees, faces pressed to the cobbles. Periodically there were inaudible shouts and one of the horsemen would drive his spear down into a kneeling citizen, pinning him to the ground and watching him writhe as he died before wrenching the spear back from the corpse and beginning to shout again. 

    Rufinus felt his lip twist in anger. This was not even merely execution or torture. This was a gratuitous display of violence for their own amusement. ‘Be ready,’ he said to the men beside him. ‘This is likely to end in a fight.’ 

    As they approached, the swarthy mounted auxiliaries finally noticed them and pulled together into a unit, their spears raised, expecting no trouble. Rufinus smiled grimly. They were all friends, after all, for the Third were Niger’s legion. 

    ‘Stand down,’ he bellowed as they reached the scene. ‘Of what crime have these people been accused.’ 

    The leader of the horsemen frowned. In thickly African-accented Greek, he replied, shrugging. ‘Tyrus follows Laodicea in declaring for Severus. They are being punished for their crime by imperial command.’ 

    Rufinus closed his eyes. He remembered Pescennius Niger from that year in Dacia. The man might be the enemy, but Rufinus recalled a man of noble bearing and thoughtful manner, a Roman of the old school. Not a man who would send in horsemen to butcher and burn a town full of people for merely opposing him. There were better ways of securing control than utter destruction. Either the horsemen were lying and had rather openly interpreted Niger’s orders, or war and peril had truly changed the man. 

    ‘This ends now. Where is your commander.’ 

    ‘On the way back to Antioch,’ the horseman spat with not a hint of the respect due a senior officer. 

    ‘And you’ve been left to mop up.’ 

    ‘Something like that, chief. There are still riches to be found in Tyrus.’ 

    ‘So Burning, murdering and looting.’ 

    ‘This is not murder. This is justice.’ 

    Rufinus felt the anger boil over. He took a couple of steps over to the speaker, who frowned, uncertain what was happening, then reached up and grabbed a handful of the rider’s linen and wool and hauled him from his mount with a roar. The four horns of the saddle attempted to cling on to the rider, and as he came away with a strange noise, Rufinus felt a little inner satisfaction to realise that the man had probably just suffered some unpleasant groin injury. It mattered not. That injury was just the start. The man hit the ground on his back with a release of air as he was winded and a clonk as the back of his skull met cobbles. Before he could recover any wits, Rufinus pulled him upright with his left hand, hissing at the pain of his broken finger that twinged with the move, and delivered a punch with his right hand that truly made a mess of the rider’s face. He let go and the unconscious, battered man collapsed in a heap on the dock. 

    ‘Justice requires a court. Advocates. A lawyer. This, you nasty little bunch of criminals in uniform, is nothing more than murder and theft.’ 

    ‘We have orders,’ one of the other riders said, though his voice wavered a little and his eyes remained on his fallen companion. 

    ‘Here’s fresh orders. Turn your mounts north. Pick up any of your fellow shitheads in the city and ride for Antioch. Don’t stop even for the night, as I’m going to be behind you, and any man I catch up with will wish he was this prick here.’ 

    ‘I… we…’ the man began, but as Rufinus drew his sword, he heard the metallic slither of forty blades being unsheathed behind him, and even over the top of that horrible noise, he heard Acheron’s snarls as the big black hound stepped to his side. 

    The rider’s eyes finally slid from his companion to Rufinus, to the ready legionaries behind him, to the dog, and then back to Rufinus. ‘I will report this in Antioch.’ 

    ‘I’d be damn disappointed if you didn’t,’ snapped Rufinus. ‘Now go.’ 

    The riders put heels to flanks and urged their horses away from the dock. Once they were gone into the dark streets, Rufinus straightened. Behind him, Silvanus cleared his throat. ‘That was very efficiently done. Pointless, but efficient.’ 

    ‘Such things have no place, even in war.’ 

    ‘You know they’ll report to Niger.’ 

    ‘I’ve met Niger,’ Rufinus said, in a slightly menacing tone. ‘Niger would never have ordered this.’ 

    ‘Perhaps not. The African cavalry have something of a reputation for brutality. One thing is certain: you put the wind up them enough that they won’t stop riding until they reach their master.’ 

    ‘Good.’ Rufinus looked down at the heap of African rider at his feet. The auxiliaries had taken his horse with them but had apparently spared not a thought for him. ‘What will you do with that?’ Ioses asked quietly. 

    Rufinus ignored him, striding over to where the survivors of Tyrus were still face down. Their hands were bound behind their backs. Sixteen remained in position, with as many already dead, lying in pools of their own blood, a spear wound in each back. Looking this way and that, Rufinus located the injured cavalryman’s spear, fallen away when he was unhorsed. Collecting it, he sheathed his sword and drew his dagger. He crossed to the nearest kneeling figure and snicked the rope bindings with his knife, freeing the man. 

    ‘Stand up.’ 

    The local did so, slowly, eyes wide and rolling with terror. 

    ‘You need not fear me. I mean you no harm. Your captors are gone.’ He proffered the spear and, as the man looked at it in incomprehension, jerked his chin towards the fallen rider. ‘I was wrong in what I said,’ he announced. ‘Sometimes justice does not require a court, an advocate or a lawyer.’ 

    The man still paused, but when Rufinus gave him a nod, he grasped the spear and walked across to the fallen cavalryman. With a roar that contained the fury and terror of an entire butchered city, he stabbed the spear down into the unconscious man, then ripped it free and stabbed again, and again, and again, repeating the process until the rider looked as though he’d been used for target practice. 

    Without needing any command from Rufinus, three of his men had begun to move among the kneeling captives, cutting their bonds and helping them rise. When the man with the spear had finally sated his anger, his legs splashed with blood, fingers white and trembling, he threw away the spear and turned to Rufinus. 

    ‘If you had been sooner… my wife…’ 

    ‘I am sorry,’ Rufinus replied with genuine feeling. ‘We had no idea. We were sailing north and planning to overnight here.’ 

    ‘Then your arrival was timely but be wary as you move on. Laodicea suffered worse than us, so I hear.’ 

    Rufinus winced. ‘There are other survivors?’ 

    The man nodded. ‘Many remain, though we have lost everything. Only those of us the soldiers suspected of having plenty of silver were rounded up for such treatment.’ 

    ‘Then this is the time to save what you can. Find all the other survivors and organise bucket chains. Douse the flames and pull down whole blocks where you must to form firebreaks. Start with any neighbourhood that has escaped the flames or been only lightly touched, and work back to the centre of the conflagration. Save what you can.’ 

    The man nodded. ‘You seem to know what you’re doing, sir?’ 

    Rufinus gave him a humourless smile. ‘I’m from Rome. The capital burns more often than you’d think. Most Romans know how to combat a fire.’ 

    The man gathered his people and, with a last nod of thanks to Rufinus, ran away along the dock, preparing to save what they could of their city. Pulcher stood the men down, but sent them out in small groups to help save the city and to make sure no riders remained. As Ioses went to help two locals who had been injured and yet lived, Rufinus sat heavily on an old barrel and took a number of deep breaths. The world was a cruel place. He sat there for some time, mind largely empty, numb to the chaos around him and the constant, cloying smell of the burning city. After some time Ioses wandered over to him, fastening his case of supplies, and slumped to a crate opposite. 

    ‘You are a good man, Rufinus. Even these other good men would not have done that.’ 

    ‘If no one speaks up when they see cruelty, then cruelty persists.’ 

    ‘I have plenty of news for you. News of the war. Among the injured over there is a ship’s captain. It seems the pace of Severus’ advance has slowed, and the war has become something of a quagmire. The emperor is bogged down in the Taurus Mountains, laying siege to strong defences that Niger has put in place there over the months. They say, though, that according to rumour, Niger has pulled a sizeable part of his forces back to Antioch. Strategically, you know what that means?’ 

    Rufinus nodded. ‘Niger is losing, and he knows it. He is fortifying his stronghold to make a stand.’ 

    ‘And that is why cities like Laodicea and Tyrus have declared for Severus. The east sways in the wind, for the people are seeing the way the war is turning.’ 

    ‘And yet Niger is not a man to lay down and give up. He’s clever and tenacious. There will be plans. Possibly he knows about the assassin. Possibly he even gave the order himself. It might be that he prepares to hold Antioch just to buy time. He only has to hold on to power long enough for Euphiletos to sink a blade into Severus’ back, and then he’s won.’ 

    ‘Rome would change its own allegiance?’ 

    ‘Of course it would. Severus’ sons are still babes-in-arms, and there is no one to step into his role and form a dynasty. He has a brother somewhere, but if one of two current emperors falls, the senate will legitimize the other in a heartbeat to put an end to the war.’ 

    ‘Niger is cleverer still, I think. You know he had made overtures to Rome’s neighbours?’ 

    Rufinus nodded. ‘Cestius had said something about that back in Tarraco.’ 

    ‘Common rumour has it that Parthian forces gather at the border. If they throw in their lot with Niger, then Severus could find the whole war swinging back against him very quickly. Parthia is strong. Very strong. They have been at peace with Rome for thirty years now, rebuilding their might.’ 

    Rufinus sighed. ‘Then it is important that we sail soon and we sail fast. We have to stop the assassin and see Severus to victory in Antioch before Parthia commits.’ 

    ‘Life with you, grain man Rufinus, is rarely dull.’ 

    

  


   
    Chapter Sixteen 

      

    The next four nightly stopovers were less eventful. Docking at Sidon, Berytus, Tripolis and then Leuke, the cities had been thriving and untouched, though on each occasion the travellers remained in the ship’s hold, well out of sight of anyone on land or on other ships. Even conversation was kept to a low level to prevent the sound from carrying to any interested ear. Each time, the crew split up, some given the opportunity for shore leave while the rest remained on board, as was standard practice. Each day news came of the war, and while the nuances were different each time, the main thrust of the tidings was always the same: Niger was fortifying his position in Antioch, his army spread out between there and the Taurus Mountains, while Severus continued to struggle through the defences in those peaks, pushing very slowly south and east in an attempt to reach Antioch and finish the war. 

    The next evening, the sixth out of Ptolemais, they all stayed aboard, anchoring off the coast and avoiding the port, for no one had any desire to visit the dead, ash-cluttered streets of Laodicea. As they had been warned it seemed that this great port city, who had looked to the future and stood for Severus, had suffered worse than Tyrus. Little remained other than ash and charred brick, and the two ships who’d been caught in port were now visible only as masts jutting proud of a watery surface that was still choked with ash, debris and flotsam. There was no sign of life from their observation point offshore, though likely survivors were picking through the ruins even now, seeking anything that might have made it through the conflagration. Captain Hammon stood silent, looking over the corpse of his hometown with a stoic despair, his mouth a compressed flat line, eyes unreadable. Rufinus understood that the man’s sister and her family had moved north to Cyrrus some years ago, safely away from both the port and the war zone, and none of his possessions or relations remained in Laodicea. Still, it would be hard to see one’s hometown so thoroughly destroyed without feeling something of a wrench. 

    The next morning, they moved on without landing, sailing ever northwards and closing on the warzone. They were not much more than fifty miles south of Antioch now, and Rufinus had half expected Hammon to steer his ship further out from land, cutting the north-eastern corner of the sea off and moving at a tangent to the coast to make landfall in Cilicia. Instead, the ship remained resolutely close to the shore, the crew muttering that this part of the Levantine Sea, as they called it, could be dangerous, even in early spring. Indeed, only an hour into the journey a strong breeze sprang up and the blue sky began to attract wisps of threatening grey. 

    Rufinus watched the activity increase as they moved north from there. His tension at the signs of every port they passed being powerfully garrisoned was compounded by the increased military traffic on the water. Further south, they had seen a great deal of mercantile traffic, interspersed with occasional triremes on official duties. Now, so close to the front, warships plied the waves north and south along the coast with impressive regularity, sometimes in flotillas of five or six at a time, and all undoubtedly Niger’s vessels. Though none of them showed any level of attention regarding the merchant ship they passed, for there were still a few to be seen among the warships, the passengers remained careful, making sure to spend time on the deck only in civilian clothes and in small numbers. 

    Peering at the coast, where Niger’s army would be entrenched, Rufinus chewed his lip as a thought occurred to him; one which should have cropped up a lot sooner, had he not been concentrating on what he’d been seeing each day. As one of the more senior sailors came close, tightening a rope in the increasing winds, Rufinus gestured to him. 

    ‘Will we not be in danger, anchoring off the coast around here where there is so much traffic?’ 

    The sailor frowned. ‘Off the coast? No, Domine, we’ll be putting into port tonight.’ 

    ‘What?’ 

    ‘Seleucia Pieria. A good port. Our usual stopover.’ 

    ‘But we must be close to Antioch here,’ boggled Rufinus. 

    ‘We will be by then, yes. Seleucia is the main port for Antioch.’ 

    Rufinus stared. The very notion of putting into port in Niger’s centre of power seemed insane. Indeed, if this Seleucia was what the sailor reckoned, then it was probably Niger’s naval headquarters. Madness. 

    He turned, blinking into the wind that had been steadily picking up for the last hour and threatening to push them ever further from their course towards the shore. The captain was in deep conversation with one of his men, while Silvanus and Pulcher were both making their way forward along the deck, each pulling their cloak about themselves in the buffeting gale. 

    ‘They say we’re overnighting in Antioch’s port,’ Rufinus said loudly, over the noise of the wind. 

    ‘Yes. Perhaps not the easiest of stops, but I daresay we will be fine as long as we stay aboard and out of sight.’ 

    ‘It will probably be full of Niger’s warships. One sneeze or fart below decks and we could end up with a full cohort boarding us just to check us out. There has to be a better option than making our beds in the enemy’s home fortress.’ 

    ‘The captain knows what he’s doing. All will be fine. Just try not to bellow your allegiance from the mast top.’ 

    Rufinus shook his head at the apparent obliviousness to insanity all around him. Was no one else worried about this course of action? 

    ‘We have plenty of supplies,’ he shouted over a particularly loud blast of cold wind. ‘We don’t need to restock. We could either stay anchored out to sea or look for a smaller, more insignificant, port town nearby.’ 

    ‘What?’ Pulcher shouted, cupping a hand to his ear. 

    Rufinus rolled his eyes and took a deep breath. ‘Let’s find a small town and…’ he bellowed, then stopped suddenly as the wind dropped in an instant and his last two words rang out in the silence. The others, including Ioses who stood nearby, looked around in surprise. ‘That was sudden,’ the Judean said. 

    It was eerie. The silence. The lack of even the slightest breeze. He could just hear beneath the deck the muffled noises of horses collectively whinnying, as well as Acheron letting out an unsettled howl where he lay curled up in thick straw with Sheba. Rufinus shivered. His eyes slowly slid upwards. The blue sky of the morning had gradually been blotted out with grey clouds as the day wore on, and now there was just a leaden monochrome above them. He winced. The clouds that had been gathering and slowly massing had begun to billow and, even as he watched, they suddenly streaked south, as though Boreas himself had filled his divine lungs and blown the clouds. 

    ‘Shit.’ 

    Pulcher frowned, looking up. ‘What?’ 

    ‘Listen to me. Go below. Get the men to grab their essentials. Only their essentials. Get the dogs too, and have someone bring my bag and Ioses’ as well. Get everyone up on deck.’ 

    ‘Why?’ This time it was Silvanus asking, a similar frown creasing his forehead. 

    ‘There’s a storm coming. A big one. The last thing anyone wants, believe me, is to be below decks.’ 

    Ioses stepped closer. ‘Surely it will be safer below deck, out of the wind and out of the way of the sailors so they can do their job.’ 

    Rufinus shook his head. ‘I can feel it building. Can’t you? The animals can, if you listen. I’ve been through this before, on the Mare Adriaticum many years ago. The ship was badly damaged, and we managed to limp into port, but we were lucky. We could easily have been lost. Last autumn a storm hit Tarraco. I happened to be in a wine warehouse nearby with my factor who was negotiating for my estate wines. I watched a Sardinian ship struggle to get to port through the storm. We all thought she was going to make it. We were urging her on, but the fools ran in the oars and tried to use the sail to propel them quicker into the safety of the port. She turned over in the harbour entrance. Quite a few of the sailors made it to shore, but when the hulk was lifted back out with cranes the next day, the bodies of all those who’d been trapped inside when the ship upturned were lined up on the dock. It was not a pretty sight.’ 

    He looked at them. ‘It’s just wind,’ Silvanus said, frowning. ‘Just wind, and even that seems to have stopped.’ 

    ‘With respect, you are not an expert on everything,’ Rufinus snapped. ‘There is not a breath here at sea level, but look up and see how fast those clouds are moving. Now get everyone on deck, fast.’ 

    The two soldiers, still bearing doubtful expressions, hurried back across the deck and down into the hold. ‘Come on,’ Rufinus said to Ioses, and hurried back along the ship to where the captain was still speaking to his man. 

    ‘How close are we to the shores of Cilicia here?’ he interrupted. 

    The captain, pausing in his discussion, turned to him. ‘Still some way. Anywhere from eighty to well over a hundred miles, depending on which part of the coast. Why?’ 

    ‘Because I’ve felt winds like this before. They blow west from the hills of Dalmatia into the Adriaticum. I’m guessing there’s a well-known wind that blows south from the hills of Asia and into this sea?’ 

    The captain nodded. ‘There is, but this should not be it. I was discussing the possibility of a storm and a course of action with my crew, but the Taurine gales should not be blowing now.’ He frowned. ‘This does feel like them, though, I have to admit. Katabatic winds can be strong and dangerous, but we’re still some way from the Cilician coast, and those winds are not often felt until late spring.’ 

    ‘They’re coming. A storm is on the way. Where can we put ashore?’ 

    This time the captain blinked. ‘Nowhere. This is no light bireme, my friend, but a wallowing trader. We can’t just beach her, and there are uncharted sandbanks around here anyway. She needs to put in to port and be tethered properly.’ 

    ‘And the nearest port is?’ 

    ‘The one for which we’re bound. Seleucia Pieria. We should be there in a little over an hour. We have been making good time today.’ 

    ‘The storm will hit us in half that at most. Probably a lot less. And head-on, too, if I’m not mistaken.’ 

    ‘It does feel like the Cilician Winds,’ the captain agreed. ‘I consulted an augur before we left Ptolemais, though, and the goat’s innards promised us an uneventful journey.’ 

    ‘The goat’s innards lied.’ 

    ‘There is little we can do,’ the captain sighed. ‘No one could expect the Cilician Winds this early in the year. The last port we passed is two hours behind us now, so we could turn around and hope to outrun the storm and reach safety there. Or we can forge ahead as fast as we can and try to make Seleucia before it hits us. Those are, realistically, our only two choices. If we beach her, it will take days and a lot of work to get her out to sea again, and that’s if she isn’t badly damaged in the process.’ 

    Rufinus nodded. ‘Then we’ll have to pray that we can make it safely to the very last place I want to go.’ 

    The captain looked this way and that. ‘We will use the wind as much as possible, but there’s not much of it, and the moment the northerly begins in earnest, we’ll have to take the sail up and rely on oars. In the meantime, we need to row at a pace to which my men are not used.’ 

    ‘My soldiers are coming up on deck. They’re not trained sailors, but all they need is a sense of rhythm and some muscle, after all. I’ll have them ready to step in at a moment’s notice. As soon as any of your rowers start to lag, swap them out and I’ll have one of my men on the bench before the oar stops moving. I’ll assign another eight of them to helping with ropes and sails too.’ 

    ‘Thank you,’ the captain said. ‘With luck we can reach Seleucia before the storm does.’ 

    The flautist began to blare out a faster tune at the captain’s urging, the melody cutting through the almost still air, the oarsmen falling in to the new beat, lifting, circling, and dipping their oars in unison. Rufinus felt the ship surging forward and peered into the distance as Acheron and Sheba came skittering up the steps from below, two legionaries carrying Rufinus’ and Ioses’ bags, which they lowered to the deck beside their owners. He removed a loop of thin but strong rope from his bag and used it to tie both containers together and secure them to a cleat driven into the deck, then he returned to the rail beside the others and peered at the sea. 

    The ship rode on, the tiniest breeze barely tugging the sail, the prow cutting through the glistening waters and ploughing north all the time. Rufinus watched the clouds boiling, massing, and being scooted across the sky at an ever-increasing pace. The horizon ahead was growing noticeably darker with every few heartbeats. 

    Chewing his lip, he reached to the pouch at his belt and rifled in it, trying to find something of value that could be sacrificed. All he had were coins and the silver insignia of the frumentarii, the former seeming a little weak, the latter he could not afford to lose. Grumbling, his eyes never leaving the boiling clouds, he crouched, spray lashing the rail, and quickly untied his bag for a moment, dipping inside. Once again, no matter how much he rummaged, there seemed to be nothing of true value in there that he didn’t need. Frustrated, he tied it once more and then rose to the rail. He really should make a habit of carrying some sort of offering for times like this. Coins would have to do, but there would have to be enough to make it worthy. 

    He opened the pouch once more, counting the silver coins inside. They were a paltry sum compared with the small fortune he’d brought east with him. A poor offering to a god, but perhaps the fact that they were all he had would count for something. After all, a beggar prizes a wooden cup more than an emperor would prize a golden bowl. If only he had a bull… 

    Removing the silver insignia and attaching it to a thong, tying it around his neck and tucking it into his tunic, he retied the bag of coins, all his remaining money unless he could find somewhere to use his authority to draw more. 

    ‘Great and mighty Father Neptune, the solace of sailors and he who returns travellers to the bosom of their family, hear my prayer and accept my offering. The future of the empire lies in our hands. I pray you bend your divine will to helping us save the emperor.’ 

    With that he cast the entire pouch of coins into the water. With a sultry plop, the offering hovered for a moment on the foamy surface, and then slowly vanished beneath the waves to hopefully appease the lord of the sea. Hearing a strange, rhythmic murmur, he glanced to one side to see Ioses with one hand on the rail, head bowed, a white scarf covering his head and secured with a single band of linen. The man’s other hand was raised, and the small black leather case he’d acquired in Petra was tied to his bicep, the leather straps wound around his forearm and hand. The incomprehensible litany he issued quietly could be nothing other than a prayer to his god. 

    The men were up on deck now, assembling in their eight-man contubernia, and Pulcher cleared his throat meaningfully. Rufinus turned, making sure to keep one hand on the rail. The ship was beginning to buck as the waves increased in size and regularity, and the lines of legionaries swayed and staggered occasionally in an effort to keep their footing. 

    ‘First contubernium report to the captain. You are to assist in any shipboard duties you’re given. Everyone else, take position close to one of the oars. When the rowers flag, swap into their seat as neatly as you can. Every hand could be needed.’ 

    ‘Why sir?’ one of the men asked, earning a glare from Pulcher. ‘The wind’s dropped.’ 

    ‘The wind is gathering reinforcements, that is all. Believe me. Find your positions and be ready.’ 

    With that, he returned to the rail, a slight feeling of guilt pervading him that he’d assigned tasks to the men, yet kept himself apart from it all. Still, that was what an officer did, he reminded himself. His eyes strayed out north once more. All around the ship he could hear the increased pace and the urgency of their voyage. The oars were moving at such a hurried rhythm that Rufinus was impressed the rowers could keep good time. On board warships, the oarsmen were trained for anything up to ramming speed. Mercantile rowers were usually much slower and less skilful, yet Hammon’s men seemed to be keeping up as well as any trireme crew Rufinus had seen. He peered into the ever-increasing blackness ahead. A sudden breath of cold, wet wind smacked him in the face before dropping once more. 

    ‘This is it.’ 

    Ioses gave him a nervous glance, and hurriedly packed away his small leather box and the scarf which, even held with a band, was threatening to disappear with each gust, as a second blast hit them. Frowning, Rufinus sucked a finger and held it aloft. The chill felt stronger on the left side of the digit. He turned to the captain. 

    ‘Keep the sail for now and try to angle us slightly more west of north. You’ll be able to harness the wind when it comes and tack, but you need to stay westerly, as it’ll blow you too far towards shore otherwise.’ 

    Hammon blinked. ‘I had not pegged you for a sailor, centurion.’ 

    Rufinus gave him a grim smile. ‘I’ve sailed and commanded vessels from small boats right up to the Misenum fleet, my friend.’ 

    ‘You’re spot on, though the moment the wind changes, we need to furl the sail fast, or it could be the end of us.’ 

    ‘Agreed.’ They had to be closing on Seleucia and temporary safety, and harnessing that initial wind could mean the difference between beating the elements and falling foul of them, but they would have only a short window of opportunity before the wind became too much or changed direction and caused disaster. They would have to move fast. Another blast of wind hit Rufinus, this time even harder, and as it died away, another came on its tail. Ahead, the sea was rolling up into high peaks and deep troughs, white horses riding along the crests. The air around him felt thick and cold, and the light was beginning to fade as the black clouds raced across the sky, blotting out what little sunlight there had been. 

    ‘Steady,’ Rufinus bellowed. 

    The crew and soldiers alike gave a cry of alarm as the ship suddenly lurched up onto a wave, the bow coming up alarmingly, men and equipment sliding towards the rear of the deck wherever they were not sufficiently secured. Acheron and Sheba, perhaps due to simple animal instinct, had found a place behind the rearmost oar benches, sheltered from the worst of it and secure. Rufinus gripped the rail with both hands and blinked into the salty wind. 

    ‘Here we go.’ 

    Ioses replied something, but whatever he said was lost as the wind struck full force. The sail filled with a crack, billowing out to a taut arc, and the ship lunged sickeningly forward. 

    ‘Further west,’ Rufinus bellowed, looking back at the captain, water now running from the tip of his nose as it sheeted down his face. 

    The captain could not hear him over the gale and the creaking and roaring, but as Rufinus watched, he realised that the man was already trying to take them ever more westerly, but the current and the fractious waves were fighting back, and the bow was instead being pushed a little further east with every moment. Another vomit-inducing movement struck as the Alqart crested that wave and tipped forward once more, ploughing down into a trough only to smash into another powerful wave that sent a battering spray of water over the entire ship before lifting the hull with a lurch and a groan to point at the glowering clouds once more. 

    ‘It’s no good. We’re too far east,’ he cried. The captain, still gripping his steering oar and unable to use his hands for anything else, simply shrugged to explain that he couldn’t hear what Rufinus was saying. 

    ‘The sails,’ he bellowed. ‘Furl the sails. Now!’ To illustrate his words, he pointed at the sail with his broken-fingered hand, the other still gripping the rail. He lurched and staggered, still gesturing. The captain nodded and began to bellow something inaudible to the nearest crewmen. In mere heartbeats two sailors were running for the mast, shouting and gesturing at the legionaries standing nearby and looking nervous. The whole group descended on the sail, but misfortune was not done with them yet. As the first man reached the rope that held the sail’s corner tight, a rogue wave struck the ship from a quarter angle, sending it rolling horrifyingly to starboard. A massive wave washed over the rail. 

    Rufinus could do nothing but try to survive as the massive weight of water smashed into him, tearing his fingers from the rail. He felt himself thrown back across the deck and downwards, and somehow, miraculously, he managed to find something to hold on to with his good hand. As the ship slowly swayed back blessedly upright and the wave washed back across the deck, pushing him back towards the rail, he realised he’d managed to grip the rope with which he’d secured the kit bags, and only that had prevented him from being carried all the way across the ship. 

    As he blinked the brine away, he was relieved to see Ioses still gripping the rail, his expression bleak and panicked. They had been immensely lucky. That wave could so easily have overturned the ship, and only its breadth and weight had saved it, for a smaller liburnian would undoubtedly have gone over. Less lucky had been the men who’d been running to the sail. Three legionaries remained of the ten men who’d been at work. Of the two sailors there was no sign, and several legionaries lay among the oar benches, blood running from numerous wounds. The soldiers were trying to untie the rope securing the sail, but with no knowledgeable sailor among them, they were baffled by the arcane knots. 

    Another blast hit them as the ship dipped forward once more and the spray bloomed, and the sail made a terrible booming noise, followed by an alarming creak from the mast. 

    ‘Furl the fucking sail,’ someone shouted, echoing what Rufinus himself had been about to yell, but his men did not know what they were doing. Taking a deep breath, he let go of the rail and half-staggered, half-leapt across the deck to the troubled soldiers. As he reached them, the ship bucked once more and he almost fell away, though one of the legionaries waiting to take an oar place managed to grab his wrist and hold him in place. 

    In the sickening moments between crashing waves, Rufinus dashed over to the rope and began to untie it from the cleat, instructing his men in what he was doing and sending two of them to the far side to do the same with the other rope before it was too late. It was a hard enough task with the sodden, slippery rope so solidly tied, but with his broken finger making him wince and hampering his abilities, it was incredibly difficult. He cursed as the halyard he was working on finally came free and zipped through his fingers, leaving rope burns in its wake. The starboard corner of the sail now began to flap about dangerously, though fortunately most men nearby were seated and rowing, below the dangerous flapping cloth and out of its reach. Even as the men at the other side tried to repeat the action, Rufinus ran to the line that connected to the sail top and which would be hauled on to take the sheet up and furl it at the yard. He couldn’t do much with it until the far side was released, and he watched the soldiers working there, tense and sweating. Every moment now was critical. 

    Another lurch, this time to port. A wave struck where Rufinus and his man had been working moments earlier, sending a crash of spray and a battering ram of salty water across the ship. There was a scream, and when Rufinus blinked away the spray once more, a legionary was now alone at that other halyard, trying to untie it, his companion consigned to the deep. 

    ‘Stay here,’ Rufinus told the man beside him. ‘Hold on for dear life, and the moment I give you a nod, pull on that rope for all you’re worth.’ 

    With that he let go and tottered over to the legionary at the port halyard. Another sailor had freed himself from a different duty to help, and the three of them quickly freed the rope just as the ship lunged forward into another trough, sending them scattering across the deck. The rope came free and the sail, now completely free at the bottom, flapped madly in the wind. 

    It was at that moment that disaster struck simultaneously from every direction. Rufinus had been thrown clear but could no longer even see the man holding the line to nod at. Even as his vision cleared, he realised that the soldier was gone, and the line was now flapping about much like the sail. That, however, was not his major concern, for the backstay, one of the twin ropes that secured the mast to fore and aft, had either snapped or come free somehow, lashing across the deck and smashing a panicked soldier overboard. Worse still, even as Rufinus turned to see him go, he spotted the huge wall of black water towering over the starboard side. 

    ‘Brace,’ he bellowed, just as the wave hit, almost overturning the ship once more and throwing men this way and that. 

    He coughed and spat out water, wiping his eyes and slipping to his feet from where he’d been thrown, his attention drawn back to the mast by an ominous creak. Without the securing line, the mast had been struck by a wave with all the weight of a siege engine, and was bending forward, leaning at an alarming angle. There had to be a bad crack somewhere near the base for that to have occurred. 

    ‘Row, you bastards,’ he shouted. ‘Every man to an oar. Row for your life.’ 

