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For David Grossman
Without whom …


TIMES OF THE DAY

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

On Rhodes, in early winter, the first hour of the day would have begun at approximately 06.45.

The seventh hour of the day always began at midday.

The first hour of night would have begun at approximately 17.00.

MONEY

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

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


Cilicia, October AD 272

The noise reached its peak as the procession passed under the arched gate, then settled into a tumult of clapping, cheering and crying. Soldiers in gleaming bronze helmets and armour lined the road, holding back the crowd. Children clung to their parents’ legs and looked up; the lucky few able to reach a roof or high window looked down. Leading the way were four mounted soldiers carrying spears trailing red and yellow streamers. Behind them came a plump, long-haired herald, bellowing an insistent refrain: ‘People of Karanda, welcome our returning leader! Hail Prince Orycus! Hail the Prince!’

Orycus and his horse were covered in flowers thrown by the crowd. Clad in a pristine white tunic and cape, he sat high in his saddle, gracing his people with restrained smiles and nods. Close by were two attendants with heavily laden horses and two aged priests in long, flowing robes that hung close to the ground. Then came six armoured cavalrymen bearing circular shields and lances.

Bringing up the rear were three individuals who seemed entirely out of place with the rest of the procession. In the middle was Cassius Quintius Corbulo: a tall, lean, fair-skinned man who didn’t look anything like old enough for the scarlet cloak and crested helmet of an officer of the Roman Army. To Cassius’s left was his servant Simo: an older fellow of similar height but considerably more width, wearing a pale woollen tunic and a well-travelled pair of sandals. He had a kind, friendly face and looked as if he could barely resist the temptation to wave to the onlookers. Cassius’s bodyguard Indavara seemed to be the least comfortable in the saddle. He was the shortest of the three but altogether more muscular and his sleeveless tunic showed off a pair of remarkably solid arms laced with scars. His thick black hair didn’t quite cover his left ear, the top half of which was missing. He caught Cassius’s eye and nodded forward at the prince with a sneer.

‘Looks quite the part now, doesn’t he?’

Cassius shrugged as Indavara continued:

‘Lucky they didn’t see him hiding behind trees every time we met someone on the road, or starting at every sound.’

‘We all have our roles to play,’ replied Cassius, almost having to shout to make himself heard. ‘You too. Watch these windows for archers.’

‘Their man said there’d be no danger once we were inside the walls.’

‘I know numbers aren’t your strong point, but how many people do you think are here?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Indavara. ‘Thousands.’

‘Exactly. And it only takes one. We’ve got Orycus this far. We don’t want to lose him now.’

The ensuing half-hour was tense and chaotic, and Cassius let out a long sigh of relief when the procession finally reached the palace. The building barely deserved the name but then Karanda didn’t seem like much of a city and – as Indavara had pointed out – Orycus certainly didn’t seem like much of a prince. The palace was a three-storey structure built of timber and reminded Cassius of a large, not particularly luxurious inn. Roughly made standards hung from poles over the main entrance, where a number of well-dressed dignitaries had gathered. More soldiers were stationed along the path from the entrance to the front of the courtyard, where the prince had just dismounted. With a final wave to the crowd, Orycus strode towards the palace. He was met by a hulking, white-bearded man who gripped the hand offered to him, then escorted the prince inside. There was a groan from the watching horde, which was soon being dispersed by the soldiers.

‘Break it up there! Off you go!’

‘Back to your homes! Back to work!’

Cassius slid wearily to the ground, then unbuckled his chinstrap and removed his helmet. ‘Thank the gods that’s over with. He’s someone else’s problem now. A good night’s rest, then we can be on our way.’

Indavara dropped down next to him and stretched out his arms. Simo dismounted and immediately set about removing saddlebags.

Tutting at the commoners bustling past, Cassius glanced up at the darkening sky and the foreboding mountains beyond the city walls. Strands of grey cloud drifted past the high, jagged crags and a light drizzle began to fall.

‘Sir? Sir?’ said a voice in Greek.

Cassius saw a small man pushing his way through the crowd. ‘Officer Corbulo?’

‘Yes.’

The man straightened his tunic and the thick silver chain around his neck. ‘I am Speaker Malacus Argunt of the grand council. Karanda welcomes the envoy of Rome.’

Cassius rather liked the sound of that. He gripped forearms with Argunt, who, like most provincials, was too delicate and too quick with the gesture.