    At the rear of the ship, Captain Hammon and his mate were desperately gripping the steering oar, attempting to turn them to the east. Rufinus remembered what the man had said about the perils of beaching the ship, but that had been before they’d lost the mast. Perhaps the captain had decided on the lesser of two evils. As Rufinus ran for the furling line to minimize the damage, his gaze swivelled to the shore, wondering if he could spot any mud banks, and for the first time in half an hour, he felt a real glimmer of hope. No mud bank or shallow beach waited to greet them, but the open arms of a harbour. Stone walls sheltering a port from the worst of the stormy sea, lighthouses flickering and gleaming at each wall end in the gloom. 

    Reaching the line, Rufinus began to pull like a man possessed, ignoring the blossoming pain in his broken finger. The sail had risen only a few feet before others were there with him, hauling, pulling the rope and raising the sail. By the count of twenty they had the whole thing brought up to the yard and furled. Breathing deeply, Rufinus tied the line off as tightly as he could, and then stood back. 

    Another huge wave rocked the ship, but he managed to stay on his feet this time. Hammon was succeeding. The ship had turned to face the harbour entrance despite the pressure of the winds and the waves and currents all attempting to pull and push the vessel in different directions. 

    There was no doubt now that this was the end of their voyage. With a damaged mast and backstay, it would take many days to repair the ship enough to sail once more. The Alqart was going no further than Seleucia for some time, and this being the centre of Niger’s naval power, the chances of them securing another voyage into enemy waters were infinitesimally small. Their way forward had been sealed once more, but they had to be grateful for small mercies. Against all odds, it seemed that they had weathered the storm. 

    As the rowers and the legionaries together bent their efforts to the oars and the ship bucked this way and that, closing on those welcoming stone arms, Rufinus looked about, checking up on everything. He could count twenty-eight of his men of the forty there should be. Pulcher and Silvanus, neither of them au fait with ships and the sea, were holding tight at the stern rail. Acheron and Sheba remained where they had been sheltering, sodden but alive. Ioses clutched the rail at the far side, nursing some minor injury at his temple. With a few losses, they had survived. 

    Rufinus gave thanks to both Neptune and, just in case, to the Jewish god, as the ship slid between the sea walls and into the harbour of Seleucia Pieria. 

    The heart of Niger’s domain. 

    

  


   
    Chapter Seventeen 

      

    The battered Alqart limped across the calm waters of Seleucia Pieria’s vast harbour between the great stone moles that embraced it and made it a haven amid the howling gales and crashing waves. Rufinus clung to the rail, bedraggled and exhausted, as the captain made the decisions. Ahead, there seemed to be a separate, second, inner harbour, but that was clearly out of bounds, for even from a distance it was clear that it was filled with imperial warships, with not a sign of a civilian vessel. This huge outer harbour also contained a number of triremes and smaller military scout vessels, though here and there a merchant ship was tied up around the edge too. The shrewd Hammon made for the southern mole, where there remained a few gaps, and specifically for a position closest to land. 

    ‘Time to get out of sight,’ Silvanus murmured. Rufinus looked around and saw that his men were still on deck, sagging and sodden, but to a trained eye there could be no doubt that they were soldiers. Given the presence of the warships, the other frumentarius’ suggestion was a smart one, and Rufinus nodded. 

    With an order from Pulcher, the legionaries returned to the hold, gathering the rest of their things in the fetid gloom. Moments later Rufinus and the others joined them, along with the captain, who’d left his helmsman to complete their docking procedure. As Rufinus entered the sweaty, dark confines of the hold, the men paused in their work, looking his way. 

    ‘Does anyone know Seleucia?’ 

    Two of the men raised their arms. ‘I was here,’ one responded, ‘but near a decade ago. My memory’s a bit vague.’ 

    ‘I only stayed in the port and changed ships,’ admitted the other. 

    Behind them, on the steps, Captain Hammon smiled strangely. ‘I remain uncertain as to why you wish to avoid imperial entanglements,’ he held up his hands to forestall argument. ‘I don’t want to know anything. The less I know, the less trouble I can get into, and I will need to stay in the city for some time to effect repairs. My advice is this: the city is divided into upper and lower districts. Avoid the citadel. The upper city will be crawling with troops and imperial officers and administrators. It is the political hub. The lower city, which lies on the shore just past the mole to the south, is the commercial and the poorer district. There you should be fairly anonymous. Your only issue will be leaving the port and getting that far. It seems to be under military control, and may be patrolled and guarded.’ 

    Rufinus nodded his thanks and the captain turned and departed the hold, leaving the travellers alone, thirty-two humans, two dogs and sundry pack animals. 

    ‘What now?’ Rufinus said, sighing. 

    ‘We press on,’ Silvanus replied. 

    ‘What? You’re mad. We’re in the midst of Niger’s territory now. We’ll be damned lucky just to get away from Antioch with our skins.’ 

    The frumentarius shook his head. ‘The emperor’s life is in danger. Euphiletos is a master assassin and a spy and information gatherer. His reputation here is untarnished by failure. When he accepts a commission, he carries it through. Unless we get to Severus, his life will be forfeit.’ 

    Rufinus rubbed his chin, clucking irritably. ‘But how? There is not a chance of getting a ship from here. Not a hope. We could start making our way north and west along the coast, but you know what that means. We would be walking straight into the war, approaching Niger’s army from behind where they’re all dug in. If we even managed to get past them, which is frankly a fantasy, we would then have to argue our way through the Severan army and into the imperial presence. But that’s moot anyway, as we would never reach the Severan lines, and you know that.’ 

    ‘How about inland?’ Pulcher mused. ‘Circling around the entire war zone?’ 

    Rufinus shook his head again. ‘Not feasible. We’d have to negotiate our way right through the heart of Niger’s empire, and you can be sure that anywhere where a small force could flank the man’s defences will be covered. Niger is far from stupid. Unless we make our way so far inland that we’re lost amid mountains and goats, we face the same problem, and doing that could take weeks and even then just drop us back down into the war zone anyway. It’s not a feasible option.’ 

    ‘South then,’ Ioses said. ‘To the next reasonable civil port and seek a new ship.’ 

    ‘The best option,’ agreed Rufinus, ‘but I’m now out of funds, and with Niger’s control of everything in the region, I can hardly draw new coin from the state. We couldn’t afford passage. Our best option is to return to the south on foot somehow. Every mile we press we will be further from Niger and danger, and that force put in place by Aprilis to encircle Judea and you, specifically, Silvanus, certainly won’t be looking for us heading south and in far smaller numbers. Perhaps we can even prevail upon Judah once more if we can reach him.’ 

    ‘No,’ Silvanus spat. ‘Our duty is clear.’ 

    ‘So is the impossibility of the task. It is time to trust others. The Praetorian Guard has been rebuilt with good men, the corrupt and the ineffectual gone. We have to hope that they are up to the job and trust to them now to save the emperor from this assassin. There is nothing we can do.’ 

    ‘I accept the apparent impossibility,’ the frumentarius agreed. ‘But in my experience, nothing is truly impossible. There is always a way.’ 

    ‘So what is the way here?’ Rufinus snapped. 

    ‘I do not know. But I know someone who will.’ 

    ‘Oh?’ 

    ‘Paris.’ 

    Rufinus stared. ‘Paris? As in Paris: the frumentarius in Antioch?’ 

    ‘Of course.’ 

    ‘You are. You’re insane.’ 

    Silvanus folded his arms. ‘Our duty is to the emperor. The legitimate emperor. Severus is in danger, and the man after him absolutely will not stop. The way between us and Severus is clogged with two warring armies and our chances of navigating the conflict untouched and in time to stop this are remote. All indications are that the frumentarius in Antioch remains loyal to Severus, and if he has survived this long in Niger’s own city, then he must have eyes and ears everywhere. He must know exactly what’s happening at all times in the entire region, and so he is our only chance. I have only known you a short time, Gnaeus Marcius Rustius Rufinus, but from what I have seen, your loyalty to the emperor is paramount, as is your sense of duty. Are you going to stand there and tell me you will prize your own safety over that of your emperor?’ 

    Rufinus sagged. That cut straight to the heart of his loyalties, not only as an acting frumentarius, but as a legionary and as a Praetorian. He had taken the oath of allegiance so often that he could recite it by heart. He had always known that if it was required of him, he would open his own veins to save the emperor, let alone navigate a war zone. Silvanus was breathlessly dangerous in his goals, but he was right. This was their duty. It had to be done. 

    ‘Alright, but at least tell me you have some sort of plan to get to Paris?’ 

    ‘I have been to Antioch but once. My knowledge of the city is basic at best. His location will be marked with hidden signs for those who know how to read them, and we will need to find his house swiftly. We do not know how well sealed the city is. Certainly, a few bland citizens stand a better chance of getting into Niger’s fortress than half a century of soldiers. We need to have the men settle somewhere quiet outside the city, within reach but away from danger. Then we few move in, in the guise of ordinary locals, you, Pulcher and myself.’ 

    Rufinus nodded and turned to Ioses. ‘This is where we go our separate ways, my friend. Your assistance has been invaluable, and your loyalty and bravery unquestionable. But I cannot allow myself to place you in any further danger. Antioch is the enemy capital, and you have no cause to go there with us. I have no coins, but I have a few small items of value you can take to barter for supplies to see you safely south, hopefully as far as Sepphoris. With luck, I will see you there one day.’ 

    Ioses gave a strangely hollow chuckle. ‘Oh, Rufinus, my friend, but God is sometimes dark in his humour. It seems the Lord has a path for me, and it runs alongside yours.’ 

    ‘What?’ 

    ‘Do you not remember where you found me all those months ago in Tarraco? The slave pens of Arimas of Antioch? I was passed around Niger’s city like an unwanted piece of suspect fruit at a dinner party. I saw the inside of three different slave houses there before the diseased son of a dead dog Arimas bought me and shipped me west. I saw more of the city than most travellers, I’d warrant.’ 

    Silvanus frowned. ‘But only briefly, and between slave pens?’ 

    ‘Have I not mentioned my excellent memory? That I can recall, for instance, from Rufinus’ comments that this Paris works out of a house between the palace and the circus? I have a good image in my mind of both buildings, and a reasonable grasp of a number of streets in the area. Moreover, I have been in and out of two of the city gates, through the forum and past several guard stations. Poor Rufinus, but regardless of any deal I made with you, I promised your delight of a wife that I would see you safe. It is my ill fortune to be plagued with a sense of duty to match yours. Shall we?’ 

    ‘Ioses you are a marvel. Perhaps it’s time you kept that tab for real, for I am finding myself owing you more and more as time goes on. Alright. Everyone take only what they can carry and move fast. We can’t risk taking animals or moving slow. Wait here.’ 

    With that, he crossed to the stairs once more and climbed up onto the deck. Captain Hammon was with his steersman, peering across the harbour. 

    ‘What do you see?’ 

    The captain continued to squint into the rain as he replied. ‘The storm is beginning to blow over. The main winds have gone, but rain is setting in to follow, which will probably persist for an hour or so, knowing the local conditions.’ 

    ‘The port looks quiet.’ 

    ‘Everyone is sheltering from the rain,’ Hammon replied. ‘With the sea as it is, there is not much chance of traffic in the port, and so there is nothing really for anyone to do until conditions improve. Only lunatics and losers limp into a port in such a storm.’ 

    Rufinus gave a hollow laugh, wondering which of the two the captain was suggesting applied to them. ‘Then this is the time to move, while the rain is keeping everyone inside.’ 

    A nod. ‘Good luck, friend Rufinus. I have no idea what you are about, but may fortune follow you regardless.’ 

    Rufinus shook the man’s hand, then ducked back down into the hold. Everyone else was ready, kit bags over shoulders, Acheron and Sheba standing beside Silvanus and Pulcher. 

    ‘The rain has become heavy,’ he announced, ‘but that works to our advantage, keeping the open spaces of the port empty. Time to move.’ 

    While the others made their way up onto the deck once more, Rufinus untied his and Ioses’ bags and passed the latter his gear, shouldering his own kit. Once everyone was assembled, he crossed to where one of the crew had run out a ramp down to the dock side on the southern mole. Leading the way, with Ioses at his shoulder, then Acheron and the rest, he skittered and slithered down the slippery, sodden ramp, alighting on the flagged walkway with relief. An odd relief, really, as every pace now brought him closer to mortal danger. 

    The mole was empty of life, though there would certainly be someone back at the harbour entrance, tending the flame in the lighthouse. The chances of them catching sight of men disembarking the damaged trader at this distance in cloud and heavy rain were small, though, and so Rufinus ignored any danger behind them and concentrated on what lay ahead. 

    They seemed to be in luck in at least one respect, other than the rain. There was no evidence of this being a walled city. There were what looked like a series of watch towers dotted around that inner harbour, rising like dark sentinels among the roofs, all hemmed in by a semi-circular slope that was both steep and high. That would not concern them, though, for they had no wish to enter the military-controlled inner harbour. Instead, they would be heading south into the lower city, which displayed no visible towers or walls. Since the upper city had been referred to as a citadel, likely that was the walled bastion of Seleucia, and once again it mattered not, for they had no pressing need to go there. 

    The one concern was a single watch tower that stood at the southern edge of the inner harbour, where it met the mole upon which they walked. They would have to pass right by that tower to leave the harbour wall. There was no sign of light from the top, which was covered with a roof held up by four uprights, but that meant nothing. Though the air was gloomy and dim thanks to the storm clouds and the rain, guards would not yet have lit torches, for it was still in truth only the afternoon. That tower would be occupied. In a place that constituted the heart of Niger’s naval power, every tower would be occupied. The only hope was that the man on watch had shirked his duty. It was hardly unknown for a soldier on watch in the most appalling conditions to be less than vigilant and more concerned with shelter and warmth than looking for unlikely enemies. 

    With the others hurrying along behind him, Rufinus padded along through the rain. He had taken to wearing the soft-soled hunters’ boots as a general thing now, and the advantage over hobnails was as clear here as ever, for the wet stone of the ground beneath him presented no dangers, while the soldiers in his wake were slipping regularly, the nails grating and clacking on the flags. Fortunately, as far as Rufinus could guess, there would be little chance of the sound carrying up to a man in the tower through the deafening hiss of rain. As long as the man kept his eyes from the walkway as they passed, they should be unobserved. 

    He cast up a quick prayer to Fortuna, vowing to make an offering at the next opportunity, and tried to make his pace a careful one, fast enough to see them past the tower and out of sight in short order, yet slow enough not to automatically attract attention and to not make the terrain in hobnails any more dangerous. 

    His heart drummed out a fast beat as he approached the end of the mole and the tower loomed. He felt he could just about make out the shadowy shape of a man within the darker gloom under the wooden roof that kept the rain off. 

    Every swift pace now, he expected a shout from above, his eyes continually raking that dark space for a sign that someone had seen them. As he passed the doorway, his prayers became all the more avid. Then he was off the stonework of the mole, dropping down onto worn pavement that ran along the waterfront, protected by a low sea wall. Ahead he could see a wide bridge crossing a narrow river that ran with a deep and strong torrent, pouring through a gorge from the hills inland. Another mole-type structure marched out to sea on the far side, the two walls hemming in the estuary where it poured out into the sea. Beyond, he could just make out the shape of the city itself, a clutter of houses and walls, smoke pouring from many roofs to add to the roiling grey cloud above. 

    Even now, Rufinus could tell that the storm was on its way past. The deepest grey and black in the sky lurked to the south now, and the clouds above were thinning, a lighter grey already. Even the rain had begun to ease slightly. Then he was at the bridge and pounding across it, away from the harbours and towards the commercial metropolis that sat on the waterfront. A quick glance back, and the top of the tower was now no more than a small dark square beneath a roof. The chances of them being spotted were diminishing with every pace. 

    Still, his heartbeat only began to slow and his breath to come in normal flows as they turned a corner and entered a street full of shops and taverns, all open for business, each with a canopy over the front to hold off the inclement weather. 

    ‘Would that we could stop for a bite to eat,’ Pulcher murmured as they made their way past a large establishment from which emerged the most tantalising aromas. 

    ‘Doesn’t worry me,’ Ioses replied. ‘Roasting pork is hardly a favourite of mine.’ 

    With a smile, Rufinus strode alongside his Judean friend. ‘From what I remember of the maps, Antioch will be east from Seleucia, inland.’ 

    ‘Slightly north of east,’ Ioses corrected, ‘though the road runs southeast from here, following the left bank of the Orontes. The journey will be about fifteen miles.’ 

    Rufinus sucked his teeth and looked up as they walked. The sky was clearing rapidly now, and the rain had calmed to just a drizzle. ‘There will be maybe three hours of light left yet. That will see us some way from Seleucia. We will be a lot safer making camp somewhere in the countryside, set back from the road and out of sight. Then we can try to get some sleep and recuperate after our troubles at sea before we make any attempt on Antioch, fresh, tomorrow.’ 

    ‘No,’ Silvanus said. ‘We move through the night. At a steady walking pace, we can be at Antioch by the third hour of the night. That will be our best time to slip into the city.’ 

    ‘The gates will be shut at night,’ Rufinus said. ‘We need to be fresh.’ 

    ‘No, the gates will be open. Some of them, at least. Yes, this region is at war, but Antioch is still well within Niger’s loyal territory and is surrounded by his military. With the fighting going on so close, there will be traffic in and out of the city at all hours of the day and night, both military and civilian. Soldiers, couriers, supplies, and then the inevitable camp followers, hawkers, whores, traders and everyone who hopes to make a few coins out of the gathered armies. Niger simply cannot afford to have the city sealed at this point. The gates will only be shut when Severus is at them, knocking.’ 

    Rufinus was not so convinced, but then his experience was more centred around military sites on the edge of barbarous frontiers, where gates were most definitely sealed at night. Here, in the heart of Roman territory, with only Roman enemies, perhaps it was different. Tarraco never really shut its gates, after all. 

    ‘Alright, we march on until we reach Antioch.’ 

    They angled their way south into the commercial district, Rufinus wishing he had money, since they were surrounded by shops and inns selling food, drink and many essential supplies. Still, his financial loss had been worthwhile, for Neptune had saved them, after all. Despite being a little lost in the unfamiliar city, Ioses spoke a dialect that the locals used, as well as the universal Greek, and asked the way a few times of bedraggled figures in the streets. By the time the rain had petered out to a light mist and patches of grey-blue showed through the clouds, they had left the city of Seleucia Pieria. From this road, where the last outskirts gradually faded away, they could see two more highways leaving the city, one marching off south along the coast, another curving to the north and climbing towards a high walled mass that crowned a peak close to the city. The citadel, heart of Niger’s power on the coast. 

    Settling into their pace, the column set off along the road, away from immediate peril and towards a danger even greater, sodden and cold, tired from the exertions of the voyage and with no promise of respite in their immediate future. At least the weather was clearing with every pace along that road, and the highway itself was a strong and straight road in a good state of repair. By the time Seleucia was nothing more than a blot on the western horizon and a tense memory, they had begun to dry out, for the rain had ceased entirely and the sky was clearing to an early evening blue. Men began to change as they moved, digging into their packs even as they walked, finding dry tunics and stripping, handing their bags to friends, peeling off their damp clothes and replacing the tunics with new ones, much to the relief of each man. By the time they were an hour from the coast, the general humour of the column had increased no end, and men were chatting as they squelched slowly towards Antioch. 

    The road gradually curved from its initial south-easterly direction, and two hours from Seleucia they crossed the Orontes over a bridge that was ancient enough to predate Roman engineering. The river that ran through Niger’s capital was wide and fast, flowing at speed with the after-effect of recent storms. On the far side, they met another road and turned east to follow the river. 

    Slowly, the light began to fade once more, though this time the sky remained clear, and it was merely the onset of night-time rather than a dangerous storm that darkened the world. A range of hills had joined them from the south, and now ran along the right-hand side of the road, the river still on the left. By the time the sky slid from a dark blue into the purple of evening, the road had turned again, now marching northeast along that corridor formed by the river and the hills. 

    As they rounded another slight bend, Rufinus felt his heart lurch. Ahead, he could see a century of men in gleaming mail marching along by weak early evening moonlight, heading their way. 

    ‘Shit.’ 

    ‘Leave it to me,’ Silvanus said, and stepped out ahead. ‘Straighten the lines. Look like soldiers.’ 

    There was little chance of that, in Rufinus’ opinion. They were dressed in tunics and boots, unarmoured. There were no shields in evidence now, and their gear was almost entirely stowed away in the packs on their backs. The only clear indicator of their military nature were the belts that held their tunics in place, each of which bore a sword. Their appearance would raise questions among most officers. Still, there was no time to hide the blades they bore now. Silvanus would have to brazen it out. 

    The column shuffled into lines and fell into step with the usual mile-eating pace of legionaries. Rufinus looked ahead at the approaching soldiers. They were some sort of auxiliary unit, from their shields and gear, each man carrying a spear over his shoulder. Their armour was almost uniformly made of bronze scale, something Rufinus had not often seen, and their officer wore an impressive plume on his helmet and a sleeve of articulated plates down his sword arm. The man was watching them as they approached, and as they met, his eyes narrowed and he held up a hand to halt his men. In response Silvanus did the same and stepped forward to meet the man. 

    ‘Where are you bound?’ the officer demanded in a haughty and unpleasant tone. 

    ‘Antioch, clearly,’ Silvanus replied in a bored, tired voice. 

    The officer’s face hardened. ‘Stow your attitude when you’re speaking to a centurion,’ he snapped. 

    ‘Fuck off,’ Silvanus replied quietly, ‘and stand at attention when you address a First Spear.’ 

    The man frowned in surprise. ‘You are a Primus pilus?’ 

    ‘Yes. Of the Third Cyrenaica. And I’m in no mood to take shit from some jumped up auxiliary centurion who thinks he’s king of the east because he has a nice shiny uniform and hopes to see action someday.’ 

    The officer’s lip curled in annoyance, but he managed to restrain his temper. ‘We have seen action, sir. We manned redouts in the Taurus for a month before being withdrawn to the capital.’ 

    Silvanus snorted. ‘Look at my men. Each one a veteran and a hero, weary from fighting the usurper in Cilicia and half drowned in the storm on our victorious return. They may not look like much to you, but that’s because they’ve already given everything for the cause. Now have your men step aside so we can go home, and I’ll forget all about your insolent manner.’ 

    Again, the centurion was bristling with the urge to argue, but if the tired looking officer with the line of weary legionaries was truly the legion’s most senior centurion, pissing him off would be a terrible career move. And no one impersonated a senior officer, for the death sentence that awaited anyone for attempting such a thing did not bear thinking about. With a stifled apology that sounded more like a complaint, the centurion ordered his men off onto the grass. With just a curt nod, Silvanus gave the column the order, and they marched on past the gleaming ranks of auxiliaries. Rufinus had to force himself not to smile at the expressions on their faces as the column passed. 

    Once they were out of sight and around the next corner, Silvanus turned to them all. ‘That was close. We won’t be that lucky every time, and the closer we get to Antioch the more likely we are to meet others. Your tunics could pass for labourers. Take a short break. Pack your belts and swords in your bags and get out anything else you can tie round for a belt. Any of you who still have tools or ropes or suchlike, get them out and over your shoulder. From here on in, until we reach the city we want to look like itinerant labourers. Road menders or the like.’ 

    By the time the sky was black and the moon the only light, they were moving on again. At Silvanus’ instruction they moved with as unmilitary a manner as possible. It made Rufinus smile to watch the men, so used now to military discipline that they truly struggled to stay out of a uniform step and to walk rather than march. After a while they began to chat as they moved, and began oddly to resemble the shambles of a unit Rufinus had first come across in Hegra. The full circle was strange to see. He’d grown used to the Third being proper soldiers at his shoulder. 

    Half an hour later, the tension was almost unbearable as they passed by the camp of a legionary vexillation, torches burning, men on watch at hastily-dug ramparts. The shields were not familiar to Rufinus, but they were clearly one of Niger’s veteran legions. The men became considerably more subdued as they passed, and Rufinus breathed a heavy sigh of relief as they passed by without even a shouted exchange, following the river around another bend and out of sight. 

    Over the next two hours they passed six such camps, sometimes legionaries, sometimes auxiliaries, sometimes odd temporary units of native levies. Once they passed a unit whose blue tunics marked them out as sailors from some fleet or other, and Rufinus felt an odd kinship with them, despite the fact that they were now the enemy. That was the trouble with civil wars. Rufinus could be fairly certain that at least some of the men they had passed that evening had served alongside him in the Marcomannic wars under Marcus Aurelius, when Rufinus had been a young recruit in the Tenth Gemina. 

    He was becoming weary and wondering at the wisdom of their chosen course of action when finally Silvanus threw out an arm, pointing into the distance. Rufinus followed the gesture and was impressed at what he saw. Still some distance off to the east, the river meandered a little to the north, leaving a small plain between it and the hills, which now sloped up to quite some vertiginous height. The city spread from the water’s edge, across that plain and up the slope of the hill, surrounded by impressive, high walls that glittered and flickered with the light of a thousand torches, the sky above the city exhibiting a golden glow. 

    ‘Antioch,’ announced Silvanus. 

    

  


   
    Chapter Eighteen 

      

    Rufinus felt the tension grip him all the tighter as the four men strode towards the city gate. Though Silvanus and Pulcher had been in the east long enough to acquire the sun-tanned olive complexion of natives, there was no disguising Rufinus as anything other than a visitor from the west. Thus it was that their guise centred on he and Ioses. Rufinus wore his best quality tunic and a good cloak, had carefully shaved and groomed himself for a quarter of an hour before their approach. He was a small-time trader from Italia who had recently landed in the region, hoping to profit from the war. With little chance of disguising Pulcher’s militaristic nature, the optio and Silvanus wore nondescript drab clothing but retained a chain shirt and their swords, playing the part of bodyguards, while Ioses, in a move that had set him grumbling beyond belief, was to be their slave. The Judean lurched along at the back, carrying two heavy sacks, each of which contained the rest of their gear. A curious emptiness in Rufinus’ soul marked the absence of Acheron, who he had been forced to leave with the rest of the men, making camp half a mile from the road and out of the city in a sheltered dell. Acheron would be safer there with Sheba, but more important, Acheron was easily identifiable. Not only might Niger himself remember the hound alongside Rufinus in Dacia, but undoubtedly by this time Paris would know of him. Incognito was so much easier without Acheron, but trouble would be all the more perilous. 

    Two soldiers of the Third Gallica stood guard at the gate, which was, as Silvanus had predicted, open despite the lateness of the hour. Indeed, from their hidden site close to the road where the rest of the men now waited, they had watched three separate groups of people pass through that gate, two making their way in and one leaving the city. It seemed that Antioch was the metropolis that never slept. 

    As they approached, the guards watched them with that expression common to men on tedious duties everywhere: a bored look, inflected with the faint hope that something interesting might crop up to provide a temporary distraction. 

    ‘Business?’ one murmured. 

    ‘Just that,’ Rufinus replied in a tired and bored tone to match that of the guard. ‘Gnaeus Marcius, imports and exports, trading out of Messina, Cyrene and Caesarea.’ 

    ‘You seem to have lost your caravan, master trader.’ 

    Rufinus put on his most irritated and despairing expression. ‘The carts follow on slowly. We put in at Seleucia just ahead of that storm, and I have no intention of staying in a stinking port in the midst of a storm when the comforts of Antioch are so close.’ 

    ‘But no horses? You travel on foot?’ 

    ‘Have you ever tried to mount a horse that’s just been put ashore after being thrown about in a ship? No thank you. My feet might ache, but at least I’m intact.’ 

    The guard grinned. ‘You’re not having the best of nights, are you?’ 

    ‘It should improve shortly.’ Rufinus fished in the purse at his belt which contained the last few coins the four men could rustle up between them and produced two silver denarii, holding them up to the guards. ‘I understand the city must be rather busy at the moment, but perhaps you could direct me to the best establishment that might have space for us while I await the arrival of my caravan?’ 

    The guards shared a look, and the speaker smiled and plucked the coins from Rufinus’ hand. ‘You would want the caupona of Herennius Dio on the Street of the Silversmiths. You need directions?’ he added, hopefully, his eyes slipping momentarily to the purse. His expression edged towards disappointment as Rufinus closed the purse and smiled. ‘Not my first time in Antioch, but thanks for the help.’ 

    With that he stepped past them and into the city with the assuredness of a supercilious merchant who feels as though he owns the place, not waiting to be officially admitted. Still, he half expected a call to halt him, and held his breath until they were inside that powerful gate and into the small square beyond. The cardo, the main street of Antioch, marched off ahead, wide and impressive, colonnaded along both sides. Other streets opened onto it regularly, and some distance ahead they could make out an open forum and, close by, the upper arcaded curve of an amphitheatre rising above the roofs. The place was clearly huge, and even at this time of evening the street was surprisingly busy, most shops and taverns still open and plying their wares by lamplight. The city’s status as a temporary imperial capital had given it a life to rival Rome. 

    Once they were safely away from the gate, the four men stepped into a side street and paused for breath and to get their bearings. ‘Alright, Ioses,’ Rufinus said, grabbing one of the bags from the beleaguered Jew. ‘You’re up. We need to find the circus and the palace. What can you tell us?’ 

    ‘The palace district is in the northwest,’ Ioses replied, ‘on a walled island of its own. The main city is on this side of the river. We need to follow the cardo as far as the second forum and then take a left. That will lead us to the bridge across to the Palatium district. That entire island is largely public or administrative buildings. The few private and commercial places across there are the very wealthy or important ones. Only the rich can afford to stay there. Last time I was in Antioch I don’t remember the district entrances being guarded, but with this now being wartime and an emperor in residence, be prepared for anything.’ 

    Rufinus nodded. ‘Silvanus, once we get in, can you locate Paris?’ 

    ‘Every headquarters of the service can be identified by those in the know. Surely you know this yourself?’ 

    ‘I’m only recently seconded by Vibius Cestius. He was in something of a hurry. Besides, the names of the various senior grain men were only given to me for emergencies. I don’t think he ever expected me to find myself in Antioch.’ 

    Silvanus shrugged. ‘The answer then is yes; I can find him. Come on.’ 

    The four men returned to the main cardo and began to make their way north along that impressive street. Rufinus had to force himself to relax, for as they walked, the evening streets were busy with not only locals, merchants, beggars and opportunistic thieves, but also with a large number of soldiers. Mostly off duty and only identifiable by their tunics and the military belt with a dagger at the side, still from what he could see Rufinus spotted men from at least three different legions, archers, Pontic cavalrymen, slingers, auxiliary infantry from all across the east, and even several soldiers who were clearly of Gaulish or Germanic extraction. Ahead, a unit of legionaries being addressed by their centurion stood in formation, largely blocking the street. Rufinus held up a hand to halt them and gestured to Ioses. 

    ‘You know the city. Can you find another way? I think we want to avoid official units on duty if we can.’ 

    Ioses nodded and veered into a lesser side street on their left. Copper and ironware stores abounded here, the road was narrower, and it was markedly quieter, especially in terms of the military. With an expert eye for topography and navigation, the Judean wove through narrower streets, leading them a dance through Antioch until finally they emerged once more in the heart of the city. Looking back down the street they had initially been traversing, Rufinus could still see that century of legionaries still in the distance, neatly bypassed. Ahead he looked across a busy square with a strangely festive atmosphere, two jugglers entertaining a crowd by torchlight as a pantomime went on in the far corner, delighting its audience with an unflattering caricature of Severus. 

    A new street selected by Ioses marched them off at a tangent, down a gentle incline towards a wide and impressive bridge over the Orontes. As they walked, Rufinus’ eyes took in every visible detail of their destination, and clearly it was not just the sheer size of Antioch that had set it as a gubernatorial seat and a de facto capital of empire. Between the shops and insulae to either side of this wide street, Rufinus could see across the river to a separate defensive wall behind which high and grand structures rose. The arcades of a well-lit circus were just visible, as well as grand towers and the thick smoke rising in clusters that spoke of a major bath complex. 

    The gate at the far side of the bridge stood open once more, though again soldiers were to be seen to each side, their madder red tunics and crimson shields a clear indicator of legionary status even in evening lamplight. It was impossible to tell, even as they neared the river and approached that great bridge, whether the soldiers were questioning any of the sporadic pedestrian traffic that crossed the bridge into the island district, but Rufinus noted that all the people he could see were going in one direction, into that separate area. His observation was confirmed as they stepped onto the bridge and he looked in each direction along the river to see that this was far from the only crossing, and that all traffic on all the bridges was heading the same way. 

    ‘Something is going on here,’ he murmured. ‘Everyone is heading to the island.’ 

    ‘Evening games,’ Silvanus replied, cupping a hand to his ear. Now that Rufinus listened hard, he could just hear the murmur of a large anticipatory crowd, and the glow that rose above that circus arcade was too bright to be anything other than full illumination. Clearly panem et circenses was at work here. The fear of the approaching Severan armies was being kept mute as Niger treated his people to entertainment to keep their minds from the troubles. It seemed to be working. 

    A line of a dozen or so citizens, chatting with fevered excitement, lay ahead, moving slightly slower than Rufinus’ group as they occasionally stopped, laughing, to shove one another in a good-natured manner. Rufinus gave the others a nod and they slowed, matching the group’s pace just a short way behind. As they neared the far side of the bridge, where the soldiers were questioning no one, but where their gaze played across every figure that passed, Rufinus closed the gap and they slipped on through the gateway, ostensibly part of that same laughing group. 

    Inside the island quarter, the difference between it and the main city became clear. Every building here was grand and palatial. Directly ahead stood the circus, a similar building way over to the left dark and unused this evening, rising behind other buildings. Off to the right stood ordered blocks of marble-sheathed houses that most equestrian class social-climbers in Rome would give an arm to own. On the far side of the Circus stood another similar set of buildings, and behind them rose what could only be Niger’s palace. A massive affair with towers and vertiginous balconies overlooking both the circus and the river. Indeed, one great arcaded balcony offering a good, if distant, view of the circus was lit and occupied. Rufinus couldn’t see the figures in any detail, but it seemed certain that Pescennius Niger himself sat there, waiting for the races he was using to mollify and strengthen a frightened people. One well-placed ballista bolt from a nearby building and this entire war could be over… 

    He shook his head to discard such thoughts. It would not be feasible, and they had other tasks at hand anyway. Ioses stopped, and the three of them gathered around him as spectators pushed past, making for the circus in time for the first evening race. 

    ‘Your grain man,’ the Judean said. ‘Definitely between the circus and the palace?’ 

    ‘Yes.’ 

    ‘Not the stadium and the palace? There is a separate venue for athletic events over on the far side of the island and a lot more houses there.’ 

    ‘The circus,’ confirmed Silvanus. 

    ‘Then your selection is fairly limited,’ Ioses said, sweeping out a hand to indicate the row of expensive properties that below the palace and facing the circus across a paved area filled with fountains, statues and honorific columns. ‘It can only be one of these houses.’ 

    ‘Wait here,’ Silvanus instructed, and crossed to the corner of that large block of buildings. A narrower street ran behind them, separating them from the palace walls, and here and there alleys pierced the line of rich town houses, but even as Silvanus peered at the stones of the wall at pavement level, Rufinus felt his pulse quicken at what else he saw. 

    ‘It’s that one. Fifth house down.’ 

    ‘What?’ Pulcher said. ‘I thought you couldn’t tell.’ 

    ‘Look. Everyone apart from us is moving towards one of the entrances of the circus. Everyone apart from those at the food and souvenir stalls. All except one. There’s a man standing by that Neptune fountain. Just standing there and watching the fifth house along. Doesn’t take his eyes off the place. He’s dressed like a civilian, but one denarius gets you five that he’s a legionary from the way he’s standing. Niger’s having the place watched.’ 

    Moments later, as the three of them looked back and forth between the building and the man watching it, Silvanus reappeared from his reconnaissance. ‘The house is the fifth along.’ 

    Rufinus nodded. ‘Niger seems to have a man watching it. If I were a gambling man, I’d say Paris has been compromised, though why he’s being watched and not simply taken out, I can’t imagine.’ 

    ‘Sometimes one can learn more from observation than intervention,’ Silvanus reminded him. ‘If we’re to speak to Paris, we need to get in, and I think it would be better for all of us if we weren’t seen doing it.’ 

    ‘What about round the back?’ Rufinus mused. ‘The alley. Maybe there’s a rear entrance?’ 

    ‘Quite possibly, but if so, it will undoubtedly also be watched. And no matter how we move, we need to take out all the watchers before moving in, lest we alert our enemies.’ 

    ‘I don’t like the idea of killing legionaries in cold blood.’ 

    Silvanus nodded. ‘Sometimes it is required. However, in the circumstances we need to be swift anyway, so we do not need long. You were a boxer, I understand. Knock the man out.’ 

    ‘It’s a little public,’ Rufinus noted, looking around the area. 

    ‘The street will be empty when the games begin. Already it’s thinning out. As soon as it empties completely, we need to move. I’ll check the rear alleyway. Wait here.’ 

    As Rufinus watched and the crowd gradually thinned, Silvanus disappeared into that alley, reappearing a few moments later. 

    ‘There is a slave entrance at the rear, but with another watcher. The alley is straight and clear, but dark. I could creep up on the man easy enough, but the sound would carry. We should wait until the event begins. The street will be empty enough for you to take down the man here and make your entrance, and the sound should cover me. I’ll take the rear door and put down the watcher there. We’ll meet inside.’ 

    Rufinus faltered. ‘I’m not liking this. We were planning on sneaking in to meet an ally, not taking out legionaries and storming a building.’ 

    ‘Tell that to the emperor’s corpse when Euphiletos beats us to Severus.’ 

    Grinding his teeth, all Rufinus could do was nod. ‘Alright. We move on the fanfare.’ 

    Silvanus stepped away, across the street, and disappeared into the shadows of that alley. Thus far the watcher in the street had not seemingly noticed them, all his attention on the house, but as the crowds thinned, they would become more and more noticeable and so, at Rufinus’ gesture, they moved off amid the crowds to the arcades of the circus, behind the watcher at his fountain. There they joined the folk perusing the many concession stands beneath the arches, and remained there in the shadows, three men waiting, until the stragglers of the crowd made their way into the venue at the last call from the staff. The stallholders closed up their stalls now and locked their goods away in the caged areas at the rear of each arch, or took wheeled stalls away entirely until the next event. 

    It seemed mere moments before the street had emptied. The sounds of a huge expectant crowd echoed out across the high walls of the circus, yet Rufinus waited with his friends, lurking in the gloom until the very last figures had vanished, the only remaining occupant of the wide street that lone watcher. Rufinus waved his friends back, motioning them to remain in the shadows, and in a matter of heartbeats horns blared out in the circus, announcing the opening of the evening races. 

    Time to move. 

    Silvanus would now be approaching the rear of the house. Rufinus padded out across the flagged ground, his quiet hunter’s boots making little sound, and even that whisper lost beneath the roaring of the crowd nearby and the patter of water in the fountain. 

    The watcher became aware that he was not alone only at the last moment. He turned, startled, a hand going to his side, where a bulge beneath the tunic at his hip could only be a sheathed knife. Rufinus hit him like a runaway cart, spinning him round and slamming him into the hard marble surround of the fountain. His left hand with its broken finger slapped around the man’s mouth just in time to stifle a cry, and his right hand reached up, gripping the hair at the back of the man’s head. The surprised watcher struggled to free himself, but he had been totally caught off-guard, and Rufinus simply hooked a foot in front of the man’s shin and pulled his legs out from under him. He let go of the mouth just in time for the watcher’s face to hit the marble of the fountain with a resounding thud. 

    The man was unconscious instantly, his limp form sliding back from the fountain edge and slumping to the ground, leaving a smear of blood amid the water. Rufinus crouched for a moment and checked. The man was still breathing, but he’d be out for some time. Perfect. Now they were good to go. To avoid accidental discovery of the body by a random passer-by, he dragged the man back over to the circus arcade and dumped him in a shadowy corner. Ioses and Pulcher were looking at him, the latter with professional respect, the former with surprised distaste. 

    ‘You do that all too well,’ the Judean murmured. 

    ‘I’ve had an eventful life. Come on.’ 

    With that, they scurried across the open ground and to the door the man had been so avidly watching. There was no handle there, just a knocker. Clearly the house was never unoccupied, and likely Paris had a staff of slaves, including a doorman in an alcove in the usual manner. Rufinus chewed his lip, wondering whether it would be stupid to knock. After all, the man was on their side. 

    As he was trying to decide, Pulcher made the choice for him, hurtling past at a run and hitting the door with his shoulder. There was a ligneous crack and the door ground open a handbreadth. Rufinus frowned. It should have either stayed firmly shut or opened easily. As Pulcher rubbed his shoulder and swore in a whisper, Rufinus pushed the door, which resisted, and looked pensively through the gap into the dark interior. A body lay behind the door, preventing it opening easily. 

    ‘This looks bad.’ 

    Pulcher, still cursing, drew his sword. ‘Go in. Find Silvanus and Paris. I’ll stand guard here.’ 

    Nodding, Rufinus heaved the door inwards and he and Ioses made their way into the building. The Judean looked down with a worried expression at the bloody corpse of the doorman just inside. ‘We’re not the first ones here.’ 

    ‘No,’ Rufinus hissed. ‘It’s fresh, too. Let’s hope we’re not too late.’ 

    Leaving Pulcher at the front door, they made their way along the passage, past a small lararium and the death masks of an unfamiliar family on the wall. The atrium was plain, but tasteful and well-appointed. Rufinus paused and listened. He could hear nothing. Surely there should be sounds here? Something was very wrong. 

    ‘Stay close. Let’s find the tablinum, Paris’ office. He should be there.’ 

    With that, he made his way around the small impluvium pool. Many houses had their tablinum directly ahead, on the far side of the atrium where visitors would have easy and swift access to the owner for daily business meetings. Paris, though, was a frumentarius, and his office would contain secrets and sensitive documents. It would be somewhere less direct. 

    For precious heartbeats he peered into darkened doorways and opened doors. They made their careful, quiet way down a passageway and out into a second colonnaded courtyard. Here, he saw lights flickering in one of the rooms and, with a gesture to Ioses, hurried over to it. 

    His breath caught in his throat as he leaned into the doorway. It was, indeed, an office, and documents covered the desk and were stored in numerous racks around the walls. Locked chests sat in the corners, and maps of the city of Antioch and the region of Syria and Cilicia covered most of the open wall space. It was none of this that immediately grabbed Rufinus, though. His attention was drawn to the body lying in a large pool of blood in the middle of the room. The man was very clearly dead, for his throat had been opened from ear to ear, but he had also only just died, for the blood that was forming the pool beneath him was still flowing. 

    ‘Damn it, but where is Silvanus?’ 

    Ioses edged around the man and hurried over to the desk as Rufinus gingerly moved the body, going through its belt pouches and seeking identification. His worst fears were confirmed as he found a silver grain sheaf insignia identical to the one he carried. There could be no doubt. This was Paris. 

    ‘Stay here,’ he said to Ioses, and dipped out of the room. Hurrying through the next corridor, his eyes darting this way and that for any sign of Silvanus, and finding none, he slipped through a garden and down a final corridor through the slave area of the domus. At the far end stood a simple doorway, the one Silvanus had found in the alley. Hurrying along to the exit, Rufinus’ mind furnished him with a worrying mental image of Silvanus lying in a similar pool of blood in the alley. Half expecting just that, he stuck his head out of the doorway, blinked in shock, looked the other way along the alley and then ducked back in, pulse thundering. 

    Figures blocked the alleyway in both directions. Men in chain shirts or segmented plate, over red tunics, shields with a familiar design, blades out, naked and gleaming in the gloom. Legionaries. Men of the Third Gallica in fact, and enough of them to guarantee that any fight would be a foregone conclusion – at least a score of them altogether. Cursing, Rufinus quickly shut the door and slid the locking bar across. It would not hold them for long, he suspected, but he could still gather Ioses and get out to the front, warning Pulcher. Maybe Silvanus had been seen, or even followed. It was rather hard to imagine the man being easily overcome, but then there were a lot of legionaries out there. Perhaps he had fled round to the front to find the others? 

    Heart pounding, Rufinus ran through the house, careless of noise now. Silvanus wasn’t here, and the occupants of the place were all dead. Subtlety was no longer an issue. He burst back into the office, his breathing ragged. 

    ‘Legionaries… out back. Niger’s men. We need… we need to get out of here now.’ 

    ‘You’re not going to like this,’ Ioses said in a worried voice. 

    ‘What?’ 

    ‘You’re really not going to like this,’ the Judean repeated, turning, ashen faced and with a vellum document in his hand, a whole slew of similar records lying in heaps around his feet. 

    ‘What is it?’ Rufinus breathed, crossing the room, skirting the pool of blood to meet his friend. 

    ‘It’s a letter from Aprilis in Aelia, to Paris. It’s about Euphiletos.’ 

    ‘What? Aprilis told Paris? Was Paris in on it too? Was he a traitor? No, he couldn’t be, because then the Third Gallica wouldn’t have…’ he trailed off, confused, as Ioses held out the document for him to take. He gingerly plucked it from the man’s grip. 

    ‘It contains a list of other names this assassin Euphiletos goes by,’ Ioses added, his voice little more than a whisper. 

    Rufinus, frowning, ran his eyes down a surprisingly long list full of names both exotic and plain, eastern and western. His gaze stopped and his heart lurched. He looked up, wide-eyed, at Ioses. ‘Claudius the Bandit?’ 

    The Judean nodded. ‘And half a dozen further down?’ 

    Rufinus returned to the list and felt that jolt of shock again at the sight of “Julius Silvanus” plainly stated there. ‘This must be a mistake. Alright, we know that Silvanus is Claudius, yes, but Aprilis was the enemy, and it was him who sent Euphiletos after the emperor.’ 

    ‘Was it?’ 

    ‘What?’ 

    ‘Rufinus, we never saw any such document. Silvanus just told us he’d found it. Silvanus is Euphiletos. He is the assassin. He’s been your enemy all along.’ 

    Rufinus felt the pit of Tartarus opening beneath him as pieces of a puzzle he hadn’t even known existed slid into place. ‘Oh shit.’ 

    ‘Quite. Because if Silvanus is not a loyal frumentarius…’ 

    ‘Then Aprilis was. Oh gods, no. Ioses, we’ve been duped from the start. Aprilis knew who Claudius was. He knew all about it, but he wouldn’t let on to us because we were looking for Silvanus. We might have been the enemy’s people. Aprilis was the loyal force in Judea. It was him who had that entire cordon in place, eyes, ears and blades, all around Judea and Palestine, purely to stop Silvanus getting away. He had him cornered and was keeping him there, so he couldn’t go after Severus.’ 

    ‘And then we turned up.’ 

    Rufinus sagged against a wall, rubbing his face, shaking. ‘And we helped a traitor kill a loyal grain man. We helped him get all the way through a system of defences that had taken Aprilis months to put into place. We helped a killer get free. We even gave him a lift. Gods, but if it hadn’t been for that storm and Neptune’s intervention, we’d have taken him straight to Severus. We’d have done the bastard’s job for him.’ 

    ‘So, he was stuck again, this time in Antioch. Aprilis had been working with Paris, which is why that letter is here. Paris was another loyal man, and he would have systems in place to stop Silvanus too. A second barrier like the one we slipped through in Sepphoris. But we helped him get here, right to Paris’ own house.’ 

    Rufinus stared. ‘It was Silvanus who killed him. While we were waiting for the games to start, he slipped in the back way, killed Paris and found whatever he needed before we even moved. Paris must have been bright to get where he is. He’ll have known about the watchers. So, Silvanus had us cause a distraction out in the street, diverting Paris’ attention while he slipped in the back. And now he’s gone, Ioses. Silvanus doesn’t need us anymore. He’s found a way to get through, to get to Severus. We’ve removed the last obstacle for him and he’s going after the emperor.’ 

    ‘And we’re in trouble,’ the Judean added, rather redundantly. 

    ‘Come on.’ 

    Rufinus ran out of the office, back towards the front of the house. He skidded to a halt at the pool in the atrium, his panicked gaze on the corridor leading to the front door. Pulcher was still there, but now he was no longer alone. He had men with him, soldiers of the Third Gallica, just like the ones in the alley at the rear. 

    ‘Oh shit.’ 

    Grabbing Ioses, he steered them back away from the atrium. As they reached the office once more, he slapped his head. ‘Of course Pulcher’s one of them. He told us from the very beginning that he’d been working with Silvanus in Hegra. Bloody hell, but Silvanus must have left him there just in case he was investigated, to throw pursuit off the scent. The man is a damn marvel at thinking in spirals. Pulcher worked on us from the start. He turned me against Cophus, who was probably perfectly loyal and who I dumped at Sepphoris because I didn’t trust him, while I merrily ran off helping traitors and assassins. Oh shitting shit. Cophus had nothing to do with the scorpion in that mansio back near Nashan, but it would have been easy enough for Pulcher to sneak in at night and drop it through my window. And the next night in the village, it was Pulcher that Cophus almost caught outside my door and creeping around the village. Pulcher had confirmed that no one had left the camp, but of course he did, because it had been him. And then I took Pulcher to meet Claudius, who is Silvanus, and I made the mistake of leaving the two of them together to catch up.’ 

    Ioses nodded. ‘And earlier, when we were attacked in Aelia, it must have been Pulcher who’d alerted the legionaries. All this is very enlightening in a horrible way, but it doesn’t help right now. What do we do?’ 

    Rufinus sagged. ‘What can we do? We’re trapped. We make a valiant last stand. It’s all there is left. There will be no way out of this house that’s not guarded by the enemy. They’ll close in and take us, and we don’t want them to take us alive, trust me.’ 

    ‘I’m no Masada martyr, Rufinus. I’m not a “last stand” type of man.’ 

    ‘Then give me a different plan.’ 

    ‘They will have to keep us alive if they think we know something important.’ 

    ‘Or torture it from us. What do you have in mind?’ 

    ‘I have an idea. But first, we need to burn the house down, starting with the office.’ 

    Rufinus blinked. 

    

  


   
    Chapter Nineteen 

      

    Ioses nodded to Rufinus, gripping the prized vellum sheet tight in his fist, and the two men straightened, standing side by side, and walked from the office into the atrium, a billowing cloud of smoke behind them filling the heart of the villa, the roar of the flames already loud. As they stepped out into the delicate and austere room with the small impluvium pool at its centre, Pulcher came to a halt at the far side of the room, just making his way in through the entrance hall with a dozen men of the Third Gallica at his back. The optio’s brow creased, and his knuckles whitened on the hilt of the drawn blade as he waved his men to a halt. 

    ‘What have you done?’ 

    Rufinus gave him a smile. ‘Bought ourselves a little longevity.’ 

    Lack of understanding was plain on the optio’s face. ‘What?’ 

    ‘The records of Paris, the loyal frumentarius, burn even now, a fitting funeral pyre for the man who gathered so much valuable information. Take us to see Silvanus.’ 

    Pulcher’s head shook. ‘Silvanus is gone, you fool. He’s already on his way to put an end to the war. I’m your friendly neighbourhood executioner. You’ve got two options: you come out front like a good lad, and I give you a soldier’s death. Clean and fast and least painful possible. I may serve your enemy, but we’re both soldiers and citizens, so I’ll do you that courtesy. I’ll even extend it to your Jewish friend. Or, of course, you can stay here, and we’ll close the doors and let you burn with Paris. What’ll it be?’ 

    ‘You need to take us to Silvanus, wherever he is. He’s walking into trouble, and we know how. I’ll trade you our lives for his.’ 

    Pulcher looked over Rufinus’ shoulder at the roiling smoke filling the rear of the house, cocked his head to one side and gestured with his sword. ‘Tell me what you know, and I’ll think about it.’ 

    Rufinus looked to Ioses, who nodded, then he took a deep breath. ‘Silvanus was too hasty. He was only looking for a way to slip through the lines that Paris had built around Antioch. He found what he thought he needed and ran, but he missed a few things. Most importantly he missed the names of the two agents Paris has managed to place close to Severus with the single task of watching for Euphiletos the assassin. Not only will your master not get to the emperor to finish his job, but he’ll be captured or dead before he knows what’s happening. We can give you the names of those two men and the units they’re in. I doubt Silvanus will be able to get close enough to kill the emperor, but you’ll still have time to warn him and save him. And all you need to do is let us go.’ 

    ‘And that’s the names in the Jew’s hand?’ Pulcher spat. ‘Short-sighted. I’m not above gutting you both and taking it.’ 

    ‘We know. This isn’t those names. And because you can’t be trusted is why Ioses memorised the details and we then let the document burn. Ioses is your only source now. Ioses and me, anyway.’ 

    Pulcher glanced nervously past them at the smoke once more. Already flakes of ash were settling in the pool between them, swirling with the current from the fountain. He turned to his men. ‘Take the pair of them. We’ll beat the information out of them.’ 

    Rufinus laughed darkly. ‘I don’t think so.’ He held out his arm. ‘See this? A skin repair from where a Sarmatian tried to flay me. A brand mark and slices from an expert Syrian torturer. They even crucified me. I held out for days and would have died and taken my secrets to my grave, were I not rescued. You might be able to do better, but by the time I cave in Silvanus will already be dead. And as for Ioses?’ He looked at his Judean friend. ‘Well, you’ve served out here for years and you know his kind. The sort of people who held a veteran legion at bay for months at Masada and then killed themselves before they let themselves be taken. I don’t think you’ll find Ioses any easier to break than me.’ 

    They would, of course. Ioses was a peaceful man, not a crazed zealot, but still, the reputation of the Jews might for once play to their advantage. Indeed, Pulcher’s eyes had narrowed, his hand up to halt his men as they stepped forward. 

    ‘So, what’s the document in your hand.’ 

    ‘A list of names Silvanus goes under. It’s all we want. That and to walk away.’ 

    With a crash, somewhere behind them a ceiling gave way, and the roar of flames intensified, smoke now billowing out of a second doorway. ‘Time’s up, Pulcher. It’s a reasonable offer, and you know it. You can’t afford to lose Silvanus, can you? Without him, you’ll have no one to protect you when this all collapses, because Niger is doomed. Any fool can see that now.’ 

    The uncertainty in Pulcher’s face told Rufinus he was working in the right direction, and he smiled encouragingly. ‘When Niger falls and Severus controls the east, what will you do? Be sensible. There’s still time to renounce your allegiance and pledge to the senate’s legal choice.’ 

    The optio suddenly laughed. ‘You think Niger’s the failed ox we hitched our cart to? You think this has been about the civil war? Then you’re not as bright as we thought. Niger is a means to an end the same as you were.’ It was Rufinus’ turn to frown now. Again, Pulcher laughed. ‘You’ve not paid enough attention to that list, clearly, because I’d be willing to bet Silvanus’ real name is on there.’ 

    Rufinus felt a chill. Real name? So even Julius Silvanus was a pseudonym? He probably shouldn’t be surprised, given what he knew of the frumentarii. But what would that name have to do with the two emperors? He reached out and took the vellum scrap from Ioses’ unresisting hand. Letting it fall open, he ran his eyes down the list. It was only on the third pass that one name finally caught his attention. He stared at it, then lifted his eyes to stare at the optio. ‘Clodius? Sextus Clodius Maximus. Not…’ 

    ‘Of course. His clever cousin busily commands in Britannia, gathering the support of the west. He has always been a step ahead of the game, that one. Bet you didn’t know that your precious usurper Severus has already offered Clodius Albinus the title of Caesar? That’s he’s made the man his co-emperor, and even the senate have ratified the decision? So, when Niger dies out here, as he surely must, and Severus falls to an unfortunate blade, then Clodius Albinus inherits the power and imperium smoothly and naturally, completely unopposed.’ 

    Rufinus still stared. He’d never even thought about Albinus during all this nightmare with Niger, but of the two would-be emperors he’d met in Dacia, there was no doubt that Clodius Albinus was the more devious and the more dangerous of the pair. His mind furnished him with an image of Vibius Cestius, travel worn, in his villa in Tarraco. The man had been bound for Britannia on imperial duty and had been very tight-lipped about the business, warning Rufinus not to pry. He’d assumed Cestius was bearing a knife for the governor’s throat. But no. He’d been bearing an imperial title and honours for the bastard. Oh, Rufinus knew how little Severus trusted Albinus. It was just a sinecure, empty honours to keep him on-side while Severus took care of Niger. No doubt when he was finished here in the east, the emperor would renounce that decision and put down Albinus too, and rightly so, since the man would be a blight on the empire. But even Severus probably hadn’t counted on the possibility that Albinus might still engineer his downfall even while playing his ally. Pulcher was right. If both emperors died out here within days of each other, the senate would fall over themselves to legitimize Albinus. The man would become emperor without having to lift a finger to do anything about it. 

    He straightened, aware that now more than half the house was ablaze and that they were in increasing danger of the building collapsing around their ears. 

    ‘It matters not,’ he said finally. ‘Severus is in no danger with Paris’ men by his side and watching for your master. Your only hope is to stop Silvanus making his attempt before it all goes wrong. If Silvanus is caught trying to put a knife into the emperor, then nothing you do will save you. Only suffering under the knives of imperial torturers awaits. You let us go and I give you my word on the name of my ancestors, on my oath to the eagle, and on the altar of Apollo, that I will give you the names. It’s the only feasible deal, and you know it. You haven’t got time to drag the information out of us.’ 

    Pulcher fretted, the fingers of his free hand dancing on the edge of his belt. Finally, he straightened and turned to his men. ‘Take these two into custody. Lock them up somewhere safe while I investigate this and decide what to do.’ 

    Rufinus smiled as the legionaries hurried forward, and he held up his hands in surrender. They took his arms and bound them behind his back with a length of leather, plucking the list from his hand, then repeated the job with Ioses, and all the time Rufinus kept his gaze on Pulcher. ‘Decide fast, Optio,’ he advised. ‘Every pace Silvanus takes north brings him closer to death. And believe me, when Severus wins this and survives, and he learns what’s been happening, he will take out his displeasure on those involved like the wrath of Mars.’ 

    Again, Pulcher’s uncertainty wavered across his face and, troubled, he waved them away. Rufinus allowed himself to be manhandled and marched from the building. It was hardly freedom, but having been outnumbered and trapped in a burning house with a life expectancy measured in heartbeats, this was a vast improvement. 

    A score of legionaries gathered around the bound pair out in the street as the roar of the fire behind them matched the roar of the crowd from the circus. Already, men of the vigiles were running towards them with buckets and ladders, two of their number pushing a wheeled water pump. They would let the house burn, of course – it was too late to save it – but they would concentrate on the buildings surrounding it, stopping the conflagration spreading. At least these spacious, rich, town houses were separated by alleys, and so there was a better than average chance of stopping the fire. Rufinus turned his back on the scene as they were marched away. 

    As they walked, he and Ioses kept quiet, occasionally glancing at one another, but unwilling to speak in front of the men of the Third Gallica. 

    At the end of the street, they were grasped and turned, unceremoniously, then marched along the next thoroughfare as far as a building with a sign hanging outside bearing a picture of a gladius and a bucket, alongside the number ‘VI’. A watch house of the vigiles. Pushing open the door, the soldiers marched the pair inside. The building was almost empty, just a single officer of the watch sitting at a table over to one side. The man looked up, surprised at the arrival of legionaries, and then rose and saluted. 

    ‘You have a cell?’ one of the Third Gallica asked. 

    ‘Yes, sir. Only one occupant. A troublesome drunk.’ 

    ‘Stick this pair in there too. They get nothing. No food, no information, not even water without consulting us first. Keep them safe until they’re needed.’ 

    The watchman nodded and beckoned to them, hurrying through a rear door into a passageway, where four doors led off. Two opened into bunk rooms for the men on duty, the third a storeroom for their equipment, and the last a single cell, sealed shut with a solid timber door. No lock, just three heavy iron bolts on the outside. 

    ‘In,’ commanded one of the legionaries as the watchman pulled the door open. A waft of acrid, fetid air, filled with mould, ammonia and despair buffeted them from the dark interior. No light. Not even a slit of a window. Aware that there was little they could do right now, Rufinus stepped into the stinking, pitch black cell, Ioses thrust in ignobly behind him. As soon as they were inside, the door was slammed shut. There was a brief patter of conversation outside, but it was held in low voices and the thick door muted it too much for ready eavesdropping. 

    Once the noise had faded away and the pair felt confident that they were alone apart from the drunk inmate, Ioses let out a sigh. ‘This is all a little familiar to me. Just a couple of years ago I was in almost the same situation. I thought I was done with cells and shit-buckets.’ 

    ‘Unless you’d prefer to be bleeding out in the street or burning to death in a house, I’d save we’re winning right now,’ Rufinus replied. ‘I can cope with dark and stinky for a while. We’ve bought time, but now we need to decide what to do with it. Pulcher fell for the tale, which I’d assumed he would, but it’s only a matter of time before Silvanus plants a knife in Severus’ back, since the two names don’t really exist. Or worse, perhaps Pulcher will decide not to do anything about it at all, and just kill us. Or he might even ignore what I said and try and cut and burn the names out of us. Whatever the case, we have a limited time to do something.’ 

    ‘First, we need to free our hands.’ 

    Rufinus sighed. ‘Come to me and turn your back. I’ll try and untie them, then you can do mine.’ 

    ‘No need,’ Ioses said, and there was a brief strange fumbling noise, followed by the snick of a blade through leather. Moments later, questing hands found Rufinus’ wrists, and he felt the pressure of the cord released. 

    ‘How did you do that?’ 

    ‘Thinking ahead. While you were setting the office alight, I stole a bronze stilus from the desk and hid it behind my belt. I’ve nearly done myself a mischief on it twice, but now it was worthwhile.’ 

    The two men rubbed their wrists as Rufinus turned slowly, unable to make anything out in the black other than the faint outline of the exit. ‘Did you get a look before they closed the door?’ 

    ‘Briefly,’ Ioses replied. ‘It’s about fifteen feet by ten. Two stone benches and one full bucket in a pool of urine. No window, no lock. The door is only going to open from the other side and there’s no other way out. It’s not looking good.’ 

    ‘No way out,’ said a gravelly voice in thickly accented Greek. 

    ‘What?’ 

    The room’s other occupant stirred on his bench. ‘I’ve been here a week and there’s no way out. Trust me.’ 