‘Thank you, Speaker Argunt.’

Cassius always made a point of repeating back the names of anyone he met who occupied a position of authority. It created a good impression and invariably ensured he would remember the name.

Argunt waved a pair of servants forward. ‘We shall stable your horses at once. I’ve arranged a room for you in the palace.’ He cast a vaguely distasteful look at Indavara. ‘Three wasn’t it?’

‘Three, yes.’

‘If you come with me, sir. First Minister Vyedra would like to see you now.’

‘Of course.’

Cassius turned to Indavara, who was already removing his weapons from his saddle. ‘Help Simo with the gear, would you?’

Indavara nodded.

Cassius followed Argunt back through the crowd.

First Minister Vyedra turned out to be the white-bearded man who had greeted the prince. Speaker Argunt completed the introductions then left the large reception room, which was on the second floor of the palace, overlooking the courtyard. As a servant took Cassius’s cloak and helmet, Vyedra gestured to two couches by a broad window.

‘Thank you. A moment,’ said Cassius. He took off the leather satchel he carried over his left shoulder and put it down on the floor, then removed the diagonal sword belt from his right shoulder. ‘Don’t think I need this.’

The servant added the heavy sword to his load and hurried away into an anteroom. Cassius waited for Vyedra to lower his substantial frame on to one of the couches, then picked up the satchel and sat opposite him. Another servant – a middle-aged woman – appeared and placed a wooden tray on the table between the couches. She took from it a plate of cakes, a jug and two fine glasses. Her hand was shaking as she poured wine into each glass, then handed them to the men.

Cassius looked down at the street beyond the courtyard, where scores of the city folk were still gathered. ‘They seem reluctant to leave.’

‘All of Karanda rejoices,’ replied Vyedra. ‘We owe you a great debt. With the prince returned to us, the House of Tarebe will live on.’

‘All of Karanda?’ queried Cassius, resting the glass on his knee. ‘I was told the people of this enclave – Solba – oppose his family’s rule. Isn’t that why we had to escort him home in secret?’

‘The threat from Solba has been somewhat overstated in certain quarters. But it is better to be safe than sorry, is it not?’

‘Indeed. I did try to explain that to the prince, but he took a rather dim view of my methods.’

‘Staying in out-of-the-way inns with beds crawling with mites?’

‘Those sound like his words.’

‘And having him dress as your clerk until you were close to the city?’

‘Rather inventive that, I thought.’

Vyedra made a valiant attempt not to smile.

The servant offered each man the plate of cakes but both refused. She replaced the plate on the table and left.

‘So, regarding the new arrangement with the governor in Tarsus,’ continued Cassius. ‘Tragic that the king wasn’t able to sign it before his death, but now that the prince has been safely returned, it is essential that the agreement be ratified.’

Cassius unbuckled the satchel. ‘I have it here. I require your signature and – once he is king – Orycus’s too. I shall then have it sent back to the governor, for immediate implementation.’

Cassius took a sheet of paper from a thin leather folder and handed it over. Vyedra held it up to the light as he read. Cassius sipped on his wine (not watered enough considering the early hour) and glanced at the badly stuffed stag’s head mounted on the wall behind the minister. Though cross-eyed, it seemed to be staring right at him.

Vyedra read aloud: ‘We are to send a monthly report on the activities of the bandits to the north of our territory; hand over any prisoners captured for interrogation; and take action if their activities present a serious threat to communications or trade.’

‘Rome faces many threats from without its borders. We simply haven’t the resources to address all the problems within.’

Vyedra showed no sign that he had heard Cassius. His breathing – already laboured – became even louder. ‘Our annual tribute is also to be increased? And our commitment of men?’

The first minister lowered the sheet and glared at his guest. Strictly speaking it was none of Cassius’s concern; he was simply the messenger, but he knew that if the agreement wasn’t signed, his commander – Aulus Celatus Abascantius of the Imperial Security Service – would be less than impressed.

‘With the greatest respect, First Minister, I shall remind you that if it hadn’t been for the intervention of the Roman Army, your royal family would be without an heir.’

‘And I shall remind you, Officer Corbulo, that it was the failure of that same army to provide an escort for the royal party – through an area known for brigandage – that resulted in the death of the prince’s father and brother. If the king hadn’t been summoned to Tarsus by the governor, this whole disaster could have been avoided!’

Vyedra’s cheeks were turning red.