    ‘A week? They said you were drunk. Surely they don’t need to lock up a drunk for a week?’ 

    ‘They do when the first time they open the door he kicks the shit out of two men. I reckon they’ll leave me to rot this time. It was stupid. I was angry. And still drunk.’ 

    ‘So they do open the door occasionally?’ 

    ‘Only to let someone out or bring food. One hunk of bread and some shitty broth once a day, and a cup of water. That’s it.’ 

    ‘A broken cup or bowl shared might make a good weapon,’ Rufinus mused. 

    ‘Wooden,’ murmured their fellow prisoner. ‘Hard to shatter a wooden bowl.’ 

    ‘Unnecessary anyway,’ Ioses added. ‘I’ve already got a stilus you can use, but the opportunity to use it will be the problem.’ 

    ‘Well, we have to get out before Pulcher decides to finish us,’ sighed Rufinus. Then, addressing their companion. ‘Have you tried anything?’ 

    ‘Only kicking the shit out of a jailor. Didn’t work. They’re too careful when the door’s open, and the door only opens when they want it to. No window, either.’ 

    ‘What about the walls?’ Rufinus asked. ‘Have you tried anything there?’ 

    There was a silence that might have been the man shaking his head. ‘Only got two shoes, a bucket of shit and a wooden bowl. What would I do?’ 

    Rufinus fumbled for Ioses in the dark. ‘Give me the stilus.’ A moment later, the bronze writing implement landed in his palm with a gentle slap. Making sure to avoid the bucket and its puddle, navigating by smell, Rufinus made his way to what he guessed to be an exterior wall. His hands ran across it. Cracked plaster. Excellent. Feverishly, he began to hack at the surface with the stilus, pulling away chunks as they broke off. Gradually, he opened up an area of plaster a foot or so wide, exposing the wall beneath. Lowering the stilus, he used his other hand to feel across the surface, hissing as his damaged finger caught and jerked on a piece of broken plaster. He sighed, defeated and sagging as he stepped back. ‘I thought it might be brick, or at least opus reticulatum. Then we could have worked bit of it loose, and with enough digging made a hole. It’s not, though. It’s blocks of stone of some sort, and big ones at that, with narrow joins. It would take weeks to get one of those out.’ 

    ‘How about the roof?’ 

    Rufinus frowned in the darkness. There was an idea. Carefully, he clambered up onto one of the stone benches and reached up. His fingertips brushed rough wood above enough to pick up a splinter. 

    ‘Give me a lift.’ 

    With some difficulty in the darkness, Ioses managed to get underneath, with Rufinus climbing onto him from the bench, and, straining and lifting, the Judean managed to get his friend to the roof. Rufinus’ fingers brushed the timber again. ‘It’s old wood. If I can find a gap…’ He reached around, probing and testing, and then sighed again. ‘It’s neatly put together and well-fitting. Nowhere we can easily get a grip to try and pull it down.’ 

    Abandoning the idea, he clambered back down from his friend’s shoulders with some difficulty. 

    ‘I suppose we’re not considering the old “my friend is ill, come quick” trick?’ Ioses mused. ‘After all, I can be fairly convincing. I know my illnesses.’ 

    Rufinus snorted. ‘No guard falls for that. If they did, they’d have to be so gullible they’d never have got the job in the first place. No. But I don’t believe in complete dead ends. There’s always a way. We just need to think of it.’ 

    They sat down on the stone bench with a thud, deep in thought and trying to breathe lightly given the stench in the room. After some time of complete silence and pitch black, Rufinus cleared his throat. ‘It seems to me that our only real hope is the guards. There’s no way out of here without weeks of work unless the door is opened from the other side. And the man that’s out there now took his orders from a legionary officer, so he knows it’s important and he’s not going to put a foot wrong. This door won’t open while he’s in charge. Shame, really, as our best chance would normally be while everyone else is out at a fire and only a skeleton crew remain in the depot. But he’ll be no use. We have to wait at least until there’s a shift change. Then someone new will be on this duty and he might be less attentive.’ 

    ‘If it’s any help, I know exactly where to stick this stilus to put a man down for good,’ Ioses reminded him. 

    ‘In the perfect world, I’d prefer not to murder a fireman just because he’s doing his job. I was inter-century boxing champion for the Tenth Gemina. If we get to that sort of advantageous position, I’ll put him down non-lethally.’ 

    ‘Good,’ Ioses replied approvingly. 

    ‘You were Tenth Gemina?’ murmured the voice of their cellmate, switching from the Greek they’d been using to a much easier Latin. 

    ‘Yes,’ Rufinus replied in his own tongue. ‘Back in the Marcommanic war, at least. I fought across the river under Marcus Aurelius.’ 

    ‘I was there too,’ the man said. ‘Second Italica. We were alongside you in a few engagements. Shit, I probably met you in the field.’ 

    ‘And now look at us,’ Rufinus grunted. 

    ‘So, what got you thrown in here?’ 

    Rufinus thought for a moment. This city was probably the most dangerous place in the world to proclaim Severan support, and yet there was a feeling growing over Rufinus. He chewed his lip. ‘Second Italica?’ 

    ‘Yeah. Only mustered out last year. Missed all the fun, I suppose.’ 

    ‘The Second Italia fight for Severus. They marched on Rome with him, and now, if I remember rightly, they’re busy stomping this way across Cilicia.’ 

    ‘Nothing stops the Second,’ the man said with a hint of pride. ‘Niger’s a good man, and he might have made a great emperor, but now he’s fucked.’ 

    Rufinus chuckled. ‘My sentiments exactly. Thing is I work for Severus. That’s why I’m here.’ 

    There was a shuffling in the darkness and suddenly a hand was in Rufinus palm, gripping and shaking. ‘Aulus Drusus Vitalis. Veteran of the Second, and pauper since I pissed my pension up the wall in this city that smells like a whore’s bedroom.’ 

    There was the sound of Ioses sniffing. ‘If the bedrooms you know smell like this,’ the Judean proclaimed, ‘then you’ve been visiting the wrong whores.’ 

    Drusus laughed. ‘Anyway, it’s nice to meet you, and shame it isn’t in better circumstances, but you’d best resign yourself. There’s no real way out until they come for you.’ 

    ‘Then we’d best work on the next bit of argument that will buy us time,’ Ioses said. 

    ‘I doubt Pulcher will delay much longer,’ Rufinus replied. 

    ‘We don’t need that much time,’ the Judean muttered. ‘Some of the latest reports on Paris’ desk suggest that this is going to be over very soon.’ 

    ‘Oh?’ 

    ‘Yes, I read a few, but we haven’t really had much chance to chat. That storm that almost sank our ship is just one of a bunch of unseasonal storms that have been going on for a week. It seems that those storms have done more damage to Niger’s fortifications in the Taurus Mountains than Severus’ men could have done in half a year. They were only rumour and hearsay, admittedly, but those reports heavily suggested that your emperor was on the move again, out of the mountains and along the Cilician coast, days ago.’ 

    Rufinus whistled through his teeth. ‘Then Severus and the army could be just hours from Antioch. One big clash and they could be knocking on Niger’s door. Of course, that means that Severus is close for Silvanus to get to as well.’ 

    ‘Shhh,’ hissed Drusus. 

    ‘What?’ 

    ‘Shut up.’ 

    They sat in quiet for a few moments, and Rufinus broke the silence again. ‘What is it?’ 

    ‘Did you hear a bang?’ 

    ‘No.’ 

    ‘Well I did.’ 

    ‘Probably the firefighters coming home. Paris’ house must be just ashes by now.’ 

    ‘Listen,’ Drusus said again, and the three men sat in silence. Now, Rufinus blinked in surprise as he heard in the oppressive quiet a strange slithering noise in the distance, almost inaudible through the thick door. Then, improbably, footsteps. 

    ‘Ioses, get behind me.’ 

    Rufinus could feel the Judean circle round in the dark behind him, and was aware of Drusus at his side, too. That felt oddly comforting, considering he’d only just met the man. But the Second had been a good legion. Second Italica Pia. Pia: the faithful. One of Severus’ most loyal legions. 

    The footsteps stopped outside the door, and Rufinus closed his eyes. The last thing he wanted was to be temporarily blinded when the door opened. There were three thuds as the bolts were pulled back, and the door crept open. Very slowly, Rufinus opened his eyes, allowing only a little extra light in at a time, adjusting swiftly. He looked at the figure in the door. 

    He blinked. 

    ‘You smell like shit, sir,’ the soldier said with a grin. 

    ‘Cophus?’ marvelled Ioses suddenly, stepping around Rufinus again. 

    ‘That’s my name. You two do get yourselves in a lot of trouble, sir.’ 

    Rufinus boggled. ‘I can’t believe it. And… and I owe you a huge apology, Cophus. I didn’t trust you. Pulcher…’ 

    ‘Yes, he’s always been an oily prick, even when we only had one emperor. Come on. We need to move.’ 

    As Rufinus stumbled into the corridor, he noted the shapes of other men out in the main room, waiting. Ioses and Drusus followed him out of the cell. As they emerged into the main chamber, Rufinus could see the body of the watchman slumped over his table, face down. There didn’t appear to be blood. ‘Is he…?’ 

    ‘Unconscious,’ Cophus replied. ‘He’s no enemy of mine, and don’t forget, my uncle’s a boxer. It’s in the blood.’ 

    Rufinus laughed, breathing deeply of the relatively clear air. ‘Where did you come from? How did you find me?’ 

    ‘Save the talk for somewhere safer, sir,’ Cophus replied. ‘The vigiles will be back soon, and this whole city is crawling with men from the Third Gallica and from other units too. Looks like they’re consolidating the garrison in Antioch. Pulcher’s only a few houses away, too. Come on. We need to move. I have a safe place nearby.’ 

    As they hurried from the watch house, Rufinus noted two men in uniforms of the Third Gallica lying in a heap nearby, watched by familiar faces that had accompanied him all the way from Hegra standing close. Cophus beckoned, and Rufinus ran after him. He noted absently that Drusus had not gone his own way, but seemed to be following them. He toyed with the idea of sending the man away, but until he knew more, he reasoned he might be better keeping the ex-legionary close. 

    They ran past a large bath house, other men gathering to them now so that they were accompanied by sixteen men as they turned the corner. Across another open space and into a side street, and they reached a darkened door in a shadowy alley. Cophus gave a complicated knock on the timbers, and the door swung open. Oil lamps burned inside, and more men from Hegra awaited them, a blessed sight after the past few hours. 

    As they entered, and Rufinus slumped into an empty seat with relief, the optio closed the door behind them. 

    ‘This is your army now, sir,’ Cophus said, waving an arm around the room. ‘Thirty-five men, plus myself and two others out in the city.’ 

    ‘It’s more than I’d ever hoped for,’ Rufinus smiled. ‘How in Hades did you find us?’ 

    ‘Not too hard, sir. We slipped through the lines at Sepphoris after we left you, with a good head start. There were a few fights and detentions among the groups as we moved. A lot of the lads were caught, but I think the enemy were really looking for you and Silvanus, so they took their eyes off us enough to let a few men slide. We gathered at Iotapata, every man who made it. This is all of them. Then we moved north sharpish. We sold half our stuff to supplement our money and bought horses from some dodgy merchant, then we rode as fast as we could.’ 

    ‘Amazing.’ 

    ‘We must have made better time than you, even with resting the horses. We got to Antioch two days ago. Didn’t take too long to find the right house, once you know it’s the home of a spy. The local law have been watching the place, so we knew that must be the one, and so we set to watching the men who were watching it. We’ve had eyes on the place for two days now. I’ve still got two men in the circus arcades now. They saw you take out the local guard and move in, saw Pulcher, and came to find me. We’ve commandeered this house, see, as the owners have run away.’ 

    ‘Silvanus is a traitor,’ Rufinus said sadly. ‘And Pulcher with him. They duped us into letting them get north and killing two loyal frumentarii. Now Pulcher has plenty of allies in the city, and Silvanus, who is really the assassin Euphiletos, is on his way to Severus. We have to get out of Antioch quickly. Silvanus is probably a couple of hours ahead of us already.’ 

    ‘That’s no easy task,’ Cophus replied. ‘You probably aren’t aware of this, but in the past hour Severus’ army has been spotted. They’re almost at the city. By dawn this place will be surrounded, and already the garrison are on alert. The gates have been closed and the city locked down.’ 

    Rufinus took a deep breath. ‘Then Niger plans to make his last stand here. There cannot be much of an army in the city, so it won’t last long. Severus must have come along the coast like a tidal wave.’ He rubbed his hands together. ‘We need to stop Silvanus getting to Severus, if we can somehow get out of Antioch. The rest of the men we brought from Sepphoris are camped nearby with the dogs. We need to pick them up, too.’ 

    Cophus sucked his teeth. ‘If we’re in a hurry to chase Silvanus, he’ll presumably be heading northwest, directly for Severus and the approaching army. The nearest gate, then, is just down the street. If you left your men on the Seleucia road, then they’re at the other end of town, out of the south gate. I don’t think we can do both.’ 

    ‘Damn it.’ Rufinus heaved in a deep breath. ‘Alright, since the city’s locked down, we’ll have to see what we can do. Let’s have a look at this gate first.’ 

    

  


   
    Chapter Twenty 

      

    The first thing that struck Rufinus, as they emerged carefully from the safe house, was the change in the city’s atmosphere. Mere hours ago, it had felt excited, if tense, and almost festive in a way. The streets had been full of people going about their normal business. The circus had been full and roaring with the excitement and anticipation of the first of the evening races. Rufinus and Ioses had probably been in the city for only a little over two hours, and already everything had changed. 

    As they moved out into the main street, the circus had clearly emptied. There was no longer any noise coming from it, for the news of the approaching forces had torn everyone from their obliviousness and denial and reminded them that the war was not only still raging, but was now doing so on their doorstep. 

    At first it seemed odd that the streets here still appeared to be quite empty, though Rufinus quickly remembered that this was a rich and exclusive district. Anyone who feared for their property would have fled for the main town across the river, as would most of those who were simply running in blind panic, for they would be gathering up their loved ones and most prized possessions to abandon Antioch. Across the water in the heart of the city there would be chaos, and as Rufinus paused while two of his men checked around the next corner, he could hear two distinct and distant clamours, one from the southeast, in that urban mass, the other from the opposite direction, where stood the gate for which they were bound. 

    The legionaries at the corner nodded and beckoned, and the entire group hurried along to the next street. Here, two huge bathhouses sat amid wide plazas with fountains and honorific columns and statues. Peering ahead, Rufinus could see at the far end of the wide paved area the high walls of Antioch, manned with a large force of armoured men, torches glowing and flickering every ten feet, artillery atop the towers with their crews at the ready, braziers to hand and ammunition stores prepared. The huge double gate in that wall was resolutely closed, and Rufinus could tell that even from this distance. A crowd of hundreds of citizens had gathered inside the gate, clamouring and calling up to the men on the wall, amid screams and crying and panicked chatter. 

    ‘This looks like a no-go,’ Rufinus breathed as they moved. At least there were no soldiers in the street. The news of the approaching forces had seen every man available summoned to the walls. It was a hopeless cause, of course. Rufinus quickly estimated the number of men in the city with practiced ease, and decided that the force was barely sufficient to hold the walls at all, let alone against a vastly superior army. Niger had bet his security on his defences in the Taurus Mountains and, when they had fallen with the violent storms, had likely committed every unit he could gather under capable generals to meet Severus in the field and stop him. They had failed to do so, and the facts that Severus was here, and that the city had a barely adequate garrison, spoke loudly of a disastrous defeat for Niger in the past few days somewhere close. Time was up. Severus was at Antioch, and the usurper could not hope to hold the city for more than a single sunrise. 

    Rufinus had always thought Niger a shrewd man, but if he intended to make a stand in Antioch, then he was either a lot less bright than anticipated, or he had abandoned all hope of victory. They hurried on to the edge of that crowd, scoping out the gates and listening to the calls all around them. Horns were now blowing across the city. A centurion on the wall top was waving his hands and attempting to speak to the panicked mass below. His voice was mostly lost beneath the shouts and cries, but from the fragments Rufinus caught, it was clear that the enemy was visible from the parapet now, even in the dark, and the centurion had absolutely no intention of opening the gate for anyone. 

    Off to the left a door opened and a dozen legionaries with an optio at their head emerged, pushing into the crowd, grabbing people and shouting at them to disperse. 

    ‘Go to your homes and pray. There’s no escape here.’ 

    The soldiers were probably sympathetic, but a panicked crowd is a dangerous thing, and can easily turn into a rampaging mob with little in the way of catalyst, and so anyone who struggled and argued was smacked with wooden batons or shields, barged out of the way and put down, even as the optio continued to tell people to disperse. 

    ‘Wait here,’ Rufinus told the others, who gathered in a group at the street side, a way back from the press of citizens. As they huddled together, Rufinus ran over to the optio. The officer raised his staff in warning at the approaching man, but Rufinus waved his hands and the staff was lowered. 

    ‘What is it, citizen?’ 

    ‘Is there another way out?’ 

    The man shrugged, but his brow creased in thought. ‘The bastard usurper comes from there,’ he said, pointing at the gate. ‘The other side of the river is probably safe yet. They will have to move up or down river quite a few miles to cross, or to build a crossing themselves, so the east bank is safe at the moment. There’s been an order to seal the gates, but those on that side of the river might not have done so yet. I can’t guarantee it friend, but that’s your best bet.’ 

    ‘Thank you,’ Rufinus said. ‘Fortuna watch over you.’ 

    ‘And you,’ the man replied, then went back to dispersing the crowd, who were now beginning to flood back along this wide thoroughfare towards the city centre. Rufinus had seen riots, back in the late days of Commodus in the capital, and this had all the makings of such trouble. The disorderly flood of humanity was one shout of defiance away from becoming a stampede. Hurrying back to the others, he looked to Ioses, Drusus and Cophus. 

    ‘We have to get back to the main city and try the gates there. If we want to chase Silvanus we’ll have to cross the river somehow and head west, but we’re not going to get out this side of the city, so we’ll have to do that outside the walls. And I don’t think we want to head back into the city amid this lot. They could turn nasty any moment. How do we avoid them?’ 

    Drusus shrugged. ‘Cross between the bath houses, and then you’re outside the palace. Comes a bit close to the watch house we were kept in, but that way we can pass the circus and try one of the other bridges away from the mob.’ 

    Rufinus nodded. ‘Good. Come on.’ 

    With a little difficulty, they cut across the tide of angry and frightened citizens, ducking into the wide street that cut between the two great thermae. At the far end, the cut through emerged into a wide street similar to the one they had just left, though largely devoid of the crowd. Just a few of the brighter fleeing citizens had thought to use this parallel route and avoid the mob, and Rufinus thanked the gods as they gathered together. Ioses, Drusus and Cophus, as the men with the best grasp of the city’s layout, discussed the route they should take, and which bridge would be best. 

    As the trio debated and the soldiers stood, tense, watching the city fall apart around them, Rufinus let his gaze wander. He’d had little time to explore Antioch, but this area was the part most familiar to him. Further down the street he could see that watch house of the vigils, and beyond it the arcades of the circus. Behind the gathering, the bath house complexes sat, and along the street sides opposite stood the houses of the rich and influential. 

    His gaze stopped. One of the streets that marched off between those houses lay directly opposite, and it could only be the main road to the palace. The road was better lit than most, with torches burning, illuminating the intricate paving, which was lined with statues of great men, emperors, governors, generals and gods. At the far end he could see an ornate façade of a quality to challenge the Palatine in Rome, a marble wall surmounted with an arcade, each delicate arch containing a statue, above: a third storey with elaborate windows. A single large door stood at the end of the road, the entrance to the palace, flanked by great painted statues of mythological beasts at one and the same time terrifying and fascinating. 

    ‘Where are the guards,’ he said quietly. 

    The others continued to mutter to one another as Ioses, Drusus and Cophus planned their route. 

    ‘Where are the guards,’ repeated Rufinus a little louder. 

    ‘What?’ the optio replied, breaking off his conversation with the other pair. 

    ‘There are no guards on the palace gate.’ 

    They all looked up that street now. Drusus shook his head. ‘All the windows are lit, and I can see figures moving about. The palace is occupied. Niger probably sent his men to the walls. They need every man there, after all.’ 

    ‘No,’ Cophus replied. ‘No. The gate should still be guarded.’ 

    Rufinus cut in, agreeing. ‘Even if it’s just two men, the palace should still be guarded. The enemy may be outside the city, but many a siege has ended when a frightened populace throw open the gates and turn on their master in the hope of avoiding catastrophe. All it will take is for someone to get the bright idea that Niger’s head might stop the attack and half the city could storm that palace. Niger is not stupid enough to leave his palace undefended when mobs are rising.’ 

    ‘So why the lack of guards?’ Cophus puzzled. 

    ‘Because Niger isn’t there,’ Ioses replied in a matter-of-fact tone. 

    ‘What?’ 

    ‘If Niger would have his palace protected, and the palace is not protected, then Niger isn’t there.’ 

    Rufinus felt a chill. ‘And if Niger isn’t there, then where is he?’ 

    ‘Running,’ Cophus replied. ‘You said yourself that he’s not stupid. He has to know Antioch is doomed. He can’t hold it. He’s running for his life.’ 

    Rufinus, ears pounding with a suddenly racing pulse, was shaking his head. ‘No. Not running for his life.’ 

    ‘Then what?’ Drusus asked. 

    ‘Running for his allies.’ 

    The others looked at one another in silence, faces registering what this meant. ‘Parthia?’ Cophus whispered. 

    ‘Yes. Remember what we heard days ago in Tyrus. Rumour has a Parthian army gathering at the border, somewhere on the far side of the Euphrates. We’re not much more than a hundred miles from that river here. A fast horse could see Niger in the arms of his Parthian allies before tomorrow’s sun sets. Shit. Niger’s no idiot. He knows this war is lost, but he’s already starting the next one.’ 

    Ioses gave a meaningful clearing of his throat. ‘I’m sure this is all very important, but were you not supposed to be concentrating on chasing down Silvanus and protecting Severus?’ 

    Rufinus bit his lip in irritation, his eyes going to Cophus. The optio nodded and turned to Ioses. ‘Priorities have just changed.’ 

    ‘How?’ 

    ‘If it’s the choice between the emperor’s safety and the empire’s safety, the empire has to come first.’ 

    ‘Which goes against all my oaths with the Guard and the frumentarii,’ Rufinus sighed, ‘but he’s right. Severus is surrounded by good men. Silvanus is dangerous, but it will take a lot for him to get to the emperor. Niger, on the other hand, is now a major threat. If he isn’t stopped, then he’s going to initiate a new war, and this won’t be a civil war. This will be little less than a full-on Parthian invasion with a Roman general at its head. That just doesn’t bear thinking about. War with Parthia has nearly brought the empire to its knees more than once. Niger has to be stopped. He’s just become our priority.’ 

    ‘And you’re basing all this on assumptions,’ Drusus pointed out. ‘You’re assuming he’s left the palace and that he’s heading for Parthia. I don’t know how much I like where this is going.’ 

    ‘Niger doesn’t know how to give up,’ Rufinus responded. ‘I’d be willing to bet he has fall back plans all ready even if a Parthian war fails. He and Severus are more or less a match in both intelligence and tenacity. Given what we know, I cannot see anything other than running to Parthia being Niger’s plan.’ 

    ‘Then he’ll have to leave the city on the far side of the river. Probably through the north gate,’ Ioses said. ‘That’s the road to Zeugma, which will take him directly east to the Euphrates.’ 

    ‘Then that’s the gate we need, too. Take us there,’ Rufinus said, then turned to Drusus. ‘This isn’t your fight. You don’t have to be a part of it.’ 

    Drusus scratched his neck and clenched his teeth for a moment. ‘I don’t like the sound of it all, but this city is under siege and turning to shit, and I’m probably still on an arrest list somewhere. Figure I’m as safe chasing emperors as I am on a street corner right now.’ 

    With Ioses and Cophus leading, the group of legionaries began to move off along the sparsely occupied street. ‘I need a sword,’ Rufinus said as they ran, wishing that he had armour, too, and most of all the comforting presence of a great black hound by his side. The rest of the men were similarly lacking armour, having sold most of their gear to facilitate their journey north, but most bore a gladius, and without complaint one of the legionaries undid his belt as he ran, unhooking his scabbard from it, passing the sheathed weapon to Rufinus and then belting his tunic once more. Rufinus thanked the man and strung the scabbard onto his own belt. Moments later they reached one of the gates in the lesser wall that separated this exclusive region from the rest of the city. It was no longer guarded, the men who had been posted here likely now on the walls awaiting Severus. 

    As they hurried through the gate arch and out onto the bridge that arced across the river channel, Rufinus’ attention was drawn by a clamour, and he looked to the right. Downriver, he could see the bridge they had crossed on their initial approach, and which lay in the path of the fleeing crowd. That gathering of panicked citizens running for the city had met another huge crowd of angry, panicked folk coming the other way, and the bridge had erupted into a clash, arguments and fighting breaking out. The mob had taken a further step towards riot, and a large step at that. Rufinus and his friends had clearly been right to take a different route. They had only moments now before the clash turned into something far worse, and then that surge of fury and terror would spill out and spread through the city, turning the whole of Antioch into a seething disaster. Severus hardly needed to besiege the city now. His army’s mere presence had thrown the place into a panic that would end up, unless they were stopped, with opened gates and a burned palace. Rufinus shook his head. There was nothing they could do to stop Antioch’s fate now. They had to concentrate on Niger. 

    As they emerged into the street on the far side, the inhabitants there were busy variously dragging their family and possessions from their houses in order to flee, boarding up their homes and settling in with panicked expressions to ride out the coming storm or, in that ubiquitous idiocy in troubled cities everywhere, looting and destroying wantonly. As Ioses gestured to lead them on, Rufinus waved them to a halt. Cophus frowned as Rufinus looked around the men. 

    ‘Who here knows this city best now, d’you think?’ 

    A few men tentatively raised their hands, but Drusus sighed and smiled. ‘You know the answer to that.’ 

    Rufinus nodded, jabbing out with his finger at several of them. ‘You four are with Drusus, I need you to do something for me, my fellow criminal. Outside the south of the city, there’s an old, tumble-down shepherd’s hut by the side of the road where it curves right. Get out of the city by the south gate and find that hut. Leave the road there and head left into the hills. Not far, just out of sight of the road, you’ll find my friends, the ones we brought north from Sepphoris, and they have my dog with them. Find them and tell them what’s happening, then work your way round the city to the east. It’ll take you a while, but bring everyone out to the north and settle in somewhere outside the north gate. If we’re successful, we’ll find you there.’ 

    ‘We’ll find them,’ Drusus said. ‘Be safe.’ 

    ‘You too.’ 

    The four men saluted and then turned and ran off along a side street with Drusus. Rufinus spun and looked along their own route. The street was rapidly filling with refugees heading for any exit they could find from the city. A group of howling adolescents ran past carrying a screaming girl, while a priest of Isis, bald and emaciated in his white robe, stood in the street, wailing and imploring his goddess to intervene until he was carelessly knocked to the ground and trodden on by panicked men. The city was erupting now. Even the sensible among the populace were losing their sense by the heartbeat. Every street was becoming dangerous, and the Antioch garrison had been drawn to the western walls in their entirety, facing Severus and unable to prevent the city’s descent into insane, panicked violence. 

    With Ioses and Cophus leading them, the thirty-six men moved on, keeping close together for mutual defence. Each man with a blade had drawn it now, and others had collected sticks from the street. None of them had any desire to harm the people of Antioch, but this had become about survival, and an armed band was less likely to draw trouble. 

    Rufinus hardened his heart as they moved through the ancient and chaotic streets. A child sitting in a puddle and clutching a wooden duck, alone and crying. A woman desperately trying to heave her husband to his feet, though the man was clearly done for, immobile and glazed with blood sheeting down his face. Three youths carrying a huge amphora of wine from a tavern, struggling under the weight, crying out with victorious howls. A wealthy merchant, now devoid of all but his rich clothes, begging his slaves to help him to safety even as those slaves now took their chance, running for freedom. Even as Rufinus passed, some thug smacked the merchant in the face with a table leg, ruining his features and sending him, crying, to the ground. 

    Rufinus was feeling hollow and despairing for the fate of the city by the time they turned a corner, and the north gate of Antioch came into view. He steeled himself once more, pushing down the sadness. Worse would follow under the armoured heel of the Parthians unless Niger could be stopped. Even Severus’ own life was a secondary concern now. Taking in the scene at the gate, Rufinus felt his tension and frustration rising. The wide, semi-circular forum inside the gate was awash with refugees, each carrying his worldly goods on his back, families huddling together, holding their children close as they struggled through the push, heading for the gate that offered the only hope of safety. 

    At least the gate was open. His gaze took it all in, and rested finally upon a small group of soldiers from the city garrison, standing in the colonnaded shelter of a building and pushing the citizens out of the way when they came too close. ‘Wait here,’ Rufinus told the others. ‘We need to be sure we’re in the right place.’ 

    Hurrying across to the soldiers, he selected the one who had the air of a leader, though he bore no insignia of command. The man held up his sword to keep the approaching man at bay as they’d clearly been doing with the refugees, but his expression wavered at the sight of the similar soldier’s blade in Rufinus’ hand. 

    ‘Move along,’ the man said. 

    ‘Have you been here long?’ Rufinus said, ignoring the command and batting the man’s sword away with his own blade. 

    The soldier’s eyes narrowed, weighing up Rufinus. His eyes slipped to the armed band nearby, clearly accompanying this strange new arrival. The soldiers in the colonnade would be outnumbered if things turned ugly. He swallowed. ‘A while. Why?’ 

    ‘Has a party of nobles or soldiers or both left recently through this gate?’ Niger would not have gone openly, for he’d surely have been stopped, but he equally would not have fled alone. He would have good men with him, and he’d be in disguise. 

    The man frowned. ‘Who are you to…?’ he began, but Rufinus reached out now with his free hand and, ignoring the pain in his broken finger, gripped the man’s tunic at the throat. ‘Answer me.’ 

    The others in the colonnade made to intervene, but suddenly Rufinus’ legionaries were behind him, looming, meeting the threat. The leader sagged. ‘Lots of nobles have left. No soldiers, though. Every man is needed in Antioch.’ 

    Rufinus took a deep breath. Niger would have taken his guards at least, but they would probably also have been trying to move unobtrusively, avoiding discovery. If Niger was seen fleeing the city, having brought this upon them, the mob would tear him apart. The group would probably have horses too. They would need to move fast. 

    ‘Riders,’ Rufinus pressed. ‘A group of riders. Cloaked, I’d wager. Have you seen such a thing? Think, man!’ The fact that Rufinus had dropped the hint of threat and moved to one of desperation seemed to galvanise the soldier. He nodded. ‘Not long ago. Maybe a quarter of an hour. A score or more of them. Some nobleman and his mercenaries, I suppose. He stolen something from you?’ 

    Rufinus let go of the man’s tunic. ‘Good luck,’ he said, and turned back to the others. 