Cassius had strict orders not to reveal that four-fifths of the province’s forces were tied up in a crucial campaign against the Goths, nor that Imperial Security had organised Orycus’s return because there were no legionaries available to do it.

‘Will you sign the agreement, First Minister? And advise Orycus to do the same?’

Vyedra shook his head. ‘His Majesty King Adricus would never have accepted these conditions.’

Cassius took a last sip of wine, then replaced the glass on the table. He’d overheard an interesting conversation in Tarsus when they’d taken charge of the prince. He hadn’t intended on making use of the information unless the first minister proved recalcitrant, but it seemed that moment had arrived. He hunched forward and spoke quietly so that the servants wouldn’t hear him.

‘I’m told that the prince was found hiding in a latrine – unarmed and shivering in his nightshirt. He admitted to the tribune who found him that he’d fled as soon as the raiders struck.’ Cassius turned towards the window. ‘I’m sure you agree it would be most unfortunate if such a tale were to reach the people.’

Vyedra pursed his lips. Beads of sweat had formed on his brow. After a moment, he glanced down at the agreement and sighed.

Cassius smiled. ‘Is there a pen around here anywhere?’

The coronation took place that afternoon, in what was known locally as the Great Square. Cassius slept through the whole thing, only to be woken by an impressive cheer when the deed was done. Half an hour later, a scowling First Minister Vyedra returned the agreement, now complete with Orycus’s signature.

Cassius was glad there had been no invitation to the coronation, but later a messenger arrived with a note from Speaker Argunt, requesting that he join the celebratory banquet in the palace’s Great Hall.

‘Great? It’s not even that big,’ observed Indavara as they joined the end of the queue.

‘Everything’s relative, isn’t it?’ replied Cassius, yawning. ‘It’s probably the biggest chamber in the city, so to these people it’s the Great Hall. Or – to take another example – I don’t feel especially proud of knowing my times tables up to fifty, whereas you’d be happy if you could manage four times three.’

After a considerable pause, Indavara said, ‘Twelve.’

‘Very good. Simo’s getting somewhere with you after all.’

Ahead of them were guests in bright tunics and thick furs; many of the women had elaborate floral arrangements woven into their hair. Silent attendants waited outside as their masters and mistresses filed through the door.

‘Anyway,’ added Cassius, ‘you should count yourself fortunate to be here at all. I was offered only two seats. Lucky for you Simo’s busy mending my saddle.’

‘Should be a good feed at least.’

Cassius noted how grimy Indavara’s tunic was. ‘Don’t you have anything cleaner?’

‘Hardly a mark on it.’

Cassius couldn’t wear his helmet in most of the low-roofed chambers and corridors of the palace, so he’d left it in his room. Assuming the hall would be hot, he’d left his cloak there too, and wore only his best long-sleeved scarlet tunic. Simo had also given his boots a good shine and fished out one of his favourite belt buckles – a circular silver plate with an image of the goddess Tyche, a memento from Antioch.

By the time they reached the door, Cassius realised all the men were removing their weapons. Two soldiers were taking the sword belts and knives and hanging them on wall-mounted pegs. Speaker Argunt was overseeing operations and coaxing the last of the guests inside.

‘A tradition, you understand,’ he explained as Cassius and Indavara handed over their daggers. ‘The Great Hall is where views are exchanged, not blows. Only the monarch may bring his blade into the room.’

Just as they were about to enter, a youth trotted up to Speaker Argunt. He bowed his head, then offered a rolled-up sheet of paper wrapped in cloth. ‘Just arrived by army dispatch, sir. For the officer.’

Argunt slid the letter out of the cloth. It was tied with twine and the wax seal remained intact. He read the single line of writing on the outside. ‘So it is.’

Cassius took the letter and examined the wax seal. It carried the emblem of the Governor of Syria – almost certainly from Abascantius.

‘I trust that the rider and his mount will be accommodated?’ he said.

‘Of course,’ replied Argunt.

‘Good. I have some post requiring delivery to the capital. He’ll need to leave first thing.’

‘As you wish,’ said Argunt, gesturing towards the doorway.

They were the last guests to enter. The hall was lit by a multitude of glowing braziers mounted on three-legged stands. In the middle of the chamber was an impressive wooden throne facing a long row of tables that extended around on both sides to form a U. The guests – perhaps fifty in all – were standing behind their chairs, speaking excitedly. A dozen soldiers had been stationed around the hall. They were wearing tunics striped with red and yellow and, without any weapons to wield, held their arms stiffly by their sides. A serving girl directed Cassius and Indavara to their seats – the last two on the right side of the U. Feeling the eyes of the local elite upon him, Cassius clasped his hands behind his back and moved at a stately pace.

‘Stay behind me, oaf,’ he whispered as Indavara sped up, keen to investigate the tables of food that lined the walls. When they reached their seats, Cassius made sure he got the chair one in from the end.

‘I shall take this,’ he told Indavara, ‘in fear of the prospect of having you as my only source of conversation for the next few hours.’

Indavara shrugged and stood behind his own chair.

Speaker Argunt entered the hall and went to speak to First Minister Vyedra.

Cassius turned to face the man to his right. He was old, crook-backed and bald, hanging on to the chair and staring vacantly at the empty throne.

‘What happens now?’ Cassius asked him.

No reaction. Cassius bent closer to his ear. ‘What happens now?’

Again, nothing.

Cassius sighed and glanced at Indavara. ‘You’ve nothing to say either, I suppose?’

The bodyguard ignored him too.

‘By Jupiter,’ said Cassius. ‘I thought you might gradually begin to pick up the concept of polite conversation, but I see all my efforts of the last few weeks have been in vain.’

Indavara frowned.

‘Look at Simo,’ Cassius continued. ‘He’s only a slave but he and I can talk about all manner of things for hours: art, politics, religion. And think about where we are – a mountain kingdom most people will never have the chance to see. And what we’re doing – playing a part in important affairs of state. Have you no observations, no thoughts to share?’

Indavara considered this for a moment before replying. ‘Dinner smells good.’

‘By the gods.’

Cassius looked down at the letter in his hand and decided he couldn’t wait any longer. Sweat prickled the skin above his mouth as he scratched away the wax with his fingernails. He felt certain it contained details of his next assignment – what awful mission had Abascantius found for him now? Keeping his hands behind the chair, he unrolled the page and started reading.

Indavara turned round and inspected the food. There were platters of steaming roasted meat with the fat still sizzling, big wheels of cheese, bowls full of dried fruits and nuts, and silver trays piled high with cakes.

Argunt, Vyedra and several other grandly-dressed men lined up beside the throne. The room quietened.

‘What does it say?’ whispered Indavara, brushing his hair from his face as he looked down at the letter.

Cassius was smiling. ‘It’s from Master Abascantius. We have been tasked with a simple errand. We’re to journey to the island of Rhodes, pick up some important papers, then return to Antioch.’

‘An island?’ said Indavara. ‘Oh no. That means going on a ship.’

‘Nothing gets past you, does it?’

‘And picking up papers? Sounds even more boring than this job.’

‘Nothing wrong with “boring”,’ replied Cassius, rolling up the letter and tucking it behind his belt. ‘Highly underrated.’

First Minister Vyedra waited until there was absolute silence before he spoke. ‘Assembled guests, esteemed members of the grand council, priests of the High Temple; we gather here in the Great Hall this night to honour our new king.’

Vyedra paused, and Argunt initiated a long round of applause.

‘Blessed are the gods,’ the first minister continued when quiet returned. ‘Blessed are the gods that have delivered his excellency from the jaws of death. Blessed are the gods that smile upon Karanda.’

At this, two priests opposite the throne (whom Cassius now realised were the pair who’d earlier joined the procession) began an incantation in the local language. When they finished, the assembled city folk answered with a brief affirmation.

‘This will take probably go on for hours,’ Cassius whispered, ‘and not even a mouthful of wine yet.’

Vyedra, Argunt and the others went to stand in front of the table opposite the priests, then turned round.

‘Now we welcome him,’ stated Vyedra in the same portentous tone he had adopted throughout. The nobles dropped down on one knee, closely followed by everyone else except the two priests.

Cassius did so too, prompting Indavara to reluctantly comply.

Vyedra spoke again: ‘Keeper of the Winter Crown, Guardian of the High Temple, I present to you, his people, King Orycus the Fifth.’

Cassius and Indavara looked over the edge of the table as Orycus entered. The two guards flanking him took up positions on either side of the door. The king was wearing a long, purple cloak with a gem-studded silver crown nestling in his curly hair. Strutting slowly, he rounded the throne and stood in front of it.

‘Hail, King Orycus!’ roared Vyedra.

‘Hail, King Orycus!’ came the reply.