    ‘That’s them. A score of cloaked men on horseback a quarter of an hour ago. Niger and his men have run east. We’ll never catch them on foot.’ 

    Ioses threw out a finger back the way they’d come. ‘There was a livery stable back there. We passed it just before the corner.’ 

    Rufinus nodded. ‘Come on.’ 

    Following Ioses, they ran back through the tide of people. The riot of the desperate had clearly begun. They could hear the clash of violence only a few streets away, all slightly overlaid by the roar of a conflagration. Antioch was going to fall before Severus could even reach the walls. In mere moments they reached the wide, illuminated arch that Ioses indicated and hurried inside. The place stank of horses, sweat and dung. 

    The group of men burst through the entrance and out into a courtyard with tack rooms, offices and numerous stables leading off. As they entered, two slaves turned to face them, their faces bearing a mixture of fear and anger, each with a muck gripe in their hands, held up with the long prongs aimed at the new arrivals. Their expressions faltered as they realised how many men they were facing, and that the intruders were armed with swords. Rufinus waved at them. 

    ‘This is pointless. Your master has gone.’ 

    ‘We were told…’ one began. 

    ‘I can imagine. Defend it with your life. But the fact is that your master will have long gone now, and my men and I are taking what horses remain, even if we have to go through you to do it. Sorry, boys, but that’s how it is.’ 

    The two slaves looked at one another and swiftly lowered the forks stepping back into a corner, their faces masks of misery. As Rufinus’ men hurried this way and that, locating horses, saddles and more and preparing the beasts, Rufinus and Ioses looked at the two slaves sympathetically. 

    ‘Run,’ Ioses said. 

    ‘A runaway slave is a dead man walking,’ the miserable man replied. 

    ‘Antioch is about to fall. There will be looting and murder. No one is going to care about you. Run now while you can.’ 

    As though this order somehow overruled the one from their master, the two slaves gave a single nod and then ran past the intruders, still gripping their makeshift weapons. Rufinus stood breathing heavily for a few moments until Cophus stopped in front of him. ‘Thirteen horses, sir. All the others had already gone. There’s a fourteenth, but he’s lame and he won’t make it a mile.’ 

    ‘Then thirteen of us will have to be enough.’ Rufinus looked at the men as they brought horses out into the courtyard, saddled and ready. ‘Cophus, Ioses, myself and the ten best riders among you will mount up. We follow Niger’s horsemen and stop them. The rest of you get out of the city to the north and wait for your friends to arrive from the south. With a little luck we’ll all meet again shortly there. For now, we have to go. Every moment counts. Good luck.’ 

    With that, Rufinus pulled himself up into one of the horses’ saddles, as did Ioses, Cophus, and ten other men. With a nod of approval, Rufinus kicked the flanks of his horse and led them back through the gateway and out into the street. Rounding the corner once more, they could see the gate. Already, in the brief moments they had been absent collecting their mounts, the situation had changed alarmingly. The soldiers who had been sheltering under the colonnade were now gone, and the signs of blood-spatter and damage where they’d been stood suggested there had been a fight. New crowds were surging into the open space from the heart of the city, and this fresh gathering were less in the way of refugees and panicked families and more of an angry mob. Indeed, what had been a fairly orderly exit through that city gate had now become something of a free-for-all. Rufinus could just see soldiers there desperately trying to keep control of the situation, but their grip on order was failing fast. 

    ‘We’re out of time. We’re going to have to push our way through, or we’re going to be caught in the middle of the riot. Use your elbows and the horses, and pommels if you have to, but try not to use blades. It’s not their fault – they’re just frightened.’ 

    The men around him nodded their understanding, and Rufinus began to move his horse with purpose into the crowd, steadily but forcefully, pushing his way into the panicked mob. Citizens of Antioch were knocked, bellowing, aside. Some managed to get out of the way voluntarily, but the majority were heaved aside, whimpering, and Rufinus winced at occasional sounds and bumps that suggested someone had gone under his hooves. He hated that, but there was no alternative. Like the prow of a ship in icy seas, Rufinus carved a path through the tide of humanity, his men coming on in an arrow-head shape in his wake. 

    As they reached the gate, the press of men thicker here as they bottle-necked, the harassed and helpless men on guard looked at the armed horsemen with surprise. Under normal circumstances, they would have intercepted Rufinus and his men and demanded an explanation, disarming them. These were not normal circumstances, though, and even had the guards the will to do so, they would never reach Rufinus through the flow of refugees. 

    Rufinus clenched his teeth and prayed as they passed beneath the arch and emerged, with relief, from the gate and out into the night air amid a flood of relieved citizens. The countryside stretched off ahead of them with those hills still to the right, but on this side of the river there was no sign of an enemy army yet. 

    They were free. 

    The road ahead was filled with fleeing populace as far as Rufinus could see. He drew his mount up by the side of the road as the others gathered on him. 

    ‘What now?’ Ioses mused. 

    ‘If we want to follow them, we go that way,’ Cophus replied, nodding off to the left, across a boggy field in the dark, towards the river. 

    ‘What?’ 

    The optio pointed down, and their eyes followed his gesture. The signs of a large number of horses leaving the main road and racing out into the field were clear for all to see. 

    ‘They’re using open countryside, and steering clear of the population, maintaining their anonymity.’ 

    ‘How do we catch them?’ one of the men asked. ‘It’ll be hard to track them in the dark.’ 

    Rufinus smiled. ‘At the other gate, the guard told us that Severus would “have to move up or down river quite a few miles to cross”. That means the nearest bridge is miles away, and since the river turns south shortly, Niger will have to cross it to head east. He’ll be moving slower down there in the rough terrain. All we have to do is get to the crossing first.’ 

    Ioses nodded. ‘It’s at least eight miles, if I remember the map, to a place called Gephyra, where there is a bridge. We’ll have the advantage if we stay by the road. The distance will be shorter and the terrain easier.’ 

    Rufinus straightened. ‘It’s touch and go, but Niger doesn’t know we’re after him, so he’ll be moving at a steady pace, saving his horses for the journey ahead. We can beat him to the bridge. We have to beat him to the bridge, or in a few days we’ll be at war with Parthia.’ 

    With that, he sheathed his sword and kicked his horse, setting off east. 

    

  


   
    Chapter Twenty One 

      

    ‘Have you been here all evening?’ Rufinus demanded of the beggar, reining in his sweating, tired mount as the others slowed to a halt behind him. 

    ‘Maybe,’ answered the one-armed man sitting in the dust outside the tavern, vaguely. 

    Rufinus produced one of the few, rare coins he still owned, and flipped it into the beggar’s lap. ‘How about now?’ 

    ‘Yes. Been here all day, and barely enough coin to buy a loaf.’ 

    ‘A war zone is a poor place to seek charity. Have you seen a large party… no, have you seen any horsemen, cloaked and hooded, in the past hour or two?’ 

    The man frowned and shrugged. Rufinus grumbled and flicked around in his purse. Two coins left to his name. Let’s hope this isn’t a long conversation, he thought under his breath. Adding his coin to the beggar’s meagre takings, he waited. 

    ‘Only horsemen I’ve seen were a merchant with a pair of dark-skinned slaves, who couldn’t spare a coin, a courier – knew him from his bag, coz I was in the service once, and a unit of Moor cavalry. Any of them the ones you want?’ 

    Rufinus sagged with relief as he glanced back at the bridge. None of those seemed likely to be Niger. The man would hardly attempt to make it east on his own in the guise of a courier, for the Parthians would likely butcher him on sight, nor would he rely on just two men at his side, and if the beggar recognised the soldiers as Moorish cavalry, then they were not cloaked, and would be only lightly armoured and armed, unlike Niger’s men. None of them. He thanked the beggar, flicked him the very last coin in gratitude, and turned to the others. 

    ‘We’ve done it. Niger has not been here yet, and logic dictates that he must do so.’ 

    He looked back across the bridge, along the road to Antioch. A few travellers were making their way towards him in hurried misery, but the large crowd of refugees who’d been gathered at the city gate were yet to reach this place, trudging along on foot, while Rufinus and his men had ridden. 

    ‘You know the score,’ he said to the others, straightening. ‘Niger is desperate, clever and resourceful. His only hope of survival is to cross this bridge and ride for the Parthian border. If he does that, he can collect his allies, and we will be at war with one of our most ancient and deadly enemies, even as we reel from half a year of civil war. We are disorganised and fragmented, and Niger’s Parthians will likely consume the entire east before Rome can organise a ready defence. A lot depends upon this bridge. Niger has a score or so of riders with him. They will not have shields or spears, as they were trying to leave the city incognito, and such things could not be concealed beneath a cloak, but they are likely armoured, and will bear swords. They will also be good men. Niger’s own palace guards. We are poorly equipped, unarmoured and outnumbered. But we are good men, and with right and the gods on our side. We can stop them. Overcome them. We have to stop them. You understand?’ 

    Bobbing heads acknowledged him in silence and Ioses rose uneasily in the saddle. ‘You understand that I am no warrior. I know how to wield a scalpel with precision, but that will be of little use.’ 

    Rufinus nodded. ‘I know, my friend. And I do not expect you to fight alongside these legionaries. Take one man and find a cart or wagon, or some such bulky item, wheel it onto the bridge and tip it over. We have to stop Niger getting away. You can block the bridge while the rest of us deal with what’s coming.’ 

    Cophus edged closer to him. ‘The “honour” of killing an emperor will have to fall to you.’ 

    Rufinus’ eyebrow rose. ‘Oh?’ 

    ‘I told you once, when we first met, my oath was to the eagle, my commander and the emperor. I’ve thrown in my lot with you and your master, and that’s done, but I cannot renege on my oath. Legitimate or not, I will not sheathe my blade in an emperor. I will kill a score of his men for you, but imperial flesh is sacrosanct. You understand?’ 

    Rufinus nodded again. ‘You would make a good Praetorian, Cophus. Or even a grain man. You and the others take on the guards. Leave Niger to me. We have a history, anyway.’ 

    With a salute, the optio directed the other nine riders into positions around the bridge’s western approach. The drifting refugees lumbered past, hardly paying them any attention. Rufinus reined in at the middle of the road and sat, waiting. Each man had drawn his sword and waited patiently, recovering from their speedy ride. After a while, watching the human traffic thicken a little, they saw Ioses and his companion wheel a large covered wagon up into the bridge. Behind, an angry farmer was bellowing at them, but wisely not actively intervening given that the legionary there had his blade bared. The wagon fell onto its side, accompanied by the straining grunts of the two men. It blocked most of the bridge, with just a gap of four feet at one side and three at the other. As time wore on, the two men blocked the larger gap with sacks and crates purloined from one of the buildings of Gephyra. Locals were now shouting angrily in a small group, but with a dozen armed riders to take on, none of them made an overt move. There remained a narrow gap at the bridge which the pair left open, allowing the refugees to squeeze past the obstacle to freedom while restricting access sufficiently to a desperate horseman. The river would be far too wide and fast to cross. The way was secured. 

    It had, in fact, been so long that they sat there waiting that Rufinus’ mind had wandered and he was thinking idly of what Senova might be up to right now, of whether his brother had prevailed safely through the war in the east, and of what Vibius Cestius was now up to, having delivered his offer to the would-be emperor in Britannia. He took a moment to pull his thoughts back in when one of the men barked out a warning and pointed into the distance. 

    It was dark, and visibility poor, but with the alert, Rufinus soon spotted the gathering of horsemen pulling onto the road just outside the town from the churned fields to the north. The soldier near the gate in Antioch had been spot on: around a score of men, all cloaked. They rode for the bridge, but as they closed and entered the town, passing the first few houses that lined the road on the approach, they slowed. Finally, in view from the flickering lights of Gephyra and in the meagre moonlight, Rufinus counted them as they reined in opposite. Nineteen in total. 

    ‘Clear the road,’ barked a commanding voice with a raspy accent in accomplished Greek. 

    ‘Show yourselves,’ Rufinus replied, not moving. 

    The lead horseman threw back his hood and pulled the cloak open. He was wearing a chain shirt and a belted sword. His skin was so dark as to be almost ebony, his beard oiled and curled, his head shorn almost bald. He looked hard. A veteran. 

    ‘I am Sextus Gebalus, centurion of the Twelfth Fulminata, bound for our fortress at Melitene. Who are you to block our path?’ 

    ‘You and your fellow soldiers are free to pass and return to your base. Your esteemed guest, however, must remain.’ 

    There was a strained silence, and finally one of the horsemen stepped his mount out forward. Niger threw back his hood, his eyes narrowing. ‘I never forget a face. I know you. I cannot place you, and cannot find a name, but I know you, and not as an enemy, I think.’ 

    Rufinus bowed his head. ‘I had the honour of making your acquaintance some years ago in Dacia.’ 

    Niger crossed his arms. ‘Ah yes, I remember. The Praetorian officer who’d fallen foul of Cleander and Albinus. At no small cost to my own safety, I saw you safe, did I not?’ 

    ‘You did, which makes this unpleasant, but which means I feel duty-bound to offer you the same. I cannot let you pass and ride for Parthia. I regret that war has come to the empire and that you and Severus have become enemies. But I cannot allow this to turn into a Parthian invasion, no matter your eventual goal. I have considerable authority, and some influence with Severus. Despite all that has passed, if you surrender yourself into my custody, I will do everything in my power to see that you receive whatever clemency can be offered. It is my hope that you will accept, bring an end to this war, and that I can persuade the emperor to commute any punishment to a comfortable exile in some lavish backwater, granting your family safety and a continuation of inheritance. This is all I can offer, and I pray from the base of my heart that you see the wisdom in it and seize this opportunity.’ 

    He lapsed into silence and watched the struggle in the usurping emperor’s features. Niger was considering the offer. Hope flourished in Rufinus for a brief moment until he saw the man’s eyes change, his expression hardening. When Niger shook his head, Rufinus felt that hope drain from him. 

    ‘It is a generous offer, my Praetorian friend, and one worthy of consideration. It certainly repays my aid to you those few years ago. However, I know your new master better even than I knew Commodus in his time. No matter what you hope to offer, Severus will not meet it. This war can only end with Severus or I sitting upon the throne and the other dead, and we both know it. A usurper cannot be suffered to live. If I surrender, I place my neck beneath the blade, as well as those of my wife and my children. I cannot do that.’ 

    ‘You underestimate the emperor,’ Rufinus said, though the words left a bitter taste, for he knew in his heart that Niger was right. There would be no mercy, regardless of Rufinus’ pleas. 

    ‘No, I do not. You think of Severus as a lion. I know. So do others. It is his reputation. A fierce soldier and general, a generous patron, a man whose family cling to him. But you are wrong. You are all wrong, and though you may not yet see it, time will bear out my words. Severus is no lion, for lions are social animals. They work together and they protect their pride. Severus is a tiger, young Praetorian, solitary and territorial. Any he brings close and relies upon are merely tools to use and then cast aside. Now he seems strong, perhaps just what the empire needs after the failings of Commodus and the chaos that followed, but mark my words: Severus is an iron hard warrior, but no administrator. He might be strong, but with him guiding the state, Rome will change forever. So in return for your proposal, I make you a counter-offer. Let me past. The Parthians are a temporary trouble. By necessity there will be bitter war for a while before we can unify the empire and push them back beyond the Euphrates once more, but that nightmare year or so is unavoidable. Without them, Severus wins, and while your loyalty is to be commended, no one with adequate foresight can countenance what that means for the empire. If you value the senate and the people of Rome I ask you this once only. Let me pass.’ 

    Rufinus sighed. He’d never assumed this would end in anything but blood, but he was sick of watching emperors die, and this man was better than most. 

    ‘I cannot let that happen.’ 

    ‘Then my men will be forced to end this in violence. May Elysium await you kindly.’ 

    Rufinus simply bowed his head as the emperor stepped his horse back behind his men and the soldiers of the Twelfth gathered closer, swords emerging with a rasp. The refugees along the road had halted now, not daring to approach the confrontation before the bridge. Rufinus watched two of the enemy riders peel off from the flanks and return to sit beside Niger. 

    ‘Clear the way,’ Niger ordered. ‘Spare any who surrender, but clear the bridge.’ 

    The men of the Twelfth began to step their horses forward slowly, swords bared, cloaks now thrown back. Rufinus’ men were outnumbered and the enemy were armoured, but he felt he knew these men. Niger’s guards may be hand-picked, but the soldiers with Cophus had stood against their own legion’s treachery, had survived being stranded in the desert, had travelled hundreds of miles, enduring hardships, had stormed and occupied a legionary fortress and had navigated and survived a cordon of spies and armies set in place by a frumentarius. If any soldiers could face Niger’s men, these ones could. 

    Rufinus saw a flicker of movement as he watched the approaching men, and his gaze focused on Niger and his twin companions at the rear. They were backing away, moving off the road to the right. Rufinus’ gaze played from there across the buildings lining the road to the bridge. He couldn’t see a way Niger could bypass him, but he would never underestimate the man. 

    ‘Draw them left,’ he hissed to Cophus. 

    The optio nodded slightly and, with a roar, thrust his sword forward and kicked his horse into action. The men of the Third, bellowing their own oaths to Mars, Minerva and Jove, followed him. Rufinus sat still as they veered, very slightly, to the left in their charge. Naturally, the approaching legionaries of the Twelfth followed suit and the two units charged into one another, crying a dozen different oaths and imprecations. 

    Rufinus was all-but forgotten, sitting quietly at the edge of the bridge, and he watched the two forces meet, waiting, judging his time carefully. Only when the enemy riders were fully committed, all their attention on Cophus and his soldiers, did Rufinus move. Kicking his horse into speed, he raced forward along the edge of the road, below the eaves of the buildings, around the conflict. One rider from the Twelfth bellowed a warning, but turning to go after Rufinus was his undoing as Cophus caught him a hammer-blow with the edge of his sword across the back, fracturing the spine even through the chain shirt. In moments, Rufinus was past the struggle, seeking out the three men who’d separated from the group. There was no sign of Niger and his companions on the road now. They had disappeared to the right, so they had to still be on that side of the town. 

    Brow wrinkling, Rufinus tried to work out what the man was up to. Spotting a narrow, fetid and refuse-filled alley between two wooden houses, he made for it, cantering away from the road and out into the vegetable plots and fields behind the buildings, stretching away from there to the riverbank. 

    Emerging into the moonlight, he drew his mount up, looking this way and that. The three riders were approaching along the rear of the houses. They must have hoped to circle around the fight and make it up onto the bridge behind Rufinus and his men. Niger slowed once more at the sight of the rider awaiting them as Rufinus turned to face the approaching men. 

    ‘Last chance, Praetorian,’ the usurper said in a flat tone. 

    Rufinus simply sat there, and Niger sighed and gestured to the men beside him. The two soldiers rode forward, swords ready. One rider, the one on the left, was weaving very slightly. Not an over-experienced horseman, then, Rufinus surmised – an infantryman out of his depth. He was big enough and clearly well-trained, but Rufinus had already identified his advantage. The other man was a lot more comfortable in his saddle, narrower and slighter, but muscular in his own way, and handling his sword well. That man wore a manica on his sword arm, a sleeve of laminated steel plates much like a suit of segmented armour, each plate overlapping the one below from shoulder to wrist. Rufinus had worn one from time to time, and while it bestowed a certain advantage in a fight, there was one dis-advantage, if the enemy knew what to do. 

    The decision was made. Put the big man out of the fight for a moment, disable the other, then return to finish the first, hoping that Niger either felt confident enough in his men, or nervous enough about his own safety, not to intervene. As the men approached, Rufinus deftly – or as deftly as he could with a broken finger anyway – untied the pouch from his belt. It was lighter than it had been, with no coins to weigh it down, but it still contained a few things. His miniature figure of Minerva for luck, his frumentarius insignia, a flint and steel, his personal hygiene kit, and the like. As the three men converged, he steadied the pouch in his left hand as he brought the sword up in his right. 

    With a shout, the two legionaries from the Twelfth kicked forward and charged him. 

    His left hand came up with a prayer to Minerva and threw the small pouch. It was angled too low for the rider and the man didn’t even flinch. The throw was good, though, and Rufinus trusted to his judgement and to luck and forgot about the man, instead leaning slightly in the saddle to deal with the smaller soldier. The pouch hit the bigger man’s horse near the eye with a meaty smack. It would be little more than a bruise, but it startled the beast, and the horse halted instantly, bucking and whinnying, its rider fighting to control it now, trying not to fall. 

    He was effectively kept busy for precious moments. The smaller man had his arm back, ready to swing with the sword, scything a line at Rufinus’ chest height. At the last moment, Rufinus jerked the reins to the left. His horse’s head ducked and turned, the other rider’s blade passing through the air just above it, but Rufinus had also dropped as he turned the horse, the animal leaning left even as he leaned right in the saddle. The blade slashed through the air, but the man managed to change the angle at the last moment. Rufinus felt a pain across the top of his head and panicked for half a heartbeat that the sword had opened his skull and sliced his brain, yet while there was a white-hot pain in his head, he was experiencing no debilitation, and so he reasoned desperately that it could not be too bad. 

    His own manoeuver had been carefully planned and was executed even as his head took the glancing blow. As the man’s sword came round to finish the swing, it presented to Rufinus the outer side, covered in those overlapping plates designed to protect it. But as the arm came to a stop, Rufinus was straightening once more, and his sword lanced out with every ounce of muscle he could force behind the blow. 

    The problem with laminated plates was that they could turn a blade easily from above, but from below they presented edges that could catch said blade. The point of Rufinus’ sword slammed into the tiny gap between plates, the force of the blow carrying it inside, cleaving the two steel sections apart and driving deeper, gouging a deep furrow up the man’s arm inside the sleeve. 

    The legionary shrieked, his sword falling from his hand, blood sheeting out from between the plates of his manica. Rufinus was careful to yank his blade free immediately, not risking getting it stuck in the metal sleeve. 

    He danced his horse backwards now, straightening. Blood from his head wound ran down into his left eye and he blinked, wiping it away with his wrist. The big rider had just about calmed his horse into recovery, the other howling at his damaged sword arm, his attention no longer on Rufinus. He couldn’t give the big man time to commit fully. The man was no green recruit, from the scars he bore, and his lack of skill in the saddle was his only disadvantage. If it came down to trading sword blows, the man would be a tough proposition. 

    Keep the man off balance… 

    Edging his own mount left a little Rufinus leaned forward and, even as the horse began to calm, he smacked it on the forehead with the flat of his blade. The rider cursed. He’d only just managed to steady the beast and now it bucked wildly, worse than before, the soldier rocking and reeling in the saddle. A few more heartbeats bought, Rufinus turned and wheeled to the right. The injured legionary suddenly looked up, recognising his peril at the last moment, attention pulled from his wounded arm. 

    Rufinus’ blade slammed down in a chop against the man’s thigh. His chain shirt reached only to groin height, and his legs were covered with just breeches. The heavy blow carved deep into flesh and muscle, and Rufinus was confident that he felt the man’s thigh bone break too. The rider, still screaming, unarmed, lolled in the saddle. His leg almost separated then, tearing free, and blood gushed afresh from the wound. Howling, the man lurched away into the darkness, done for. 

    Rufinus turned back to the other man, who was still trying to recover control of his panicked horse. The young frumentarius watched carefully, quite aware of how dangerous a bucking horse could be. As the man finally managed to calm the beast enough to turn and seek out his enemy, Rufinus was suddenly there. His blade lanced out, catching the man in the neck. It was not a heavy blow, and not as accurate as Rufinus had hoped, for both horses were moving, the enemy’s mount still barely under control. The sword drew a red line across the side of the man’s neck, and for a moment Rufinus had thought it little more than an inconvenience. Then the big rider’s head turned, and the grave nature of his wound became apparent. The cut might have been neither deep nor long, but it had severed that artery that ran from torso to head, and as the neck moved, blood jetted from the wound like a breaking dam, spraying out into the cold night air. 

    The man made a horrified, desperate sound, and his left hand came up to the wound, covering it so that the spraying ended, blood leaking out between his fingers. 

    He was done for. He was most certainly out of the fight. 

    Rufinus looked back. The man with the wounded arm and near-severed leg was gone, so he focused on his remaining target and his pulse leapt. Niger’s saddle was empty, the horse standing passive and alone. 

    Rufinus’ gaze shot this way and that, and he pulled his horse forward. Blood ran into his eye again, and he reached up and gently probed the top of his head, half expecting to feel wobbly brain under his fingertips. To his relief, most of what he felt was hair, though where it hurt most there was a sticky patch perhaps the size of a finger. Senova would have fun goading him over that if he acquired a bald spot. 

    His attention returned to the riderless horse and as he reached it his gaze fell upon the door to the rear of a house nearby. The door opened outwards, and by the moonlight Rufinus could see the muddy arc on the ground where it had recently opened and scraped the earth back. 

    Gripping his sword and wiping his eye once more, he quickly dismounted and approached the door. His fingers went to the handle and he carefully turned it and pulled. As he did so he made sure to remain behind the opening door in case of sudden attack from within. Nothing happened. 

    Slowly, blinking away more blood, he moved to the house entrance. The interior was illuminated with a single flickering candle that stank of animal fat and filled the room with a greasy smoke hanging unpleasantly just above head height. Occasionally, Rufinus had cause to remember how fortunate he was to be from the wealthy class, and he thanked Jupiter silently as his gaze strayed around the room. A couple, middle-aged but already looking venerable through a life of hard toil, huddled together in a corner. Niger stood before the far wall, sword out. 

    ‘Do not fear,’ Rufinus told the residents. ‘This does not concern you, and we mean you no harm.’ 

    The couple said nothing, still cowering before the two armed men. Niger rolled his shoulders. ‘I recognise that you are a skilled veteran. For my part I have kept my hand in with training from time to time. It may have been decades since I was a young swordsman, but I will be no easy target.’ 

    Rufinus nodded, said nothing, took a step forward, wiping more blood from his eye and raising his sword. Niger stood steady. 

    ‘You could still surrender,’ Rufinus said. ‘Your men have failed. Your escape route east is blocked. Severus has won. He is undisputed emperor now. But I vow to do all I can to save you and your family.’ 

    ‘Empty promises. Severus would not honour them.’ 

    With another single nod, Rufinus stepped forward, pulling his sword up and left, then slashing down across his body as he reached the usurper. Niger threw his own blade in the way with more skill than Rufinus had expected, but with little strength. Sweeping the sword around and bringing it down in a chop, Rufinus almost connected with the man’s shoulder as he ducked right, out of the way, parrying weakly. 

    ‘I can make it quick for you,’ he breathed. 

    ‘And where would be the honour in that? Whatever happens here, I will be remembered as an emperor. As a good man.’ 

    ‘That is never the fate of a usurper who loses.’ 

    Niger swung at him. It was a good swing, well executed, but it was also straight out of the training manual, and lacking in force. Rufinus stepped into the blow, jamming his own sword down into the way and flicked it out again, drawing a line of crimson across Niger’s bicep. 

    The man swung again, and Rufinus caught the blow, his own counterstrike similarly parried. Back and forth across the room the two men struggled, but with every blow Rufinus knew better that the outcome was inevitable. He was stronger, and Niger much older. The man had been well trained in his time, but Rufinus had lived a martial life. The usurper was tiring. 

    The younger man’s second-to-last blow came out of the blue as they struck and parried, danced and bent, his blade clanging from Niger’s sword, sliding up the blade, bouncing across the handguard, taking the tops from his knuckles and then slamming into the usurper’s side. He wore no chain shirt, nor cuirass, but a leather subarmalis, delicately embossed with designs and picked out in gold and silver. It could deflect a light blow, but not one from Rufinus’ sharp blade with the weight of a strong soldier behind it. He felt the tip pierce the leather and the blade slide in, underneath the cuirass, scything through flesh. 

    Niger gasped and staggered back, then fell to his knees, his sword point slamming down onto the floor. Rufinus took a deep breath and stepped forward, his face carefully emotionless. 

    ‘Finish it,’ Niger said, hissing with pain from the wound in his side. He placed both hands on the hilt of his sword and lowered his head towards the floor. 

      

    * 

      

    Cophus turned in the dark street, breathing heavily, left arm hanging limp and bloody at his side. Four others remained with him, two of them badly wounded, sufficient to at least end their military careers. The optio’s eyes swept down from Rufinus’ bleak expression to the grisly thing hanging by the hair from his fingers. 

    ‘It’s done then.’ 

    Rufinus nodded. ‘The war is over. Put our dead comrades on their horses. Their sacrifice must be honoured. We will ensure the dead and the wounded are equally cared for.’ 

    ‘And now?’ 

    ‘Now?’ Rufinus breathed slowly. ‘Now we find our friends outside Antioch, then we seek Severus and hope Silvanus hasn’t got to him first.’ 

    

  


   
    Chapter Twenty Two 

      

    Antioch had changed in the past two hours. The Severan forces had gathered across the river to the northwest and were already investing the city, as Rufinus could tell even from a distance. The plain before the city glowed with camp fires and braziers as legions and auxiliary cohorts settled in for the siege, while various cavalry units patrolled the periphery, clearing out any defenders they could find hidden within the local terrain. Siege weapons were already being assembled. It was all still some distance from the approaching riders, and on the far side of the river, but Rufinus had seen enough sieges in his time to know precisely what was happening. 

    The garrison of Antioch had been less than idle, too. Despite being hopelessly outnumbered and lacking any kind of support, the walls were manned, flames burning on every rampart and tower, siege weapons illuminated, manned and loaded. Again, Rufinus could tell such things even though the men on the walls were as yet tiny, unresolved figures. Had they discovered their emperor had fled and left them to their fate? If they had, then they were sacrificing themselves nobly. Likely no one had questioned his absence yet, and some lesser officer was issuing the commands from the palace in his name. 

    ‘Where are they?’ murmured Cophus. ‘We’re not far out of artillery range now, and they have to have seen seven riders on this empty road.’ 

    Rufinus nodded. ‘Look to your left. There’s a glow beyond that thicket. Not big, but enough to suggest a small cook fire.’ 

    Taking note of the faint glow, the riders moved off the road, seeking their friends. As they rounded a low hummock a figure stepped out, holding what appeared to be a javelin, levelled and ready to throw. ‘Who goes there?’ a voice called. 

    ‘It’s us,’ Rufinus said. ‘Stand down.’ 

    The man seemed to recognise his voice, for he stepped back, lowering his weapon. As the riders rode into the camp of their allies, Rufinus smiled. They were all still so poorly equipped. The man’s javelin had been nothing more than a hastily-trimmed stick. Good man. It had looked worryingly real. Men rose now, flooding from the fire as Rufinus reined in and slid from his saddle in relief. 

    ‘What happened?’ 

    ‘Is it done?’ 

    ‘Niger?’ 

    ‘Where is Flavius?’ 

    Rufinus waved them to silence and undid the hastily bound bag from his saddle. Opening it, he lifted it by the hair. Tendrils unwound from the neck, but not one man showed revulsion at the sight. 

    ‘Is that him?’ Drusus whispered. 