The new monarch took a step backwards and sat down.

Cassius noticed a servant close to the priests moving around. One of the holy men glared at him.

‘We bow to you, our king,’ announced Vyedra.

Indavara nudged Cassius. ‘Not me.’

All the locals bowed their heads, including the priests this time.

Cassius was still watching the servant. The man bowed briefly, then turned and picked up something from one of the food tables. Cassius looked over his shoulder. On every plate with a joint of meat was a long, sharp carving knife.

He pointed across the hall. ‘Indavara, there!’

‘Quiet,’ said someone to their right.

The servant leapt between the two priests and on to the table. The orange light of the braziers sparked off the blade in his hand.

Indavara was already on his feet and running.

Cassius stood up as the assassin leapt again, this time over the kneeling dignitaries.

Indavara pounded across the flagstones towards the throne.

Some of the guards were moving but none stood a chance of getting there in time.

Neither will Indavara.

Cassius picked up a large, empty wooden jug and threw it at the assassin. The jug bounced once, then skittered into the man’s ankle. He stumbled and fell to one knee, skidding on the smooth stone floor. As he struggled back up again, he shouted: ‘For Solba!’

King Orycus shrank back into the throne.

The quicker guards were still yards away.

The assassin raised the blade high and jabbed it down at the king’s neck.

His arm froze in mid-air.

Eyes wide, the assassin looked down at the big, scarred hand gripping his wrist. He couldn’t see the second hand but he could feel the fingers digging into his neck.

Indavara held him there as the guards closed in around them. Before he could do anything more, the assassin cried out. Indavara watched as blood seeped from the corner of the man’s mouth. He looked down and saw the king’s red-streaked blade slide out of the assailant’s gut.

The man shuddered then suddenly went limp. Indavara let go and the guards took hold of him. The face of the would-be assassin was impossibly young, his cheeks marked with the spots of a teenager. Indavara backed away from the throne, leaving the king standing there alone, holding the bloodied sword in his hand.

‘All praise the king!’ came a shout from somewhere.

‘All praise the king!’

Suddenly everyone was shouting.

Cassius hurried over to Indavara, who shook his head when their eyes met.

‘That was too close.’

‘Could have been the shortest reign in history,’ replied Cassius. ‘Good work.’

‘Good work by whoever threw that jug. Slowed him down just enough.’

‘It was me. I threw it.’

‘You?’

The soldiers half dragged, half carried the assassin out of the hall, leaving a trail of blood on the flagstones.

Speaker Argunt came over and gripped their arms in turn. It took him a while to get out any words. ‘All of Karanda thanks you both. What speed of thought and action.’

Cassius turned to Indavara, who gave a rare nod of approval.

Vyedra came past and grabbed one of the older soldiers.

‘Four men to stand by the king. I want every one of these servants replaced. And take anything that looks like a weapon outside. The meat can be cut in the kitchens.’

Speaker Argunt then tried to address the crowd but with his diminutive height, few people could see him, let alone hear him. One of the soldiers had taken the blade from the king, who had sat down and now looked rather dazed, his crown in his lap. After a few moments, he put it back on, stood up and raised his hand. Even the servants being herded out of the room and the soldiers herding them stood still and silent. Orycus beckoned Argunt forward, then whispered in his ear. The older man spoke:

‘Clear a space at the table there! The king will eat with our Roman friends.’

The crowd answered with a roar.

It was in fact more than an hour before Cassius and Indavara actually got to eat something. They were seated on either side of the king, who apologised for his conduct during the journey, raised a brief but heartfelt toast to them, then left. The mood in the hall became considerably more rowdy and people began to queue up to thank Cassius and Indavara personally. Some of the ladies present also offered enthusiastic kisses.

Only when this duty was complete were they free to fill their plates. Cassius found he had rather lost his appetite after all the excitement. He managed a bit of cheese and a few little cakes, then settled for supping his wine. The local concoction was unusual – sweet and fortified with spices – but he swiftly acquired a taste for it. Indavara used the wine only to slosh down his food; he was already on to his second plateful.

Speaker Argunt sidled up and knelt by Cassius’s chair. ‘Word is spreading across the city. The people will bring gifts and flowers for you in the morning.’

‘That’s very kind.’

Argunt leaned in closer. ‘You not only saved the king, but also made him appear a hero.’

‘The gods have smiled upon us this night.’

‘Indeed. Though not on First Minister Vyedra, I fear. The king has had him arrested and appointed me in his stead.’

‘Really? Why?’

‘He was in charge of security.’

With a wink, Argunt stood up and walked away. Before Cassius could take another sip of wine, a rather voluptuous woman of about forty hurried over. She was wearing a fox fur around her neck and sweating profusely.

‘Centurion, I am the Countess Sifke. May I too offer my profound thanks for your heroic actions.’

Cassius’s actual title was ‘officer’ but he often chose not to correct the error.

‘Thank you, Countess.’

She looked past Cassius at Indavara, who was stripping a greasy chicken leg with his teeth.

‘You too, of course, young man.’

Indavara answered with a grunt.

‘What a throw, sir,’ the countess continued. ‘Worthy of an Olympiad.’

‘You should see me with a javelin, madam.’

Indavara grunted a different kind of grunt.

‘I wonder, sir,’ said the countess, ‘would you like to come and join my party? I’m here with my four daughters. They would be enchanted to meet you.’

Cassius glanced over at the girls: three black heads of hair and one red, and fair faces too, watching coyly from a corner.

‘Likewise, I’m sure. We will be over presently.’

The countess smiled and wobbled her way back to her table.

Indavara put down the chicken leg and stood up to inspect the rest of the food.

Cassius gave him a napkin. ‘Clean yourself up.’

‘Why?’ asked Indavara, wiping his chin.

Cassius aimed a thumb towards the corner.

The bodyguard grinned when he saw the girls.

‘Come,’ said Cassius, grabbing his wine as he stood. ‘Time to enjoy the warm embrace of a grateful nation.’


I

Rhodes, November AD 272

Even as the ship finally slid alongside the quay, as the yelling sailors tied off the mooring ropes and fixed the gangplank, the dozen passengers remained by the side-rail. They stood in a line, gazing across the harbour, though the object of their fascination had been visible for hours, soon after the island’s high mountains materialised out of the morning mist.

‘Half the bronze in the world, they say.’

‘Two hundred feet high it was.’

‘I heard three hundred.’

‘You could get a thousand men inside it.’

‘Probably more.’

‘And to think it’s just lain there like that for five hundred years.’

‘Five hundred and fifty, actually,’ said Cassius.

It was a remarkable sight, but he was struggling not to be slightly underwhelmed. Hadn’t someone told him the statue once stood astride the port; that high-masted ships sailed between the sun-god Helios’s legs? Looking back at the narrow breakwaters that enclosed the harbour, he now saw how ridiculous this notion was.

The statue was in fact about a mile back from the water, built upon an enormous stone platform. The god appeared to have been cut off at the knees. The body had fallen to the left and now lay face down on the ground. The right arm – originally held up, supposedly shielding the god’s eyes from the sun – now seemed to cover the face, as if protecting it from further assault. In the centuries since an earthquake had toppled the statue, numerous buildings had sprung up around it.

‘Men made that?’ Indavara enquired, his hands resting on the side-rail.

‘No,’ said one of the other passengers, a fat-necked merchant in a garish green tunic. ‘The locals try to claim credit for it, but it was the gods. And it was them that brought it down too.’

Cassius glanced at Indavara and shook his head.

‘How? How could men make that?’ asked the bodyguard.

‘I don’t know the specifics,’ Cassius replied. ‘I’m no engineer. But it was a man named Chares who designed the whole thing. I think he was a sculptor.’

‘Must have had big hands,’ scoffed the merchant. Several of the others laughed.

Cassius turned to him. ‘Tell me this then: why would the gods create such a statue of just one of them?’

‘Perhaps it was Helios himself – to remind the people of his power.’

‘Then why create it only to bring it down fifty years later?’

‘Perhaps that was the work of another god. A jealous god.’

Cassius gave an ironic smile, then nodded at the sparkling white columns of the ancient citadel on the hill above the city. ‘So who built that?’

The merchant shrugged.

Cassius gestured at an equally impressive temple lower down the slopes. ‘And that?’

‘Men. But those are just buildings. Look at it!’

The merchant pointed at the statue – the vast expanse of gleaming bronze that shone out among the pale buildings. ‘That is the work of a higher power! How could a man – or even hundreds of men – create such a thing?’

‘I don’t know how, but they did it. Mainly because they wanted to outdo the Athenians, as I recall. Haven’t you read Pliny?’

The merchant said nothing.