    ‘I’ve met the man more than once,’ Rufinus replied. ‘Be assured that this is the pretender Gaius Pescennius Niger. The war, my friends, is over. However, we still have a task. Clodius Albinus, away in Britannia, has been made Caesar, reigning alongside the emperor as his junior. Silvanus is somewhere in Severus’ army and given his talents, knowledge and resources, he could be anywhere. If he plants a knife in the emperor’s back, then Albinus will inherit sole control of the empire, and none of us want that. We must leave our jubilation over Niger’s fall to another day. Time is still of the essence.’ 

    Drusus stepped out ahead of the others. Rufinus eyed the man with interest. He was an outsider, a newcomer, and a dipsomaniac retiree at that, and yet it was clear that somehow, in the couple of hours he had been with them, he had become the leader of the legionaries awaiting them. Rufinus nodded to him. 

    ‘Everyone is tired,’ the man said. ‘No one here, yourself included, has slept since yesterday morning. The night is almost over, and dawn is starting to make itself known. Soldiers do not work well when they’re exhausted. You know that. They miss things.’ 

    Rufinus nodded, sighing. ‘This is true, and any other day I would send men to their rest, but we are short on time, and we must move, lest we lose everything. Somehow we must get to the emperor, and since we are on the wrong side of the lines and the wrong side of the river, that might be troublesome. If we’d not had to collect everyone here, we could have crossed at Gephyra and come back on the far bank, but I feel more confident trying this with fifty men than five.’ 

    As Acheron trotted up to him and sat firmly on his left foot as though to deny him the chance to leave again, Cophus looked around. 

    ‘We brought four men back from Gephyra. With the ones from the city and the ones you left when you arrived, you have a total of about fifty legionaries, I’d say, in varying states of exhaustion, not one fully equipped, and most barely at all. You have you, me, your medic and your retired friend there, and two dogs. Hardly a force to go battling through the front lines.’ 

    ‘We are not their enemy. We need to persuade them. But first we must cross the river.’ 

    ‘At least there, you’re in luck,’ Drusus replied. ‘As one of the more rested here, I was on watch half an hour ago, and I saw Severus’ men lashing boats together on the far bank, starting some kind of pontoon bridge. Before long they’ll be on this side. We were looking at the possibility we might have to pull back to avoid trouble.’ 

    Rufinus straightened. ‘Severus is about ready to send his men across then. Once he has this side of the river too, he will have Antioch surrounded and they will have no escape. At that point they will either surrender or this city will go the way Tyrus did. We need to move before the fighting begins. Gather everyone together and leave the horses and any heavy gear. We need to move fast, but as one unit and quietly, out of range of the artillery on the walls.’ 

    As he watched his small army, less than a century of men now, ready themselves, arming where possible and stretching out tired muscles, Rufinus became aware of Ioses standing beside him. ‘You know the emperor, yes?’ the Judean whispered. 

    ‘I do. Quite well.’ 

    ‘Good, because the moment we walk among his army, we will be under a great deal of suspicion.’ 

    Rufinus smiled as he began to prepare. He lifted the grisly thing in his hand. ‘If this does not convince them to let us see the emperor,’ he said, slipping it back into the bag, ‘then this will.’ He patted the pouch at his belt, which contained the silver frumentarius insignia he had retrieved from the ground at Gephyra. 

    In mere moments the unit was ready to move. Fifty-four soldiers from Hegra, one optio, one hungover veteran, one physician and Rufinus. Oh, and Acheron and Sheba. It seemed that, given Silvanus’ disappearance, he had acquired a second dog now. At least she seemed to be calm and good natured. 

    Moving out, they arced north, making sure to stay as far from the walls as possible, some distance even from the painted markers that identified maximum artillery range. Emerging from the scrub and low hills, they crossed the open ground, reaching the main road and passing over it into fields once more, descending the gentle slope towards the fast-flowing Orontes. As they moved through the open, shouts of alarm went up from the walls, a distant clamour, but nothing else happened, and they continued on in the last gloom of night, a faint indigo glow already hanging over the eastern hills. 

    Ahead, a small farmstead sat amid the fertile fields, abandoned in fear of the coming onslaught, not a flicker of light emerging from it, and beyond that, down on the river, Rufinus could now see the pontoon bridge. Severus’ troops were hard at work. Within the past hour of investing the city, they had managed to float out sufficient boats to cross the river. The vessels had been lashed together with strong ropes and gradually extended further and further into the flow, and dozens of men worked to tie the next boat to the chain, while dozens more used oars to continually push against the current, attempting to keep the bridge as straight as possible. They were failing, and the line of boats curved out towards the city, downstream, but that could be adjusted once they reached the near bank, which would be very soon. Of course, it would be hours yet before they had turned it into a bridge, filling the boats with earth ballast and nailing and roping planks flat across the top to form a surface across which troops could safely cross. But within the nest quarter hour, the bare bones of that bridge would cross the Orontes, enabling Rufinus and his men to reach the besieging army. 

    ‘We need to make our presence known to them before we get to the bank,’ Cophus murmured. ‘The last thing we want is to reach our own side and then be cut down by their men before we can explain.’ 

    Rufinus nodded. ‘Once we’re past the farm, I’ll go ahead, alone, and call to them. They’re less likely to cut down one lone man with his arms raised than a sneaky-looking military unit.’ Plan agreed, they moved on. Reaching the farm, they melted into the shadows, moving between buildings and past stored hay bales, continuing down the gentle slope to the river all the time. 

    ‘Fuck,’ snapped a man suddenly, from off to Rufinus’ left, and he turned, frowning. His eyes widened as the legionary staggered into the open clutching his leg. An arrow jutted from it. Before Rufinus could call the alarm, more shouts went up as his men reeled, arrows thudding into them. 

    ‘The farmhouse,’ bellowed Drusus, gripping the hefty ash cudgel he’d fashioned by their camp fire. Without waiting for orders, the former soldier ran for the closed door of the building. Rufinus could now see movement within. They had to be from Antioch. A forward position of archers sent out before the gates were closed, and probably not the only nasty surprise awaiting Severus’ army. Rufinus pictured it in his mind’s eye. The farmhouse was just within arrow shot of the water, and directly opposite the approaching pontoon bridge. The unit would have held off long enough to let Severus’ crack troops make the first crossing of the bridge, and would have then begun to loose their arrows at the approaching men. They would be able to kill hundreds of men, cohort after cohort, before sufficient boots hit the turf to charge the farm and put them down. Someone in Antioch was a sneaky bastard. And Rufinus and his men had triggered the trap early, saving the Severan advance from disaster, but facing annihilation themselves in the process. 

    Men were running for the farm building now, brandishing whatever weapons they could, mostly little more than hastily-fashioned clubs. The shapes moving in the windows wore some sort of conical headgear, and Rufinus knew them then for what they had to be: Hamian archers, the best the army had to offer and recruited from this very region. 

    A second volley of arrows thrummed and hissed from the darkened windows of the farm, and more of Rufinus’ men cried out and folded to the dirt, peppered with shafts. A thick Syrian voice shouted something inside in an unintelligible tongue, and now the arrows came sporadically, at will and opportunity rather than in volleys. 

    Cophus was the first to reach the farm, and slammed against the crumbling wall close to a window, his back pressed against the stone, breathing heavily. Two more legionaries slammed into the cold wall near the door, then a third. Rufinus felt his heart slip as Drusus, snarling like a bear, ran for the door and then folded suddenly with a grunt, an arrow slamming into him. 

    The former legionary hit the ground with a gasp, then slammed the palm of his empty hand on the dirt and pushed himself up, gripping his sword and baring his teeth. An arrow jutted from his thigh, but he struggled to his feet and used his free hand to snap it off near the flesh, causing fresh blood to well up around the wound. 

    ‘It’ll take more than a pissing arrow to stop me,’ he snarled, but as he took another step forward, a second arrow smacked into his shoulder, spinning him as a third slammed into his neck, punching through from one side to the other and transfixing him. Drusus turned slowly, his mouth opening and closing. He looked at Rufinus, and there was still pride and defiance in the man’s eyes even as they rolled upwards and he fell. 

    ‘Bastards,’ Rufinus snarled, and now he was running with the rest. At one of the three open windows, Cophus had begun the fight proper. From his safe place next to the aperture, he suddenly darted out into view, his hand grasping something. A well-equipped archer appeared with a startled squawk, yanked bodily through the window and cast to the ground outside, where Cophus stamped on his face several times until the conical helmet was crushed to an oval shape. The two men by the door ripped the portal open and threw themselves inside with curses and oaths to Roman gods. One died in the doorway, an arrow in his face, but in a heartbeat the other was inside, roaring as he slew the enemy. Even as Rufinus ran for that door, praying the arrows missed him, Acheron and Sheba suddenly bounded past him and leapt. The great black hound, venerable though he now was, disappeared through the open window like a monster of legend, a white blur passing inside right behind him. As Rufinus reached the door, he couldn’t see the action inside, but he could hear legionaries snapping oaths and insults, and the sounds of two hounds busily tearing flesh from bones was something that would come back to haunt him in a troubled night sometime soon. 

    Then he was in. The archers were in a panic now. They were the most skilled in the Roman army, but their ability was with a ranged shot. Now that the angry soldiers were in among them, they had lost their advantage, and Rufinus’ men were breaking heads and arms with their clubs, skewering men, hacking limbs and slicing throats, bellowing the names of their fallen comrades. The Hamians were drawing short blades in an effort to hold their own, their bows cast aside and forgotten now, but they stood no chance, and the attacking force waded through them like a scythe through ripe corn. Already, as Rufinus slammed his blade into an unprotected gut and pushed the gurgling Hamian away to die in a corner, his men were charging up the stairs, ready to take out the next floor of archers. 

    By the time the enemy were down Rufinus had dispatched three, and forced himself not to look directly at what the two dogs were doing. In a brief flashed glance, he’d noted that they were fighting over the Hamians’ officer, each with bloodied, bared teeth, tearing at his ragged flesh in an attempt to pull him in two as the man screamed and shook. 

    It was over. 

    Shivering, and breathing heavily, he stepped outside once more and crossed to Drusus. The man was stone dead. Rufinus looked down sadly at him. He’d only known the man for a few hours, yet in such a short time, he had become something of a friend and a trusted lieutenant. They couldn’t carry Drusus with them now, but he vowed they would return for the bodies of their men and see them honoured and buried properly, with special attention to the former legionary who had thrown in his lot and helped them. 

    Gradually, his men emerged, panting and blood stained, from the farmhouse. The bodies of the fallen were gathered and, as Rufinus stood off to one side, peering down at the river as the light gradually increased, finally Cophus wandered over with a tired salute. 

    ‘Twenty-one dead or mortally injured, including Drusus,’ he reported in a bleak tone. 

    Rufinus nodded solemnly. It was a heavy toll, but considering they had been barely armed, and entirely unarmoured, taken by surprise in the open by the best archers in the empire, it could have been a lot worse. ‘How many of them.’ 

    ‘Forty-three including an officer. They were tightly packed in.’ 

    Rufinus rolled his shoulders. ‘There will be more little traps like this all over the place, waiting for Severus’ army, but at least between here and the river there’s no room and no hiding spaces for a repeat of this.’ 

    In short order, his men had piled together the bodies of their fallen comrades and gathered around him. A few minor wounds were in evidence, but not many. That was one thing about fighting such good archers. If they hit you, they usually killed, and so the wounded were few. 

    ‘Thirty-seven of us in total,’ Rufinus said. ‘We are not many, but by all the gods, we’re dangerous.’ This raised a low wave of agreement from the men. ‘Gather on the far side of the farm. I will shout you shortly.’ 

    With that, he left them to Cophus and strode out between the farm buildings. As he did so, Acheron fell in on his left and Sheba on the right. The smaller white Judean animal had been elegant and attractive when he’d met her. It had not taken long association with Acheron to turn her into the stuff of nightmare. Her white hair was now mottled and matted with the blood of half a dozen men. Even Rufinus flinched, yet there was something strangely comforting about having the two animals by his side as he walked out across the open ground towards the pontoon bridge. The line of roped boats was now across the river, and the men on the nearest one were busy rowing and punting with grunts of effort, pushing and pulling the bridge into position so that it marched more or less straight across the flow, with just the unavoidable bow in the middle caused by the current. 

    As Rufinus emerged into view in the very first light of the day, a pale glow warming the earth, shouts of alarm went up all across the team working on the bridge. A century of veteran legionaries with pila were distributed across the near side of the boats, there to defend the workers, and as Rufinus stopped and held up his hands, they ran closer, half a dozen of them leaping from a boat into the shallows and wading to the bank, swords drawn as their mates on the bridge levelled their pila. 

    An officer with the crest of an optio thrust his staff out at Rufinus from the nearest boat. 

    ‘That’s far enough. What’s your unit?’ 

    Rufinus paused for a moment. That was suddenly a ridiculously difficult question. Was he Praetorian? A frumentarius? Was he with the Third Cyrenaica, who were officially the enemy? He sagged. 

    ‘Sort of an off-the books numerus,’ he replied vaguely. ‘I need to see Severus.’ 

    The optio snorted. ‘The emperor does not hold audiences for filthy nobodies. Are you alone?’ 

    ‘No. Half a century of us wait for a chance to cross. We are loyal servants of Severus, and this is a matter of urgency.’ 

    ‘Of course it is,’ scoffed the optio, and the men around him steadied their pila, ready to throw. Those soldiers who’d waded ashore were now in an arc before Rufinus, armed and ready. Taking a deep breath, Rufinus reached down to the bag that had been bumping thoroughly unpleasantly against his leg throughout his approach. Undoing it, he hefted it and unfastened the ties, lifting out the contents and holding it for them all to see. 

    ‘Behold the head of a usurper,’ he announced, fairly grandly. 

    ‘Bollocks.’ 

    Rufinus, slightly taken aback, shook the head. ‘This is the remains of Pescennius Niger. Doubt it not. The emperor will recognise him, as I do.’ 

    ‘Piss off, and take your farmer’s head with you. Get out of the way of my bridge. Take your bandits and get lost. If you’re still here when this thing is anchored I’ll arrest and execute the lot of you.’ 

    Rufinus could feel anger rising now. He was a centurion at least, possibly a tribune, depending on what service he was currently properly in, the emperor was in danger, and some jumped-up optio was holding things up. Gritting his teeth, he slid his sword into his scabbard, grunting once again in irritation that for the second time in a month he had sheathed a dirty blade. It had taken the best part of a day to clean it all up the last time. With the sword sheathed, he struggled with one hand to open his pouch and produced the silver frumentarius insignia. Gripping it tight, for it would be little more than a twinkle to the optio at this distance, he held the insignia in one hand and the stinking head in the other and began to walk forward. No self-important optio was going to get in the way after all this. 

    He stomped down towards the water’s edge, brandishing his handfuls. The two dogs padded along at his side, still bloodied and terrifying. The optio was blustering at him, the men with the pila jerking their weapons in the threat of a throw. The soldiers with drawn blades closed on him, but Rufinus kept walking resolutely. Something dangerous must have shown in his eyes, his mood reflected in his face, for as he reached the soldiers, not one of them lifted their weapon, and the two directly in front stepped aside. Of course, the two savage animals at his side might have had something to do with that. 

    ‘What are you doing?’ the optio bellowed. ‘Stop that man.’ 

    Rufinus reached the water, his boots slipping into the cold flow, and there he stopped, less than ten feet from the officer. 

    ‘’Do you know what this is?’ he demanded, holding up the silver sheaf of wheat. 

    ‘Who did you steal that from,’ the optio snapped, though doubt had begun to flood his face. 

    ‘My name is Gnaeus Marcius Rustius Rufinus, former Prefect of the Misenum Fleet, Praetorian centurion, frumentarius and amicus of the emperor, Lucius Septimius Severus. I bring him the head of his enemy and tidings of personal danger. I have given you all the leeway I am inclined to. From the look on your men’s faces, they know what this insignia means, and if you hinder me in any way, I will pitch you into the river and happily watch you drown, and not one of your men will stop me. Now, take me to someone with real authority.’ 

    With that, he turned, waving, and whistled. A moment later, figures appeared back across the field, and his men began to march with purpose down to the water. Rufinus turned back to the optio, who said, in a wavering, nervous voice, ‘follow me.’ 

    The legionaries lowered their weapons and stepped aside as Rufinus clambered unceremoniously from the first boat to the next, the walkway not having been put in place yet. Acheron and Sheba bounded easily after him, and he made sure to keep his pace slow enough that Cophus, Ioses and the rest could catch up. By the time they were halfway across the river, moving with care between the rickety boats that bucked and moved with the strong flow, they were all together, and the optio had recovered his composure sufficiently to march ahead as though this were all his idea. 

    ‘You realise,’ Ioses breathed, catching up with him, ‘that if we march straight into the emperor’s presence, there’s a good chance that Silvanus will be somewhere nearby and will see us all.’ 

    ‘I hope so. Let the bastard know we’re still on him.’ 

    The Judean shook his head. ‘Don’t be foolish, Rufinus. Silvanus is clever enough that he’s played you since Nashan, and made you do all his dirty work. The last thing you want is to give him any advantage. Right now, he’s unaware that anyone knows about him. If you remove that confidence, he will change his plan, go to ground, and you lose any chance of catching him.’ 

    Rufinus felt his brow crease. Already once in his life he had discovered what advantages were to be enjoyed when your enemy thought you were dead. He nodded. ‘You’re right. What we need to do is set a trap for him. Present him with the perfect opportunity, so that we can be sure when and where he’ll strike.’ 

    ‘Exactly.’ 

    Towards the far bank, work on stabilising the bridge was already underway, and they crossed the last six boats with relative ease, each filled with earth and overlain with a timber floor, scored and rough to prevent it becoming slippery in the wet. At the far bank another optio stood, directing the work. He looked up in surprise. 

    ‘What’s up?’ 

    ‘Where is the general?’ 

    The man on the bank shrugged. ‘In the forward command tent,’ he said, thumbing over his shoulder to a collection of tents not far away surrounded by legion standards and gleaming, well-equipped guards. 

    ‘Low key, remember?’ Ioses hissed. 

    ‘We need someone with authority,’ Rufinus replied. ‘A general will do nicely.’ 

    At the bank, Rufinus and the optio paused to allow the entire tired and dirty group to gather together. Various Severan soldiers managed to edge away from the two blood-soaked hounds without visibly changing their position. Once the unit was all together, Rufinus gave the optio a nod, and they strode on into the camp. All around them the work of a besieging army was going on, rafts being manufactured to add to the efficiency of crossing the river, units still setting up small cities of tents, a supply dump being stacked and ordered as fresh equipment arrived by wagon. The men here were the sort Rufinus liked. They were well armed and armoured, but they were also grimy and scarred, every soldier showing the tell-tale signs of months of campaigning through hostile territory. Severus’ army was a powerful one. Antioch was truly doomed. He wondered, with a sudden catch of breath, whether his brother Publius was here somewhere. His legion almost certainly numbered among those gathered beside the Orontes, after all. 

    As they approached that small gathering of tents, the optio repeatedly paused at each blockade, saluting, giving his name and unit and the current watchword, citing the importance of his task. Each time, after some thought, the guards allowed them past, and they gradually approached the command tent. 

    Finally, they arrived outside. A centurion with a hard face and a scar that gave him a permanent harelip looked Rufinus up and down. The optio explained politely, giving all the details once more, and the centurion looked back at Rufinus. ‘A grain man? How come you were across the river?’ 

    ‘Haven’t you heard, centurion?’ Rufinus replied wearily. ‘We get everywhere.’ 

    The officer barked out a laugh. ‘Never a truer word. What was your name again?’ 

    Rufinus identified himself and the centurion, telling them to wait outside, disappeared into the tent. There was a muffled, subdued conversation, and finally the officer reappeared in the doorway. ‘Your name checks out. Try not to look so much like shit in front of the general,’ the centurion advised. 

    Rufinus laughed. 

    ‘Ioses and Cophus with me. Everyone else wait here.’ 

    With that, the three men and the two dogs marched in through the tent doorway. The centurion let the door flap drop back down behind them, and their eyes swiftly adjusted to the light of five oil lamps and a brazier. The general was easily identifiable, dressed in full regalia, even with the traditional crimson knotted ribbon around his midriff. They were not alone. Half a dozen senior men, tribunes, prefects and staff officers, were gathered in the tent, as well as a man in a rich grey and silver tunic lounging in a chair and sipping wine from a jewelled beaker. 

    ‘This is for your ears alone sir,’ Rufinus said quietly. 

    The general gave him a curious look. ‘If you think I am going to dismiss my consilium and stay here alone with an unknown warrior, you are laughably mistaken.’ 

    The figure in the chair cast a sidelong look at Rufinus. ‘You can speak in front of all these officers, young man.’ 

    ‘And who might you be, sir?’ 

    ‘I am Publius Septimius Aper,’ the man replied with an easy smile. ‘You may have heard my name in your own circles.’ 

    Rufinus felt a jolt. The name was familiar, certainly. If this was the same Aper of whom he’d heard Vibius Cestius talk, then the man was without doubt the most senior frumentarius in the east, if not the whole empire. Aper was the man who sent Cestius on assignments. Rufinus bowed his head respectfully. 

    ‘Good,’ the seated man replied. ‘I see you know me. And this is Publius Cornelius Anullinus, the man who crushed Niger’s force at Issus, the emperor’s right hand. Every man here can be trusted, soldier.’ 

    Rufinus still found his gaze playing across them. At the very least, as he peered into their earnest, disapproving faces, he could be sure that none of them was Silvanus. He took a deep breath. 

    ‘I have a long and fantastic tale to tell, though I suspect Septimius Aper will be able to corroborate at least some of it. Time is of the utmost importance and the emperor’s life is in danger.’ 

    ‘Tell me,’ Anullinus said quietly. 

    Rufinus nodded. ‘It started some months ago, on the very edge of the empire, in Hegra…’ 

    

  


   
    Chapter Twenty Three 

      

    Rufinus looked Cophus up and down. Right now, apart from Ioses, there was no one in the entire East he trusted more. Cophus nodded his readiness and retrieved the helmet from the table in the small cavalry tent they had shared to catch up on a few hours’ sleep. 

    ‘What happens if he doesn’t try anything?’ the optio said, examining the helmet as the second call went up outside, horns blaring across the huge encampment. 

    Rufinus sucked on his teeth for a moment as he collected his own helmet. ‘He has to. If he doesn’t do something here, then he’ll lose his chance altogether. There’s no way he’s missed the rumours now. And if this goes ahead and nothing happens, then we’ll just have to do it the hard way. The camp is sealed. He’ll be here somewhere. He’s brilliant, but even Silvanus cannot hide forever.’ 

    He looked into the cold, steel face of the helmet. The cavalry face plate stared back at him, implacable, martial, and hollow-eyed. He’d only worn a uniform face mask a few times, and they were uncomfortable. Vision was restricted to the eyeholes, so there was no peripheral view, and the whole head had to turn to look at anything. Hearing was muted despite the holes left for it. Worst of all, though, was that the face became sweaty even in the cold, for the breath fogged up inside and made the whole thing a little like a cold steam-room. However, it offered the best chance of anonymity, and if they were to trap Silvanus they could not afford to tip him off as to their presence. 

    Early that morning, once Rufinus had advised the general of everything that had happened, Anullinus, Aper and the three tired travellers had hammered out the edges of a plan. Aper had taken that rough plan and, with the sharp mind of a born frumentarius, pulled it together into something workable. Still, for it to unfold properly Silvanus had to be entirely unaware of the presence of Rufinus and his men. The three of them had thus been kept in the command tent for a while, and their men briefed and broken up into small groups, sent to different units around the camp to get a brief shut-eye and to prepare. The men who had helped Rufinus across the river had been universally removed from duty and temporarily assigned to a private compound, where they could not accidentally drop hints of the Third’s arrival. All that could be done to hide their presence had been done. Then, while Anullinus and some of his senior staff headed to the emperor’s command tent to deliver the great prize: the head of a usurper, and to explain everything, Rufinus, Ioses and Cophus, along with the two hounds, had been quietly shuffled away to other positions. 

    Only those three men were really likely to trigger any recollection in Silvanus. The other various legionaries of the Third Cyrenaica could get away with their faces in the open, but Rufinus, Ioses and Cophus would be immediately recognisable to their enemy. Thus, the two soldiers had been sent to a cataphract unit, where they would ostensibly be little more than two fully-armoured and masked figures among an entire unit of five hundred such men. Moreover, they were not kitted out as officers. They were truly unnoticeable. Ioses was a different matter. He could not be expected to fight, and so he had been assigned to a covered wagon in the compound behind the tribunal, along with Acheron and Sheba, keeping them covered and out of sight. Having them so close to the heart of the camp was risking discovery by Silvanus, true, but putting them in a wagon meant they could transport the dogs through the camp without their being seen, and the only other wagons they could have used would all be in the supply dump at the edge of the place. 

    Ioses was in place, and once Rufinus and Cophus fell in with their units, they would be too. The others had all been assigned to cohorts that would be present and central, filtered in among them in small numbers to remain unobtrusive. The gathering around the tribunal would be peppered with Rufinus’ men. 

    Now they had to hope that Silvanus took the bait. 

    Thus far, the frumentarius had had no chance to make his move. Since arriving at Antioch, Severus had remained in his command tent with his close advisors, preparing for the siege of Antioch and the end of the war. This morning would be the first time he had shown his face, and the first opportunity for Silvanus to act. That alone would make it a tempting time for the traitor to make his move, but still it had not been enough. Rufinus and Aper had both agreed that in order to force Silvanus’ hand, there would have to be something more important riding upon this. They had mused for a time on what mattered most to the traitor. Not his safety, clearly. And not the preservation of Antioch. He cared not for Niger or his cause. Indeed, for his plans to succeed Niger would have to die alongside Severus, leaving Clodius Albinus in Britannia as the only legitimate emperor, to be proclaimed sole ruler by the senate. That, then, had been their angle. 

    They had to threaten Clodius Albinus’ position in the imperial succession. At this moment, the man stood to inherit the world if Severus died, and that was precisely what Silvanus needed, his cousin seizing the throne. Thus it was that Aper set about spreading rumour, another thing the frumentarii were extremely good at. 

    They had allowed four hours, from dawn until this moment in the late morning, for those rumours to cobweb their way across the huge camp. Soldiers talked, even at night, and the news had undoubtedly reached almost every ear by now. 

    Severus was to announce a change in the succession. 

    The army would be gathered this morning, the veteran units at the heart of the imperial force close to the tribunal where Severus would climb the steps and stand in full view of his men to address them. It was normal, and expected. A general gave a speech before any great battle, exhorting his troops to greatness, reminding them that they were the gods of the battlefield and that no force on earth could hope to withstand their might, that their cause was just and that the enemy were cowards, hiding behind their walls. 

    But this morning would be more than the usual speech. Rumour said that the emperor planned to officially renounce the imperium of Clodius Albinus and instead to adopt as his heir and co-emperor his five-year-old son, Antoninus. It was hardly unheard of, even given the heir’s tender years. An emperor had to think on his succession, and a dynasty was expected. 

    It would force the traitor’s hand. In truth, Rufinus knew full well that Severus could not yet afford to renounce his alliance with Albinus. If he did so, he would immediately have a second civil war on his hands on the far side of the empire. In reality he needed to keep the man ostensibly allied until Severus had settled the east and could move west and consolidate his power. Silvanus would probably think as much, too, but he still could not afford to sit quiet. If he trusted that this was but a ruse and did nothing, and Severus really did abandon Albinus and raise his son as Caesar, all Silvanus’ plans crumbled to dust. Word would reach the senate before it reached Albinus, and legitimacy would pass to young Antoninus. Albinus would be ousted and left in the cold. And even if Severus then died, there were good, solid men here who could play regent for Antoninus until he came of age… men like Aper and Anullinus, for instance. 

    It was a gamble, but one that Rufinus was content his enemy would need to move upon. He could hardly afford not to. 

    And the emperor would be in the open, a clear target. It was Silvanus’ perfect opportunity, and the man would assume that no one knew of his presence, so he had no reason to suspect a trap. Rufinus and his men would be in place all around the tribunal, and certain others, trusted by the general and the senior frumentarius, would also be alert and ready. Silvanus was good, but was he good enough to move before two score veterans stopped him? 

    And even if he managed to escape somehow, Silvanus would not get far. Aper and Anullinus had made sure to alert trustworthy officers and had put units in position all around the camp. More soldiers now watched for men trying to leave the great encampment than for enemies approaching from outside. The place was sealed. They were as ready as they could be, and after four hours’ sleep they felt relatively refreshed and alert. 

    ‘Come on. This is not a time to be late.’ 

    Rufinus rammed the grim steel helmet down, shuffling it until it sat comfortably and the eyeholes were in the right position, and tied the strap inside, already silently cursing as his breath fogged up the interior. Cophus followed suit and the two men adjusted their belts, the hang of their cloaks, tidied their general appearance, and then strode from the tent. 

    As cornua blared the call to fall in, the camp teemed with activity. Every alley between tents was crammed with soldiers running, gathering with their mates and moving towards their unit musters where their centurions were busy bellowing oaths and threatening to strip the hide of the last man to fall in. 

    In the cataphract section, men dressed identically to Rufinus and Cophus surged towards the corral, where their steeds awaited. These men had trained with their horses, and they and the steed had become accustomed to one another over years, so that they fought almost as one being. Rufinus and Cophus would have no such advantage, but then they were not planning to engage in a cavalry action, just to stand their steed in position with the others. The decurion in command of their turma had made sure to allocate them two of the best behaved beasts in the unit, and even Cophus should be able to handle his animal adequately for the ceremony. 

    The riders were already in through the corral gate and mounting their steeds, a dozen military slaves darting about and preparing the horses, cinching saddle straps, settling caparisons of bronze and steel scales, for a cataphract showed nothing but armour to the enemy, including the horse itself. With help, Rufinus climbed the small mounting block and pulled himself into the saddle. Cophus did so with less aplomb, but efficiently enough, and moments later they were moving. The decurion gave the unit signals as they moved out onto the grassy thoroughfare between tent sections, and the entire cohort fell into formation. Subtly, Rufinus and Cophus were guided into a place at the front left edge of the unit, as preordained, and once the unit was fully assembled and in position, a signal was given and they began to move, jingling, shushing and clanking, at a stately pace towards the great assembly area before the tribunal. 

    Rufinus could see the other units merging on that area as they reached the heart of the camp. Clearly not every man in the vast army could fit in close proximity around the platform where the emperor would stand, but his most important, loyal veteran units would have such pride of place. The rest of the army would be further out across the camp, or maintaining their positions, but strategically placed clerks would relay the emperor’s speech word for word across the camp, so that each and every man heard the same. The oration would, of course, also reach the defenders on the walls of Antioch, which would help demoralise them in advance of any attack. 

    There was one variety of unit absent from the tribunal area. Missile units were forbidden. The last thing anyone wanted to risk was an angry or treacherous archer or slinger standing within range of the emperor when he was on such open display. All missile units would be far from the dais and present no danger, and yet still a line of Praetorians were in position around the stand, their only task to raise a shield and protect the emperor at the first sign of trouble. 

    Realistically, the emperor was as safe as he could be. If Silvanus made a move, he could not afford to rely on a missile, for he would not be likely to get within range, and even if he did the line of shields around the platform would present too many difficulties. If the man wanted to be sure of a kill, he would have to deliver the blow himself, and from close quarters. 