‘You must have visited Rome at least – seen the Colosseum? Why it’s ten times the size!’

‘Ah yes, of course. Rome, Rome, Rome. You must always have the biggest and best of everything.’ The merchant pointed at the statue again and smiled smugly. ‘But there’s nothing like that in Rome, is there?’

The conversation had been in Greek. As the merchant walked away across the deck, Cassius switched to Latin:

‘Bloody provincials.’ He turned to the others. ‘Come, you two.’

Simo already had a saddlebag over each shoulder and now picked up several empty water skins.

Indavara was still at the side-rail, staring at the statue. ‘How? How could they build it?’

‘By Jupiter. Listen, what about the arena you fought in? Who built that?’

Indavara looked down at the water, and the clumps of weed and driftwood that littered the harbour. ‘I never really thought about it.’

‘I daresay. Come on.’

Cassius and Indavara picked up the remainder of their gear. The three of them had to wait for a gap in the stream of porters and sailors lugging bales of wool and heavy clay pots. Cassius was first on to the gangplank.

‘I think that temple halfway up the hill is for Asclepius,’ he told Simo over his shoulder. ‘I shall have to take a look at that too.’

‘You do seem excited to be here, sir.’

‘Well why not, Simo?’ replied Cassius, stepping on to the quay. ‘This city is a seat of fine culture, philosophy and art in particular. There are some wonderful—’

He stood still, waiting for the strange feeling in his legs and the dizziness to subside. It had taken them seven long days to reach Rhodes from the Cilician port of Anemurium. Considering the season, the weather had been kind but – as ever – Cassius was glad to be back on dry land. He moved away from the sailors and sat down on a barrel on the far side of the quay.

‘Are you all right, sir?’ asked Simo.

‘Better than Indavara, by the looks of it.’

The bodyguard dropped his bags next to Simo. He staggered, put his hands out to steady himself and took some deep breaths. It had been his longest trip on a ship. He didn’t suffer from the seasickness that usually afflicted Cassius but had made little progress in overcoming his fear of large expanses of water.

Simo, meanwhile, remained utterly unaffected. He had eaten and slept well and maintained his usual healthy glow. Though he’d little experience of sailing, he put his affinity for the sea down to his Gaulish forefathers; they’d been fishermen.

Cassius took a drink from his canteen and surveyed their bags.

‘Look at all this. I doubt we’ll get it all on three horses.’

It was a recurring problem. Simo kept his personal belongings to an absolute minimum, but Cassius needed quite a variety of clothing and there were other items – his bathing oils, pillows and collection of belt buckles for example – that he simply couldn’t do without. Other objects that took up a lot of space included his helmet and mail shirt, not to mention footwear ranging from felt slippers to hobnailed marching boots.

In addition, Simo always insisted on making sure they had plenty of spare cloths, blankets and towels. He had, however, judged to perfection the amount they would consume during the trip and there was nothing left but half a skin of wine.

Indavara would have been considered an exceptionally light traveller were it not for his collection of weapons and equipment. Having received a silver ingot upon the successful completion of their first assignment, he’d already spent more than a quarter of his newly acquired wealth. Only his battered wooden fighting stave remained from their last outing in Syria. He’d spent two days scouring the markets of Antioch and was now equipped with a new bow, sword and mail shirt. All three items had been purchased from suppliers used by the Roman Army.

The composite bow was five feet long, made of wood, hide and sinew. Indavara also had a quiver with sixteen arrows and numerous tools for maintenance. He kept the whole lot in a long leather bag.

The sword was standard military issue but of a rather old-fashioned design, and he’d had to look hard for one as short and light as he wanted. It reminded him of the first weapon he’d fought with in the arena. He could still move easily when wearing it and the blade was perfect for close-quarter work. He’d opted for a piece with a ridged bone handle and a solid wooden pommel – always useful for a non-lethal blow to the head. He had yet to draw the sword in anger.

The mail shirt wasn’t quite up to the standard of Cassius’s (copper alloy was incredibly expensive), but the bronze rings provided solid protection and felt relatively comfortable when worn over the accompanying padded undershirt.

Cassius took his sword belt from Simo and slipped it over his right shoulder so that the sword hung over his left hip. His weapon was also new: a long, broad blade with a brass eagle’s head on the hilt and elaborate swirls embossed on the scabbard. He winced as the strap tugged at his neck.

Indavara shook his head. ‘Have you even tried wielding that? You’d probably need to train for a month just to hold it up.’