    As the cataphract fell into position just fifteen paces from the tribunal and its ring of Praetorians, Rufinus cast his professional eye over the assembling army and the preparations, for the emperor was yet to emerge from his tent close behind the tribunal. 

    Cophus sat close by, but Rufinus could see the rest, too. Men he knew by sight, and yet even he had to double check who was who. He had travelled with them for months now, all the way from Hegra to Aelia and beyond, watching them grow in strength and pride, while Silvanus had known them for only a week or two. They were truly miscellaneous, hidden among the rest of the army, unless you knew where to look. Half a dozen here, four more there, a pair somewhere else. All dotted around the gathered units, so that every approach to the tribunal was within reach of someone, and Rufinus had eyes and ears and a blade everywhere, just as Aprilis and Paris had done. 

    The only place not covered was the rear approach to the tribunal. Rufinus could see the various tents there, alongside a few wagons, the nearest one of which contained Ioses and the dogs. He could only trust Aper and Anullinus with that area. The two men had assured him that the Praetorians had the place sewn up tight, and since their re-founding the Guard was fanatically loyal to Severus. Not one man among them would move against his emperor. 

    On the dais preparations were being made. A low table stood at the centre, an altar to Mars on one side, and across the rear were grand trophies formed from the arms and armour of Niger’s army that had been so resoundingly beaten at Issus mere days ago. On that table stood two boxes, and every eye that fell upon them would expect at least one to contain a purple cloak and a baton of command, ready for the emperor to bestow upon his son, confirming the rumours circulating around the camp. Rufinus assumed this to be the case, and the small cloud of flies hovering over the other eloquently announced its contents. Slaves hurried this way and that, directed by a junior tribune, adjusting garlands, steadying the trophies, cleaning the altar, scattering grit upon the boards to avoid any possibility of the emperor slipping and falling. It would be clear to every man present that this was more than a mere pre-battle speech, adding weight to the rumours. 

    Rufinus turned his head this way and that, his eye roving across all the gathered men and the preparations. Somewhere here was Silvanus, readying to take the only opportunity he was going to get to kill Severus and secure his cousin’s succession. Rufinus hoped, prayed, even half-suspected he would see the man now, before the emperor even appeared. If so, Silvanus could be captured early and any danger to the imperial person avoided. 

    No. He could see no sign of Silvanus. The man was an expert, though. Not only a frumentarius, but a notorious spy and assassin, he would likely be able to disguise himself more thoroughly than most. Still, Rufinus could see no one. Prime position, of course, for the assassin would be in the front line of any of the units, where he could move unhampered by having to push forward. Or among the Praetorians around the tribunal. Anullinus had been adamant that they were each individually vetted, and could be trusted, but Silvanus was good. 

    The noises of armoured men assembling in position began to fade as the gathering settled in their ranks until, eventually, the sounds of coughing and shuffling drifted into a tense, expectant silence, accompanied by the sounds of birds above and the snapping of banners in the slight breeze. All was ready. The boxes on the table had been opened ready, the slaves had finished their preparations and the tribune was herding them from the platform, down the stair to the rear. 

    The time was upon them. 

    Rufinus had been torturing himself for the past hour with how Silvanus would do it. Somehow he would have to reach the imperial person with a blade. A distraction seemed likely, something to make everyone present take their eye off the target for just a moment, just long enough for that blade to do its work. But Silvanus was alone here in a camp of thousands of enemies. How he could hope to set up any kind of diversion, Rufinus could not imagine. Also, the man surely had plans in place to escape. He would sell his life for his family’s ascension if he must, but not if it was unnecessary. Without doubt he had planned a way out. Again, how? Rufinus chewed the inside of his cheek in nervous irritation, wishing he had Vibius Cestius here, with the man’s lateral mind and tactical genius. 

    Silence. 

    The sound of footsteps now. A single pair of boots, and then another, then more and more. A small group of men among the tents behind the tribunal. Rufinus had not thought he could feel this tense as the first figure appeared around the tents. Praetorians. They were moving in lines and falling in, creating an armed and armoured corridor for their master from his tent to the dais steps. He was not the first to approach along that steel corridor, though. First came the priest and his assistant, his slaves leading the sacrificial white goat. Rufinus peered at the man. The priest had been a possibility, for the man would by necessity be armed, his assistant carrying the blade for him ready to open the animal up. He squinted at the men, but none of them looked remotely familiar, even the slaves. The priest himself and his assistant were plainly not Silvanus, and Rufinus was fairly sure about the slaves. The traitor was clever, but even if he shaved his head as the priest had done, that long hook nose could not easily be simulated, and this man was tall and gangly, not a soldier’s build, while his assistant was portly and with an impressive forked beard that Silvanus would not have had time to grow. 

    Rufinus’ gaze moved on to the next figures as the priest and his staff moved into place by the altar. Next came Plautianus, the Praetorian prefect, a man Rufinus knew. A man he had met during that disastrous chaos after Commodus’ death, and who had been given the task by Severus of rebuilding the Guard. The man who had personally requested Rufinus as a tribune in that Guard. A good, and trustworthy, man. With him came the various prefects and tribunes of the Praetorians and the Equites Singulares, the imperial horse guard, and then the great generals, including Anullinus. No sign of Aper, but he would be following up with the last, keeping his professional eye on all. It had, of course, occurred to Rufinus that if one frumentarius could be corrupt, so too could others, but he had to place his trust in Aper. Anullinus did, Vibius Cestius had spoken highly of the man, and most important of all, Aper was tied to Severus by blood, being a cousin of the emperor. Of these arrivals, Rufinus concentrated on the various lesser generals, but again he could see no one who could realistically be Silvanus in disguise. After all, Anullinus, Severus and Aper would know them all well. A stranger slipping in among the group unnoticed was highly unlikely. 

    Next came lictors, and Rufinus watched them carefully, for each man carried a fasces bundle containing an axe. Armed and close to the emperor, they were a credible threat. They were bare headed, and he didn’t think that he could see any sign of Silvanus among the twenty-four functionaries, but he was a lot less certain now than with the previous arrivals. However, Aper had clearly identified the danger there, for a Praetorian walked alongside each lictor. They were as well covered as possible. 

    Rufinus felt his breath catch then as Imperator Lucius Septimius Severus moved into view. His only nod to imperial regalia was a purple cloak pinned at his shoulders and hanging neatly at his back, the rest of his garb that of a commanding general. Niger’s last words came back to Rufinus then. 

    Severus is an iron hard warrior, but no administrator. He might be strong, but with him guiding the state, Rome will change forever. 

    Oddly, Rufinus suddenly knew exactly what Niger had meant. There was a predatory aspect to the way the emperor moved. Still, he hardened himself. Severus was what the empire needed after the chaos of Commodus’ fall and the year of madness that followed. Strength. Decisiveness. 

    Behind the emperor came his two sons, still young, Antoninus at five and Geta at four. If anyone might have doubted the rumours, now they must be seen to be true. Geta strode, sombre, in a rich tunic and sandals, but the older brother wore a cuirass and pteruges in the manner of a commanding officer, albeit a child-version. He wore military style boots that clacked on the ground with hobnails, and the Gallic-style cloak currently popular with soldiers. He looked every bit the imperial heir ready to receive his commission. For just a moment, Rufinus wondered whether the emperor actually intended to go ahead with the change, rather than it merely being a clever ruse. 

    Behind Severus came others, senators and members of the court, including Quintus Tineius Sacerdos, currently one of the consuls. Men of import each and every one, all known personally by the emperor, and each of whom would have been vetted by Aper before being allowed into the imperial presence even before he knew about Silvanus. Again, no hint of the assassin among those faces, following whom came a small crowd of Praetorians. 

    That was it. Silvanus being among the gathered luminaries could not be entirely ruled out, but Rufinus simply could not see how he might have found his way in there. Every figure in that crowd was either clearly not him, or was known personally to Aper and the emperor, and so there was no opportunity for Silvanus to slip among them. Once again, Rufinus fretted. How as he going to do it? His gaze once more slid around the gathered forces. He checked for a good throwing javelin, a bow, a sling, but could see no sign of a missile weapon. 

    Silvanus had to be somewhere. 

    Anullinus had stepped up to the front on the tribunal now and had begun to address the gathered army with opening remarks lauding their bravery and their success thus far in the campaign, reminding them that it was almost over, and how few obstacles now stood in their way before they could declare Rome at peace and the throne unchallenged. It was a neat speech, strong and militant, encouraging and eloquent, yet danced around the heart of the issues, deftly leaving the meat of it for Severus. 

    Rufinus half-listened, and only quarter-heard thanks to the constriction of the masked helmet. His attention was elsewhere, picking out every face in the gathered crowd, checking every feature, in his mind’s eye a good memory of the man with whom he’d travelled for the past few weeks. Silvanus would have disguised himself, but some hints of his true features would surely show through? His head snapped round suddenly as a thought struck him. What if Silvanus was also among the masked cataphractii? No way to tell. He could see Cophus’s helmet turning slightly, trying to spot the enemy while looking as though he was paying attention to the dais, and Rufinus realised he was probably standing out, since his head kept turning. He forced himself to stay still, facing the podium. 

    Anullinus closed his speech and stepped back to a roar from the crowd. Now, Severus himself stepped forward, a great and powerful hunting cat of a man, whether he be Rufinus’ lion or Niger’s tiger. Rufinus watched, as tense as he had ever been. His eye was drawn to a tiny movement, so prepared was he for any sudden change, and he felt his irritation and frustration grow as he realised it was the rear flap of a covered wagon twitching aside beyond the tribunal. For a moment he feared a hidden assassin there, but immediately identified the face of Ioses peering from the gloom, watching the proceedings. Silvanus couldn’t have been hidden with a bow in one of the wagons, since the entire area behind the dais would have been thoroughly searched by Praetorians under Aper’s guidance. Ioses was looking this way and that, seeking a sign of the assassin just like the rest of them. 

    Severus was in full orator mode now, addressing his officers and men in a deep baritone, his arms raising to the skies, gesturing at the distant walls of Antioch that awaited, sweeping around the gathered forces as he congratulated and praised his men and told them how they would smash the walls of Antioch before night fell, and break the back of the enemy here. Now, one of the staff officers stepped to the table, reaching into one of the boxes amid the flies and withdrawing the head of Pescennius Niger from it. Severus’ tone rang out once more, triumphant and proud, strong, and declaring the end of the usurper. Without Niger, he claimed, Antioch would lose heart and fall within hours. The head was then jammed upon a spear by two Praetorians who, the emperor announced, would carry it before the walls of Antioch, and then take it to Byzantium and any other city who stood against this army. 

    The crowd roared at the news of Niger’s fall, and the emperor’s name was chanted over and over as hands pumped the air in victorious salutes. Rufinus felt his pulse race. Now would be the time for an assassin to move, hidden by the cries and roar of the soldiers, every eye on the head hanging from the officer’s hands, or on the gathered crowd. 

    He was surprised, and a little disappointed, when nothing happened. Instead, the clamour died down, the emperor holding out his hands for calm. He then returned to his warm baritone oration. At a gesture, his son, the five-year-old general Antoninus, stepped forward to stand beside his father. The boy surprised Rufinus. He looked neither excited nor proud, nor even nervous. He glowered, his face dark and serious, as though someone had slighted him personally. 

    This had to be it. If the boy was given imperial recognition and made heir, then Albinus was out, and Silvanus had failed. Rufinus tensed. 

    He barely heard anything the emperor said now, between the enclosed nature of his helm and the thunder of his pulse in his ears as he watched, waiting. He saw Severus gesture to his eldest son, saw the various officers nodding their understanding, saw the tribune approach the second box, which had to contain the regalia of imperium. 

    The tribune. 

    Rufinus saw the tribune. 

    The tribune who had been directing slaves around the tribunal when Rufinus had first arrived. A junior tribune with no place in the imperial entourage, but who had simply stayed put when the slaves left and the emperor and his court arrived. A man who should not be there, and yet had brazenly become part of the tableau without a question or suspicion from anyone. A man Rufinus had written off immediately as unimportant and paid no attention to since then as his gaze went to absolutely everyone else. A man who, as he turned, lifting a small purple cloak, was very clearly Julius Silvanus. Rufinus stared in horror. He’d watched the man throughout without even seeing him. And now Silvanus was approaching the emperor and his son, carrying the cloak and in full battle gear, right down to the blade at his waist. He had so subtly stayed and blended in that even Aper and Anullinus had not noticed him on the same platform as them, and no one blinked as he became the man sent for the regalia. 

    Rufinus was shouting now, staring in shock as Silvanus fumbled the cloak for a moment and then recovered. Only a man watching very carefully would have seen him draw his pugio dagger behind the cover of the purple garment. Silvanus had his blade out, ten feet from the emperor, hidden by the cloak. Rufinus was shouting a warning, but the crowd was beginning to chant the emperor’s name, and his voice was lost in the roar. Even Cophus, close by, could hear nothing. There was no chance of Rufinus getting there before Silvanus could strike. 

    Throwing his shield aside, Rufinus did the only thing he could. He pulled the strap free around his chin and cast his helmet to the ground after the shield, waving his other arm at the podium and bellowing. 

    He saw Aper and Anullinus notice him. Saw realisation dawn upon them. Saw them moving. 

    Bur Silvanus was there. He was quick. 

    The emperor’s life balanced on a knife edge. 

    

  


   
    Chapter Twenty Four 

      

    Everything was happening at once now. Even as Rufinus swung his mount around out of the line, a ponderous job under so many layers of steel and bronze, he kept his eye on the action on the tribunal. His shout of warning had at least given the emperor the slightest chance. 

    In a heartbeat Silvanus, seeing that the game was up, leapt for the emperor’s side. The majority of the watchers would be blissfully unaware of what was happening, for the knife was still hidden behind folds of purple, but Rufinus could see from the angle that it must be pressing towards Severus’ side, angling up, going for the kill zone of the armpit. The emperor’s hand was still raised from his last benediction, and the white and purple tunic Rufinus could see identified the deadly target of the assassin’s blade, where unprotected flesh awaited. There was nothing anyone could do. There was no time. The emperor was going to die. 

    The blade came up now, the purple cloak falling away, and slammed into the target’s armpit. Rufinus felt the pit of Tartarus open beneath him at the sight, and then he blinked even as he moved his beast forth. The blade had been stopped somehow. As he heaved on the reins, Rufinus could see a glint of steel within the torn tunic as the emperor’s arm came back down. Aper and Anullinus had naturally briefed the emperor, and Severus was not a man to leave things to chance. The clever bastard was wearing a chain shirt beneath that tunic. It had to be incredibly heavy under an ornate cuirass, but it had without doubt saved his life. 

    Severus turned now, his face betraying no sign of panic, just fortitude and determination. His hand came round to the knife and closed on the fingers that gripped it, struggling for control. Silvanus’ other hand came up for the emperor’s neck, but Severus’ own free fingers were there, grasping it, holding it back. The emperor was well prepared. The tableau looked oddly humorous, as though the pair were involved in some intimate dance, cradling one another’s necks. They stood there, seemingly motionless, locked in an embrace, the true struggle going on for control of the knife where Silvanus was now attempting to angle it down towards the groin, another confirmed kill zone every soldier learned. 

    Rufinus saw Silvanus’ upper hand move, changing position, and realised that the man was engaging in a Judean wrestling move, yet Severus seemed to have some skill of his own and countered, batting away that hand even as they contested over the knife. 

    General Anullinus was closing on the struggle, along with other staff officers, swords drawn, and Aper was moving too, knife in hand. Every Praetorian around the tribunal had turned and was gripping the timbers of the dais, attempting to climb onto the shoulder-high platform to protect the emperor from the unforeseen attack centred within his own court. Every man of Rufinus’ had now broken ranks, drawing their swords and running for the fight, and Cophus had managed to wheel his mount with more skill than Rufinus had expected. 

    He saw the moment Silvanus realised he’d failed. The man’s expression changed in a flash, from the determination to complete his mission and see Severus dead to a different kind of determination, that of survival and the need to live to fight another day. 

    The assassin let go of the emperor and leapt back out of the way before the advancing blades could reach him. Rufinus felt a sudden thrill of hope. Against all the odds Silvanus had failed, and not because of the ring of Rufinus’ blades spread around the crowd waiting for him, and not because of some trap sprung, but because the emperor himself had had the foresight to protect his vitals, and the martial skill and alert intelligence to stop the blade and hold it off long enough for others to move to his aid. Someday, Rufinus would have to ask how Severus had managed to counter that wrestling strike, but for now the fact remained that Silvanus had failed. Moreover, the man was trapped, with nowhere to go. The camp was sealed, and now that this had happened in the open, every man in the army would be on the look out. 

    Yet Silvanus was moving, and with purpose. Rufinus frowned. Where could he be going? The assassin ran for the rear of the tribunal and leapt. His intentions could never be less clear, for the compound to the rear of the dais was surrounded by Praetorians and had been checked over by Aper’s men to be certain that every wagon and tent was empty, with the exception of Ioses and the dogs. 

    Rufinus and Cophus were moving now, urging their horses forward, past the raised platform and making to intercept the running assassin. The officers on the tribunal did not give chase, of course, each man rushing to the emperor’s side to confirm that he remained unharmed and to protect him from further peril, and the Praetorians around the dais were already gathering upon it now, a tight ring around their master. The emperor was safe, but Silvanus was running. Rufinus’ men would not catch him, for he had too much lead on them. Only Rufinus and Cophus, on horseback, were moving fast enough and stood a chance, and yet the assassin had leapt into a compound surrounded by Praetorians, and the Praetorians were all loyal to the emperor, according to Aper. They had only just been re-founded these past few months from Severus’ veteran legions, and each man had been personally vetted, so how did Silvanus expect to escape? 

    The man darted in among the tents, and Praetorians called out an order to stand down and surrender, closing in on him, swords bared at the ready. A suspicion slid over Rufinus as he passed the dais and bore down on the compound beyond, Cophus beside him. His eyes roved across the Praetorians even as the next disaster unfolded. 

    There were more Praetorians than there should be. 

    The line of armed men that had created a corridor to the tribunal had been a single file of soldiers, but now, in places, there were clearly extra men. They were in Praetorian gear, but they were not part of the original force, having seemingly appeared from nowhere during the ceremony. Even as those extra men turned on the Praetorians beside them, Rufinus could see their faces and his pulse quickened. He didn’t know them – he’d only spent a few brief days alongside the bandits of Claudius – but the faces of these false Praetorians fighting their counterparts were swarthy and eastern. 

    He felt a shock of realisation at that. He and his men had infiltrated the camp unseen, but he had totally forgotten about Silvanus’ men. The bandits the traitor had led were no desert rabble, the majority being themselves either frumentarii or part of the network of spies and agents Silvanus had used. Cophus and his men had managed to slip through the lines and come north, and it had never occurred to Rufinus that Silvanus’ men might have done the same. 

    The sly bastard had an escape plan in place after all. 

    The assassin had a free run. The Praetorians who should have been cutting him off were suddenly apparently fighting their own, and Silvanus’ bandits were good at what they did, so even the veteran Guardsmen had a real fight on their hands. Rufinus fumed and fretted as he reined his mount in sharply. The struggle between the Praetorians was blocking his path. He and Cophus, mounted as they were, stood the only chance of catching Silvanus before he disappeared, but unless they were willing to mercilessly ride down friend and foe alike, ground beneath the hooves of heavy cavalry, there was nothing they could do. 

    Rufinus watched Silvanus run. 

    He caught a flicker of movement from the corner of his eye and turned to the vehicle. Ioses had been knocked aside, slammed into the wooden side of the wagon as Acheron barged past, leaping from the vehicle, muzzle twisted into a vicious snarl. Silvanus looked back, saw the black shape bearing down on him and, realising his fresh danger, ducked behind a tent. Acheron followed, the two figures disappearing from sight. 

    Rufinus bellowed at the soldiers struggling before him to move aside, but they were engaged in their own mortal battle, and it was only when Cophus brought his sword down into the shoulder of one of the men, raising a howl of agony and separating a fighting pair that enough space opened up for the optio to force his steed through the struggle. Rufinus followed, urgently, all his attention on that tent ahead. His heart lurched in his chest as two sounds issued from the unseen struggle, two noises twined together for the hearing: a scream of human pain and the howl of an agonised animal. 

    Rufinus pushed his horse on hard now, drawing level with Cophus and then passing him. Heart pounding, already fearing the worst, he rounded the tent and his head snapped this way and that. His heart emptied of all hope at the sight of a black heap lying in the lee of the dyed leather building. Acheron was moving, but only just, shaking and jerking. Rufinus tore his horrified gaze from his dog. 

    Silvanus was still moving but slower now, dragging one leg, bloodied and savaged. Acheron had gone to work on the calf muscle, and Rufinus swore that even at a distance he could see the gleaming white of bone in the wound. Silvanus staggered on, crying out with every step, a bloodied sword gripped in his hand, dripping with Acheron’s lifeblood. 

    Fury gripped Rufinus. He was shouting, bellowing curses, threats, promises. Tears were streaming from his eyes, though it was not sadness that filled him now, but an uncontrollable anger; an anger the likes of which he had never felt, even dealing with his foolish father, or the corruption of Cleander, or the treachery of the generals in Dacia. Nothing had ever felt this white-hot and all-consuming. 

    ‘Rufinus…’ 

    He ignored Cophus, who was close by, calling him. Only one thing mattered now. Rufinus rode, the optio forgotten, and it was only as two men in Praetorian kit charged out in front of him, between him and Silvanus, that he understood Cophus had been warning him. He rode at the men, and had he not been so intent on his one task, he might have been impressed at any man who stood on foot against a charging cataphract rider. He hit one of the men full on, knocking him down and out of the way, but his focus was too narrow, for he’d not taken his eyes off Silvanus this whole time, and the second false Praetorian had leapt, grabbing the harness in Rufinus’ hands, letting his shield fall away. Even as Rufinus rode on, snarling oaths and staring with bloody hate at the man ahead, the man clinging to his harness stabbed out with a small, narrow blade, seeking a gap in the steel-scale caparison of the horse. The tip of his knife found flesh somewhere as he was dragged and bounced along, and suddenly the horse was rearing, bucking, whinnying. The fake Praetorian disappeared, his fingers torn from the harness, and the hooves that landed on him smashed his torso irreparably, but Rufinus was fighting for control of the injured horse now as it reared and danced. 

    It was not a serious wound, however. Just a small flesh wound, all that could be achieved through the armour, and quickly Rufinus managed to regain control of the animal. Then he was off once more, driving the horse forward. Silvanus had gone, though, ducking out of sight between two more tents. 

    Rufinus rounded that corner, desperate gaze snapping this way and that, seeking his prey. The assassin had gone. Snarling oaths to every god, begging that he be allowed this victory, Rufinus urged the mount on, looking between the next tents. Still nothing. 

    In a cold sweat, anger burning in his soul, Rufinus danced his horse this way and that, racing along lines of tents, peering around every corner urgently. It was on the seventh row of tents, beyond the compound and moving towards the edge of the camp, that finally he spotted his quarry once more. Silvanus was limping, dragging his wounded leg, towards the front line, and the river there. What he hoped to achieve, Rufinus could not imagine, since the camp was supposedly sealed, and yet the Praetorians should not have been infiltrated as they were, and one thing Rufinus had learned was not to underestimate the traitorous frumentarius. If he had planned his escape this far, he would have planned the rest. 

     He bellowed a fresh curse, sword held out to the side now, and kicked the animal into a run. His vision focused along the line of tents, a tunnel of stained leather walls lining the way to the man he sought, who was running for the river, screaming with pain as he put any weight on his ruined leg, yet moving with surprising speed for such a crippled man. Desperation can lend impressive physical endurance to a man, and Silvanus was desperate now. 

    Rufinus urged the mount to a charge, hurtling with dizzying speed along the narrow alley. Silvanus staggered on, looking over his shoulder periodically in panic. Now, Rufinus could see where the man was bound. A small boat sat moored at the side of the river and a fight was going on there, half a dozen guards tussling with more of Silvanus' men. On the far side of that flow the walls of Antioch rose, defying Severus’ army to the last. There was a bridge, but it was so well guarded, the assassin could not have hoped to cross it. With a boat, though, he could escape to Antioch. Admittedly, that was just imprisonment of a different kind, but somehow Rufinus knew that if Silvanus could lose himself in Antioch that would be the last they all saw of him. 

    And that could not be allowed. 

    The horse beneath him thundered along the turf, bearing down on the assassin, but equally Silvanus was almost at the boat. It was a tight race. With a strange acceptance, Rufinus realised that he was passing the safe stopping point. If he continued to charge now, there was no way he’d halt the horse before the river and, armoured as they were, both he and the beast would sink forever beneath the waters of the Orontes. 

    But if he slowed he would never catch Silvanus. 

    And Silvanus had killed Acheron. 

    At the last moment, he angled slightly to the right, bearing down on the frumentarius just as the man lurched to the boat. 

    What happened next was something of a blur to Rufinus, his wits scattered, fury overriding all sense in his mind. He and his horse piled into the hobbling Silvanus even as the man tried to throw himself into the fishing boat. One of the struggling men fighting around the riverbank had been caught by the charge also, and all four, Silvanus, Rufinus, the man, and the horse, slammed into the boat. The sheer weight of the heavily armoured horse smashed the rowlocks and the bench, turning one oar into splintered kindling and cracking the timbers sufficiently for water to start spraying in through a narrow aperture. Not capable of real thought, Rufinus struggled upright, weighed down by the heavy armour, vaguely conscious of the fact that he was incredibly lucky to be neither sinking though the water, nor crushed beneath the struggling horse. 

    That fate had apparently been reserved for the man who’d been fighting for the boat and been caught in the charge. Rufinus could make out only his legs as the horse rolled and thrashed, trying to rise to its feet in the boat, which, even tethered to the shore, was rolling and yawing, water splashing up around it as it barely stayed afloat. 

    Rufinus found himself face to face with Silvanus. The man had hit his head falling into the boat, and blood ran down the side of his face. His eyes were still sharp, though. He was leaning on the top strake, his leg ruined and unable to take his weight any longer. The man was spent. Done for. Somehow, the frumentarius had lost his sword in the struggle, and now held up his free hand in surrender. 

    Rufinus was vaguely aware that he still somehow held a sword in his hand, ready and bared despite the fall. Behind him, the horse managed finally to stand and with one mighty kick leapt ashore, running for safety. With its leap, the boat rocked violently back and forth, and Silvanus fell then with a cry. As the boat settled once more, he pulled himself up with painful difficulty, that surrendering hand still held high. 

    The fight on the shore was over, the last of Silvanus’ men having fled, their own lives now more valuable than their loyalty to the fallen frumentarius. Rufinus stood alone in the boat, facing the man who had used him and played him, tricking him into murdering loyal agents, the man who had almost killed the emperor, and had driven a blade into Acheron, Rufinus’ loyal hound this past twelve years. 

    Two wounded camp guards stood on the shore, one nursing a wound. They were watching carefully. Silvanus cleared his throat, waving that hand of surrender to draw attention to it. 

    ‘Take me to Aper,’ the man said. 

    ‘No.’ Rufinus looked the man up and down, hatred still filling him, but now hardened in his heart like a diamond, forced into a focused will. 

    ‘I can identify all those men. Each of them. I am your only hope of finding every one of those agents I controlled and brought over to my side. Without me, they will bleed out into the military and disappear. You’ll never find them.’ 

    ‘No,’ Rufinus said again. 

    ‘Sir,’ one of the soldiers said. ‘Sir, you must…’ 

    Rufinus’ head snapped round to the man. ‘No.’ Then back to Silvanus. ‘Everything you’ve done. Everything you tricked us into doing. All of that should carry its own death sentence. But you made this personal at the end, and that’s your biggest mistake.’ 

    ‘You’re a frumentarius,’ Silvanus hissed. ‘You’re loyal to your master. You live by your oath. You know you need to take me in for the information I hold. It’s your duty.’ 

    With his free hand, Rufinus undid his pouch string and fished out the silver sheaf of wheat, the frumentarius insignia. 

    ‘No. I’m a Praetorian, Tribune of the First Cohort, in fact. This thing isn’t mine any more.’ 

    ‘Rufinus,’ called another voice, and he turned to see Cophus standing on the bank, blood stained and serious, holding out his hand. ‘Don’t do this.’ 

    Rufinus felt his lip curl. With a casual ease, he tossed the prized insignia over to the bank. Cophus caught in in his outstretched hand, his fingers closing over the silver protectively. ‘Don’t kill him. He knows who they all are.’ 

    Silvanus made noises of agreement, and Rufinus’ attention returned in its entirety to the traitor. He gave a vicious smile. ‘I have a friend in the camp with an unparalleled memory. I’d be willing to bet this villain’s life that Ioses can identify each and every one, given the time and resources.’ He saw Silvanus’ expression flicker to one of doubt. 

    ‘I see you’re wearing good armour,’ Rufinus said, almost conversationally. ‘Protecting yourself as much as you can while you carry out your treachery. A fine bronze embossed cuirass over a solid leather subarmalis, and that atop a padded wool garment with a tunic beneath. Military plated belt tightly cinched and tucked. A cloak pinned. Scarf. Proper hard-wearing hobnailed boots. Very protective. Very impressive. Shall we see how heavy they are?’ 

    Before Silvanus could speak, his eyes widening in realisation, Rufinus reached out and pushed. 

    The frumentarius swayed for a moment. Had he the balance of two good legs, he might have righted himself. He did not. The panicked Silvanus hung, wavering, over the edge of the boat for a moment. Rufinus stamped his foot, causing the vessel to rock afresh, and with a cry of desperation, the traitor went over the edge, disappearing into the water with an enormous splash. 

    Still, Rufinus was not done. Silvanus was a tricky bastard, and they had to be sure. Dropping to his knees, Rufinus leaned over the edge of the boat and looked down into the water. The Orontes was deep and fast and wide, but the water was surprisingly clear. He watched as the frumentarius struggled, managing to detach the heavy wool cloak, which immediately floated away downstream. The water was not deep here, perhaps ten feet or a little more, and Silvanus settled into the muddy riverbed still in clear view. Even as he struggled to unfasten the belt, which was wrapped around the cuirass and prevented the removal of the armour, the man tried to launch himself up towards the surface. It was a disaster. His ruined leg had no strength, and with the agony of the futile push, Silvanus’ mouth jerked open on instinct into a scream, a wide O. His eyes fixed on the rippling face above him, looking over the edge of the boat, as Silvanus accidentally breathed in. 

    Rufinus watched the traitor jerk twice, wildly, his fingers still feverishly working at the belt buckle, and then the doomed frumentarius fell silent and still, gently floating this way and that with the current, weighed down with armour and caught in the mud and weeds. Rufinus watched the cloud of kicked up mud swirl around the body and waited some time for it to settle, just to be sure the body was still there. 

    Silvanus’ dead eyes stared up at him in horror. Rufinus breathed deeply. Once upon a time he’d not been able to watch a man die. This man’s demise, however, he would treasure and keep locked in his soul. Finally content and certain that Silvanus was truly dead, he rose and turned. 

    ‘There’s going to be trouble over this,’ Cophus said quietly. 

    ‘No there isn’t.’ Rufinus looked at the two soldiers. ‘Tenth Gemina, right?’ 

    The two men nodded. 

    ‘I was once Tenth Gemina, though now I hold a commission as a tribune in the Guard, with the ear of Anullinus, Aper and the emperor himself. I strongly advise that this stays between us. This never happened. Silvanus fell trying to escape, and drowned. Understand?’ 

    The two men nodded hurriedly, eyes wide. 

    Cophus was watching him with disapproval. 

    ‘What are you doing?’ 

    ‘Seeing justice served. Not duty, Cophus, but justice. Sometimes justice is more important.’ 

    Sighing, Rufinus climbed out of the boat 

      

    * 

      

    Ioses finished writing and looked up. ‘That’s everything I can remember from all the lists and records we’ve seen, and everything I recall with my own eyes and ears. It may not be complete, but it should be enough to bring most of them in. At least a dozen of them will be lying among the dead from the other day, of course.’ 

    Publius Septimius Aper nodded and thanked the Judean, gathering up the pile of vellum sheets. ‘I will get to work on these. Any man who joined Silvanus will be brought in and dealt with. I guarantee that those we do capture will help us bring in the rest. This will be over before the year is out.’ 

    Rufinus nodded, sagging in the chair. 

    ‘When do we move on, sir?’ 

    ‘Once the emperor is content that Antioch is no longer a threat. Probably a couple of days, once the pyres have burned away.’ 

    The city had surrendered within hours of the first shot against its walls, those officers and leading citizens who had held it in Niger’s name delivered up by a frightened populace. Severus had shown no mercy. Every man who’d been Niger’s was executed in front of the people of Antioch, a warning against further resistance. Barely had the city fallen before the next move had been planned. Byzantium still held out, and the place was a renowned fortress, while the Parthians and other tribal allies of theirs remained on the imperial borders, a threat to security. A lesser general had been dispatched north with a sizeable force to see Byzantium taken, while the emperor would lead his army east into the summer to see the enemy chastised for their support of Niger and to secure the borders once more, before returning to Rome. 

    The Praetorians were not expected to be some gleaming sinecure anymore. Severus was determined that they would be a field unit as much as an imperial guard, as they had been under Marcus Aurelius, and the one remaining place for a tribune had finally been filled by the man it had been waiting for. Senova and the comforts of Hispania and Rome would have to wait. Rufinus would lead his men beside the emperor into the east. 

    He managed a half-hearted salute as Aper left the tent, and then sagged. Only Cophus and Ioses remained in the gloom with him. 

    ‘What will you do?’ he asked the Judean. 

    Ioses, rubbing his chin, shrugged. ‘What I always planned. A new practice in Sepphoris. A place among my own people and close to the nasi, Judah.’ 

    ‘You would make a good medicus, you know? Legions have their own civilian surgeons. They’re well paid, and I imagine the Guard will be looking for a surgeon of its own. I have some pull in the Guard, you know?’ 

    Ioses laughed. ‘I know. But this is enough excitement for me. I’m not for the military. Treating kidney stones and ulcers – that’s the life I’m looking forward to. Grateful shapely widows, and possibly even royal patronage. I could go far.’ 

    ‘Don’t go too far. I’ve told you that I will return to Sepphoris. Senova will want to see how well you’ve done for yourself.’ 

    ‘She’ll be too busy laughing at your new bald spot.’ 

    Rufinus rolled his eyes and turned as Cophus stepped closer. The optio held out his hand and his fingers uncurled to reveal the silver wheat broach insignia. 

    ‘What’s that for?’ 

    ‘It’s yours.’ 

    ‘No it isn’t. I was never cut out for the frumentarii. I’m a soldier, not a spy, and I always will be. The Guard is where I belong. But I have a job for you, and I think you might want to hold on to that.’ 

    Further words were lost when his breath came out explosively as Sheba leapt onto his lap and began to settle there, circling and nesting. He reached down with one hand and stroked her gently. Acheron had been too big for such things. Sheba was not Acheron, and would never replace him, but Rufinus found himself drawn to the animal, just as she apparently did to him, for the great black Sarmatian hound had been torn from both of them, and it would take time for them both to heal. Perhaps it was best that they did it together. 

    Outside, horns blew, signalling the change of watch, but Rufinus was content where he was. Settling back in the chair and knotting his fingers into the white hair at Sheba’s shoulders he leaned his head back and closed his eyes. 

    It had been a long few months. 

    

  


   
    Epilogue 

      

    Pulcher surfaced slowly from fitful sleep. Something had disturbed him, and a life in the military, standing watch or on campaign had given him that innate ability to rouse from even the deepest sleep at a sign of trouble. Still, the dreams that night had been particularly unpleasant, and so it took him precious moments to throw off the nightmare shroud and return to the world of men. 

    Tatters of dream flitted around him, images of burning men the last to go, tortured faces crisping in the flames. He had done questionable things – downright wicked things, in fact – but they had always been in the line of duty and for a greater cause, so why did the gods plague his dreams so? 

    His eyes snapped open, darted this way and that, rimed with crusted sleep. It was light. Morning had come, and the room was empty, the windows still closed with shutters that barely fitted the opening. His ears strained, his body yet to move, trained to take it all in before revealing his alertness. All he could hear was the sound of birds high above. 

    Then it came again. A faint crunching. It could have been almost anything, but Pulcher knew it for what it was: a hobnailed boot on a gravelled surface, pressing down very lightly. A soldier’s foot, creeping. 

    His hand sneaked from beneath the threadbare blanket to where he kept his sword within reach, and found nothing. His roving eyes fell upon the blade, and he remembered, then. He’d been sitting on that rickety chair near the door late into the night, with a jar of acrid wine he’d found in the wreckage. The sword stood propped against the wall next to the chair, where he’d forgotten to take it when he wandered across to the bed, addled with the wine, and collapsed into it. 

    Where was he again? Some shit hole installation in the middle of nowhere, ruined and abandoned. 

    Depot XIV-B. 

    Clearly, less than a year ago it had been a thriving and sizeable military depot, but it had also obviously been a casualty of the war and had been hit by raiders, pillaged and destroyed, the garrison killed. It was just another stop on his journey, though, and he didn’t really care about the place’s history. Pulcher had fled Antioch the moment he knew they’d lost. Silvanus had disappeared on his fool’s mission to kill Severus, and Pulcher had handed over the stupid frumentarius from Rome and his friend to the vigiles for safe keeping. He’d intended to let Silvanus handle it all, but before he’d been able to do anything, Severus and his army had arrived. 

    Pulcher was no fool. If Severus had reached Antioch, then Niger’s army was gone. The war was lost, and no matter what Silvanus did, it wouldn’t help Severus’ opposition in the east, whether they were Niger’s men or not. Pulcher would be seen as an enemy officer. At best he’d lose his rank and end up digging latrines like a raw recruit with a newly-commanded legion loyal to Severus. At worst he’d be made an example of. Horribly. 

    So he had run, and in timely fashion, before the city gates were sealed. By the time Antioch was under siege, Pulcher had been miles from the place on a stolen horse, riding south along a minor, rarely-used road. Somewhere in some Galilean shit hole he’d heard news that Niger was dead, and Antioch fallen, and that had spurred him on, for he knew now that there was only one thing for it. Hegra. He had to go home. There was only the word of a few miscreants that he’d been in the north and involved in the troubles at all. He would return to Hegra and there lurk until Severus’ new men came to settle the place once more. He would claim to have remained in garrison and never have left. There had only been a few sicklisters left in the place, and they would be easy enough to persuade or remove entirely. His word against some shady spy from Rome? He would be able to carry that off, and then he would remain a respected optio. Indeed, there was every chance he would finally secure that promotion officially to centurion. 

    His journey had slowed in recent days, sadly. He was back in the territory of the Tenth, well settled and garrisoned, and news abounded that the east was being secured for the new emperor. Troops had landed at Ioppa and Ascalon, flooding the region, and Pulcher had started taking small trails and stopping at minor, deserted places, avoiding anywhere he was likely to bump into officers from Severus’ army. 

    That was what this seemed likely to be, of course. A military boot, crunching on gravel meant a soldier. But then what officer from some Danubian legion would bother searching a long-ruined and deserted depot? 

    Slowly, carefully, he slid out from under the blanket, his bare feet slapping to the dry, old wooden floor. Barely moving, keeping the noise to a minimum, he rose slowly, preparing to pad across the room and grab his sword. 

    The door opened. 

    A figure stood in the space, armoured in a chain shirt with a military tunic beneath, a sword at his side. No helmet. The man’s hair had grown out somewhat, and what had been a neat beard was now distinctly Severan, grown out to points. But Pulcher would have recognised that man even with a bucket over his head. 

    ‘Cophus…’ 

    His eyes darted for just a moment to the sword leaning against the wall, closer to the door than to him. His former counterpart in the Third’s gaze followed, alighting on the sword. Cophus smiled. 

    ‘Pulcher. Long time, eh?’ 

    The fugitive snarled. ‘I don’t know what you think you’re up to, but we’ve no business together. You and I are done. If you’re thinking of returning to Hegra, think again. Look for a transfer.’ 

    ‘Oh, I’m not bound for Hegra. I’m at my destination.’ 

    ‘Oh?’ 

    ‘You’re not hard to track, Pulcher. You leave a trail like a spooked elephant.’ 

    Pulcher’s eyes narrowed, momentarily darting back to the sword. ‘Walk away, Cophus. I was always a better swordsman than you, and you know it. Shit, I was the best in the century, if not the cohort.’ 

    With a nasty smile, Cophus stepped in front of the blade, effectively sealing off access. ‘Indeed. But without a sword, and without Silvanus, you’re nothing. Just a self-important runt who clings to the tunic hem of anyone he thinks can help him. A man who’d sink to any level to get what he wants, as I’m well aware, having watched you do it.’ 

    ‘Last warning, Cophus. Leave while you can.’ 

    Damn it, but the man was blocking the sword. 

    ‘Demetrius Pulcher, I hereby charge you with dereliction of duty, high treason against the true emperor appointed by the senate, misleading a lawful agent of the emperor, two confirmed counts of murder or complicity in said murders, oath breaking, and fleeing the scene of a crime.’ 

    ‘Is that all?’ snorted Pulcher. 

    ‘Probably not, but my memory isn’t like the Judean’s. There’s probably a few more, but that’s plenty anyway. It’s enough to confirm a death sentence several times over. And that’s what I’m doing. The accusations have been levelled, and now the sentence is death.’ 

    Again, Pulcher snorted. ‘You’ve no authority over me. Jove, but you’re actually a more junior optio than me. I refuse to acknowledge any accusation or command from you. Find a senior officer and bring him, then I might listen. Might…’ 

    With a smile that both irritated and unnerved Pulcher, Cophus fished in his pouch. When his hand came up, Pulcher stared at the silver insignia in it. 

    ‘Who’d you steal that from? Find it on Rufinus’ corpse, did you? Polished up nicely.’ 

    ‘Rufinus is quite well. It was him, in fact, who sponsored my commission, but it was Septimius Aper, the most senior frumentarius in the emperor’s service, who confirmed it. I’m on probation, mind. My permanent appointment depends on the success of this task. And I intend to see it through.’ 

    ‘I refuse to accept your authority.’ 

    Cophus’ smile hardened a little. ‘That’s your prerogative. The accusations and the judgement and sentencing stand, whatever you accept them or not.’ 

    ‘Alright,’ Pulcher said. His hand went to his side. His sword might be out of reach, but the dagger was still there. He’d been too tired to remove his belt last night, for which he was now immensely grateful. The pugio slid from the sheath easily and he brought it up, brandishing it at Cophus. ‘I wonder what Aper will think when you vanish. This place won’t be restored for half a year yet, if at all. By the time your body’s found, it’ll be no more than bleached bones.’ 

    Cophus’ smile was still in place, and it was starting to truly unsettle Pulcher. The man had a sword and a dagger at his side, but he made no move to draw either. 

    ‘Defend yourself,’ Pulcher snapped. 

    ‘Oh I will. But I like a punishment to fit the crime, and I have no intention of giving you a clean, soldier’s death.’ 

    With that, Cophus leapt at him. Pulcher lifted his blade, holding it reversed in his right hand and sweeping his arm right to left, the sharp edge slicing out at neck height. He blinked as the big man moved with the coiled grace, and the speed, of a viper. His left arm came up inside that of Pulcher, easily knocking the dagger hand aside and out of range, while his right came out of nowhere, fast as an arrow, hard as a battering ram. 

    Pulcher felt his nose break, and probably his jaw as well. The last thing he heard as he slid into darkness was Cophus’ voice. 

    ‘I come from a line of boxers, you know?’ 

      

    * 

      

    This time the dreams were just as bad, but when Pulcher surfaced from them it was suddenly and in blind panic. His face hurt immensely and felt numb at the same time, which he couldn’t have imagined was possible. He seemed to only be able to see out of his left eye. But what really set the panic in was the fact that he couldn’t move. 

    He thrashed and struggled, but his wrists and ankles were both bound with thick leather. He looked down. Belts. His belt, and another old dusty one gathered from the wreckage. Both sets of limbs were tied tight with belts, so much so, in fact, that it was almost cutting off his circulation. His hands were slowly going purple. 

    But there was something else. He was in a sack, up to his thighs. His mind reeled, trying to make sense of it all. He was bound, his legs in that large bag, an old naval supply sack, big enough for a week’s grain for a half century of sailors. Big enough for a man, just about, if he bent double. 

    That realisation brought fresh panic, just as Cophus spoke. 

    ‘Welcome back.’ 

    ‘What are you doing? Let me go.’ 

    His voice sounded hoarse and thick, and he realised his throat was full of half-clotted blood. 

    ‘You tried to pin some of your crimes on me, Pulcher. I know it was you who set the Tenth on Rufinus in Aelia. I know it was you who was shadowing him that night in Nashan, and who I followed through the streets. And I know it was you who tried to kill him at the mansio.’ 

    ‘Listen…’ 

    ‘No,’ Cophus smiled, ‘the time for listening is over. Time for action, now.’ 

    Suddenly, Cophus was next to him, pulling the sack up and over him. As he tugged the material up over Pulcher’s bound, writhing arms, the man spoke almost conversationally. 

    ‘We’re easterners, you and I. We’ve never been to Rome, I know, but I’ve read about the place, and about some of the laws they still use there. Have you heard of poena cullei? No, probably not. In fact, it’s a punishment for parricide, but I like it. In Rome, they would tie you in a sack with a dog, a monkey, a cockerel and a snake, and throw you in the Tiber. Bit unfair on the animals in my opinion, but then ancient laws are usually a bit weird.’ 

    Pulcher’s eyes rolled in panic as the sack came up over his head. 

    ‘Of course, there’s no river around here,’ Cophus went on in a pleasant tone, ‘and I’m a bit short on dogs, cocks and monkeys. I’m sure there’s probably a snake around here somewhere, but, as I said before, I like the punishment to fit the crime. Or in your case, at least one of the crimes.’ 

    Pulcher frowned as Cophus’ hand came up gripping two ends of leather thong strung through the loops at the sack top. Then his eyes widened in shock as the man’s other hand appeared, and from it hung death. 

    The scorpion was jerking madly, trying to stab with its tail, though Cophus was holding it tight and very carefully. 

    ‘Good night,’ the man said, and let go. 

    The strings were pulled tight, and Pulcher’s world went black. 

    Something moved jerkily by his feet. 

    He almost had time to say ‘shit.’ 

      

      

    The end. 

    

  


   
    Author’s Note 

      

    The sixth chapter of Rufinus’ career has changed its plot many times since I initially began to plan it a couple of years ago. I had always had in mind a story involving the bandit known as Claudius, and I knew I had to draw to a close a longstanding arc with the fall of Pescennius Niger. These were initially intended to be two entirely separate tales, and yet with continual planning, re-planning and tweaking, it gradually became clear that they were best told as two angles of the same story, especially given how close they were chronologically. 

    Before I look at locations, characters and sources, let me give you my reasons for combining these two independent stories, beginning with the bandit. It may come as a surprise that the bandit Claudius existed historically, or at least is recorded as doing so. Cassius Dio is the only source that tells us of the man, with the lines “While Severus was pluming himself on this achievement, as if he surpassed all mankind in both understanding and bravery, a most incredible thing happened. A certain robber named Claudius, who was overrunning Judaea and Syria and was being very vigorously pursued in consequence, came to him one day with some horsemen, like some military tribune, and saluted and kissed him; and he was neither discovered at the time nor caught later.” 

    This event is actually recorded as happening shortly after the war with Niger, though within the year, as Severus marches on to the Euphrates to settle the region. I have moved it back into the heart of the war, and played a little with the character, particularly in that I had him caught. This Claudius is clearly a loveable rogue, whereas mine is, I suspect, rather more realistic. And with the best will in the world, given the levels of security and military that surround an emperor, the chances of a random bandit riding up to him, blowing a raspberry and running away are infinitesimally small. It’s not for nothing that in the 3rd century emperors tend to die at the hands of their own guards… 

    The Claudius of my tale is more than this short extract from Dio, being an amalgam of that with several other famous bandits of the era, including the famous Bulla Felix. Reading Thomas Grunewald’s “Bandits in the Roman Empire – Myth and reality” was quite eye-opening. Thus, while my Claudius may seem outlandish, he is, in fact, quite realistic. These ‘latrones’ are often portrayed in a slightly Robin Hood manner, confounding the authorities and stealing with impunity, while apparently being surprisingly popular figures with the ordinary people. Given that trend and the ever-simmering Jewish attitude to Rome, it seems likely that any such bandit leader in Judea would have considerable native support. 

    My portrayal of the local police stations and their inability to cope with the situation, which is not a side of Roman administration I had previously considered, is taken from tales told in Grunewald’s work, and so the entire situation of Claudius, Nashan, the locals, the police and the raids is entirely feasible, despite perhaps seeming odd to the reader. Grunewald tells us “In the third century the network of such police posts, collectively known as stationes, was extended so much that it covered all the main junctions of the imperial highways in the provinces” and he goes on to cite a number of police deposition records from the Egyptian city of Euphemia, often recording crimes committed ‘bandit fashion.’ Silvanus may be more than a bandit chief, but clearly a bandit chief in these times is more than just your average criminal. 

    The other aspect of my plot drawn from sources, the war against Niger, is largely bypassed in this book, the great battles and sieges only being mentioned in dispatches. The broad events of the war are included, while a few of the peripheral scenes in ancient sources have become more central to my tale. The first of the two events of which I speak directly is the scene Rufinus encounters as they put into port in Tyrus. 

    Herodian tells us: “…the people of these two cities [Laodicea and Tyrus] decided to risk stripping him of his honors and publicly proclaimed their support of Severus. Niger learned of this action while he was in Antioch, and although up to this time he had been quite mild, he was now justifiably angered by their insolent defection and sent against them his Moorish javelin men and some of the archers too, ordering them to kill everyone they met, loot the two cities, and burn them to the ground. The Moors are the most brutal and savage men in the world and are wholly indifferent to death or danger. Taking the Laodiceans by surprise, they destroyed the city and slaughtered the inhabitants. Then they hurried on to Tyre and, after much looting and killing, burned the whole city.” 

    I’m sure you can see how the event Herodian records fits too neatly into my plot to ignore. Once I had in my plan Rufinus and crew heading north along the coast, it would be only natural for them to put in at Tyrus (later Tyre), and the timing is close enough for them to have encountered the horsemen there. 

    The second event from sources I used is the end of Pescennius Niger. Oddly, given its importance and the good coverage of the rest of the war in our sources, Herodian and Dio both cover Niger’s fall in few words. The former gives us “Niger now fled from Antioch in despair. Discovered hiding in the outskirts of the city, he was beheaded by the pursuing horsemen,” while Dio echoes this with “Upon the capture of Antioch not long after this, Niger fled from there towards the Euphrates, intending to make his escape to the barbarians; but his pursuers overtook him and cut off his head.” He does go on to elaborate a little, however, telling us that “Severus caused the head to be sent to Byzantium and to be set up on a pole, that the sight of it might induce the Byzantines to join his cause. After this he proceeded to punish those who had belonged to Niger's party.” 

    So endeth Pescennius Niger. Niger’s final words to Rufinus are rather prophetic. Severus may have been what Rome needed in 193 AD after the chaos and uncertainty of swiftly-dispatched temporary emperors, but he also heralded a change in the basic nature of empire. From Severus onwards, the men who would come to rule would not be senatorial, ex-consuls, dynastic heirs, or plain popular choices such as Nerva. From here on, they become what is now known as the ‘soldier emperors’, as often as not rising from the command of the Praetorian Guard, often short-lived, rarely of noble blood and also not always competent administrators. They were generally in essence strong despots with an army behind them. This, of course, led to what is known as the ‘Crisis of the Third Century,’ where an emperor could be raised, murdered and replaced all in the course of a family dinner. There would be periods of stability, and attempts to arrest the trend, such as Diocletian’s tetrarchy, but the simple fact is that it is Severus who, for good or for ill, changes Rome’s course forever. One is left wondering whether the world might be a very different place had Albinus or Niger succeeded, and we should always remember, when we look at Severus as a strong emperor and cast his opponents as villainous usurpers, that history is written by the victors. 

    Still, this tale is about Rufinus, who is Severus’ man, and whatever his rule did to Rome, he was a strong leader who ended the chaos that had been rampant for two years since the fall of Commodus. 

    In terms of my plot, while there is no historically attested Silvanus, this tale is far from implausible, and every political and military aspect I have used to put together my villain’s web is attested. Severus did indeed offer the position of co-emperor to Albinus in order to buy time to deal with Niger, and then later went to war with Albinus as well. He did, in fact, if sources are believed, send couriers to Albinus who were also secretly assassins, but who were caught before they could kill the usurper, which tells us fairly clearly that Severus might be strong, but he was not above being sneaky and dark. 

    Shortly after the war with Niger, and after a brief campaign to settle the dangerous situation in the east, Severus did indeed raise his five-year-old son to the position of heir and junior co-emperor. That son, Antoninus, who I have deliberately portrayed as apparently angry, glowering and unfriendly even at five, would go on to be known by the Gallic cloak he wore, becoming history’s Caracalla. One glance at any one of the surviving busts of Caracalla bears out my portrayal, and he has come down to us through history as an angry, dark and dangerous man. There are, however, odd hints that there was a lot more to Caracalla than this, and I will, later this year, be exploring them in the third of my Damned Emperors books. 

    Quite simply, despite Severus’ strength the balance of power in 193 was truly wavering and uncertain. In reality, Niger and Albinus had a good shot at power and, had they somehow worked together (and we must remember that they knew each other at least from command in Dacia) they could quite possibly have overcome Severus. Indeed, if Albinus had been a little more pushy and suspicious, he may well have ousted Severus while the latter was in the east, kicking down the walls of Antioch. 

    Let us, then, examine some characters. 

    Rufinus has grown up in recent books. He is no longer the innocent, nor the boy, we first met. Indeed, his clumsiness is gone and his early forays into drug abuse and alcoholism are a thing of the past. He is becoming a family man, and I think it is showing in his attitude and decision making. The series is still called Praetorian, despite Rufinus dipping in and out of roles in that unit. As you will know by now, Rufinus is based upon a real man, and his tombstone records the impressive career he held. He will be a Praetorian again in my next tale, for he has simply been waiting to fill the position of tribune, but this last adventure with the secretive frumentarii was a necessity. One of the many positions the real Rufinus held was the Primus Pilus of the Third Cyrenaica in Syria. Now we can tick that off the list. 

    Enter a new character: Ioses. I needed a guide and companion for Rufinus in the east. Clearly there was no realistic way Senova was going with him, but I wanted someone disapproving for the role in a similar vein. Moreover, it had to be someone familiar with the east. I had played with the character of a former doctor character in another book, yet to be released, and a similar role fitted what I needed perfectly. I am indebted to my good friend Rechavia Berman in Tel Aviv, who has read this manuscript as it has been written, correcting any errors I made with a Jewish character, as well as providing me with fabulous ideas and anecdotes for Ioses Bar Ezra. I don’t think the book would have been the same without him, so I am grateful beyond words for Rechavia’s help. 

    And so onto a subject for which you will have been cursing me through the last two chapters: Acheron. I have been warned over the years that Acheron must not be killed. He is a favourite of everyone, and one of the cardinal rules of a writer is ‘For God’s sake, don’t kill a dog.’ But the sad fact is that when I come to write Praetorian 7, a number of years will have passed for Rufinus, and Acheron is already a very old dog, especially for a large breed. Nature says he was never going to be in the next book, sadly, and I have been wracking my brains for two years now as to how best to end his days. To simply have Acheron disappear between books demeans his value, and so he needed to go, and because of time and nature, he needed to go in this very book. 

    I am sorry, therefore, to all of you who love Acheron, but think on the fact that he has gone out in a blaze of glory rather than his back end giving out through old age and crapping on the carpets. And Rufinus has a new dog, and a dog that might just have been in season… (just saying.) 

    Other characters I have enjoyed too. Pulcher, who is the good guy for so long, then turns out to be a villain. Cophus who, conversely, is the bad guy for so much of the book, and yet isn’t really, is named for his uncle, who is a real character attested in the Oxyrhynchus papyri. Given how things have ended, we may see Cophus again. He was a natural successor to Rufinus in the frumentarii for the epilogue. After all, even Wesley was not the original Dread Pirate Roberts… 

    The appearance of Judah the Prince is entirely thanks to Rechavia, who pointed this fascinating character out to me. A rich Jew in Sepphoris, Judah was not only the chief rabbi, but seems, oddly, to have been on surprisingly good terms with some very high-profile Romans, including one Antoninus who, given the timing, can only be Caracalla once he is full grown. As Rechavia noted, having Rufinus wander through this area and not encounter Judah would be a wasted opportunity. 

    I enjoyed writing the members of the frumentarii, and I enjoyed the survivors Rufinus found at Hegra, who for me are echoes of a French Foreign Legion fortress in Africa. I enjoyed Niger, who is still a fascinating character. Daizus is a villain who appeared only briefly here, and I was tempted to involve him more, but I have plans for Daizus yet, especially now he is a Praetorian himself. 

    In terms of location, little needs be said about Tarraco, which I have used in numerous books and has been Rufinus’ home for some time. Nothing needs to be said, indeed, for any location before reaching Arabia, though I will in passing mention again Trajan’s canal, which connected the Nile at Cairo (Babylon) with the Red Sea at Suez (Clysma) and predated the Suez Canal by many centuries, allowing a good flow of trade from India and Arabia with the Mediterranean. 

    Phoinikon Kome where Rufinus lands would be around the modern Al-Wajh in Arabia. From here it is something of a trek inland to our first port of call. Oddly, about a month after I placed the plot in Hegra and planned to have Rufinus visit it, the place suddenly started to appear in the news. It has now become a new tourist attraction in Saudi Arabia and is being opened up and expanded for visitors. A strange moment of synchronicity. Hegra was a city of the Nabataeans like the famous Petra. It is less well preserved, yet it remains one of the better surviving Nabataean sites, with some intricate tombs still to be found. An inscription found there places the Third Cyrenaica at Hegra, probably from the time of Trajan, but the somewhat cobbled together nature of the fortress that has been built into the defences makes it look like less of a massive and ordered affair than some legionary fortresses. Of course, Arabia was a huge area to cover, with a sparse population, bordered by troublesome desert bandits and the ever-difficult Parthian empire. It seems likely that most of the legion were permanently rotating around the province and securing the borders and so a full-sized legionary fortress here might have been entirely unnecessary. Hegra is fascinating, and since the real Rufinus commanded the legion that was based there, I had to have him visit. Moreover, since the Third supported Niger, there couldn’t be many men there awaiting him. 

    I doubt any reader is unaware of Petra, the Nabataean capital made famous by Indiana Jones. I had the good fortune to visit Petra some years ago, as well as travelling up the wide valley to the Dead Sea and to Masada (a journey I have described in the book). What the public mostly remember from Petra are the houses of the dead, and so it takes a little effort to attempt to mentally rebuild the thriving city and portray it in its glory. Petra certainly had a military garrison by the fifth century under Justinian, and so it seems highly likely to have had one much earlier. Where it was based is anyone’s guess, so I have made the fort part of the now-largely-vanished city walls. What that garrison was is also anyone’s guess, but an Ala Dromadaria is recorded in the region, and so I placed them there. What could be more exotic and fascinating than Roman camel cavalry? 

    It is in Petra that Ioses is finally moving into his homeland, and Rechavia had me collect some important Jewish religious regalia for him there. We move on then, past the Dead Sea (an uncomfortable swim) to what had once been Jerusalem. I won’t go into too much detail here, and if you want to know more about this fascinating place, I wrote a blog on it you’ll find at https://sjat.wordpress.com/2020/12/31/deconstructing-jerusalem/. The simple fact is that Jewish Jerusalem had long-since disappeared, and Hadrian had built Roman Aelia Capitolina in its place, where Jews were not permitted by law. History relates that the western heights became the camp of the Tenth Legion, though archaeology provides no actual proof of this beyond a few water pipes in the neighbourhood of the Tower of David. Indeed, the evidence suggests that the Roman garrison was relatively small and occupied the three remaining towers of Herod’s palace, the only fortifications that survived the various wars and Hadrian’s rebuild, and which went on to become a new fortress now known as either the Citadel, or that same “Tower of David.” 

    Nashan is a fictional village, but even before adding the nearby location of the bandits to the book, my Jewish friend had placed the village in the region of Qumran. Nashan, then, portrays an average, middle of nowhere fictional Romano-Palestinian village. The mansio nearby is based in form upon the ground plans of several similar buildings, in particular the one at Silchester in Britain. The valley our friends enter to first meet Claudius is the very location of the Dead Sea scrolls at Qumran, the caves themselves being mentioned high in the cliffs on the approach. 

    We move on back through Aelia and the great city of Sepphoris. The geography of the coastal ports is of little consequence here, and it is only as we move into Antioch that cartography becomes important once more. Antioch (modern Antakya in Turkey) has left few remains, and its ancient geography has largely been cobbled together from descriptions in ancient sources. What was once the island of the elite is now part of the urban fabric, one river channel long since gone. Antioch’s surviving Roman remains largely date from the Byzantine era, and so portraying ancient Antioch is as much a work of fiction as anything in this book. 

    This concludes our brief tour of the sites. 

    So, Rufinus has put the world to rights in the east. Severus will campaign against the bordering nations for half a year before heading west once more to consolidate his power and then challenge Albinus, and the next emperor who comes this way with sword in hand will be his son, Caracalla. Therein lies a potential tale for Rufinus’ future. For now, our friend is heading home. He has made new friends in the east, he remains in imperial patronage, and he is about to step into his promised role as one of the few senior Praetorian Tribunes. You will see Rufinus again. Just a year for us, but several years will have passed for him when he surfaces once more in “The Nemesis Blade.” 

      

    For now, stay safe and happy reading. 

      

    Simon Turney, May 2021. 
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