‘I think we’ve been through this, bodyguard.’

‘Just saying, that’s all. If there’s some spare time, we shall see what you can do with it.’

‘At the earliest opportunity.’

Cassius had so far resisted Indavara’s attempts at instruction but there was no denying it made sense. In truth, he would just as soon have carried the lightest blade possible, but most officers now seemed to favour these ostentatious weapons.

‘Helmet, sir?’ asked Simo.

‘I suppose I must. Always helps get things done quicker, doesn’t it?’

Cassius took the hated helmet from Simo and pulled it on, glad that it was at least more sufferable in the cooler months of the year. Simo reached up and straightened the red horsehair bristles on the transverse crest. Leaving the chinstrap untied, Cassius checked the clasp on his cloak, an item of clothing he wasn’t wearing solely for effect; there was a brisk breeze running into the harbour.

‘Grab a porter, Simo. I can’t be seen carrying things in the city.’

As the Gaul hurried away, Cassius looked over at Indavara, now again weighed down with his bags.

‘Perhaps you could have spent some of that silver on a third tunic.’

‘Why do I need more than two?’

‘I shall not waste my breath on a reply to that.’

Simo returned with a young lad, who instantly set about grabbing saddlebags.

‘Know where the nearest army way station is?’ Cassius asked him.

‘No, sir.’

‘Wonderful. Well, shouldn’t be far away.’

Cassius set off down the side of the crowded quay. It was difficult to maintain one’s dignity on such occasions and he forced himself to move slowly, though anyone who saw him coming took care to stay out of his way. Not for the first time, he was reminded of the parallels between life as an army officer and his youthful forays into acting, not to mention his two years studying to be an orator. So much of professional life was an act. One donned the clothes, then played the part.

Once off the quay, they came to the low sea wall that ran round the harbour. The rest of the waterfront was relatively quiet; though a hundred or more had gathered to meet the freighter, there was little sailing done at this time of year. The only other cluster of people in view were at a ramshackle market squeezed between the sea wall and the road.

‘Good afternoon. Can I help you?’

Cassius turned to see a man of about forty with wavy, greying hair and a practised smile. He was wearing a heavy cloak over an immaculate toga. Behind him were three male attendants.

‘Gaius Vilsonius,’ stated the man. ‘I’m a member of the city assembly, amongst other things.’

They gripped forearms.

‘Officer Cassius Quintius Corbulo.’

Cassius only mentioned Imperial Security to civilians if he thought it to his advantage, which was rarely the case.

‘First time on Rhodes?’

‘It is.’

Vilsonius pointed at the statue. ‘What do you think of our big bronze friend?’

He spoke in perfect, accentless Latin; almost certainly raised in Rome.

‘Most impressive,’ replied Cassius.

‘Take a closer look if you have a moment. Much quieter now the tourist season’s past. There are usually a few artists over there – they’ll do a good likeness of you with the statue in the background. Rather talented some of them. What brings you here so late in the year?’

As Vilsonius and Cassius spoke, the six others with them stood in silence.

‘Just army business. Supply issues – all rather boring I’m afraid. But I hope to have a good look around the island.’

‘Oh you must, you must.’

‘I wonder if you can help me. I’m looking for the nearest way station.’

‘You’ve not far to go.’ Vilsonius pointed west along the road. ‘Just down there. For some reason they insisted on putting it close to the fish market. Luckily there’s a bit of wind today.’

‘Indeed. Good day, sir.’

‘Good day to you.’

The fish market was a hundred yards down the road. There was barely enough room to get a cart between the stalls and the row of two-storey villas opposite the sea wall. The dwellings were sturdily built of some local stone: uniformly white, with rust-coloured roofs. Their proximity to the elements clearly took its toll; there was a lot of peeling paint and missing tiles.

‘Get your sea perch!’ yelled one of the market vendors. ‘Get your perch here. Last ten – got to get rid of them.’

It was early afternoon, so most of the fish had gone but, as they walked by, the trio examined what was left.

‘What’s that?’ exclaimed Indavara as he passed the last stall. Lying on a stone slab was a broad, grey fish about five feet long. The last foot was its blade-like snout.

‘At a guess, I’d say a swordfish,’ replied Cassius.

‘Quite right, sir,’ said Simo. ‘Very tasty with some lemon and a few herbs.’

‘Perhaps we can get some for dinner,’ said Cassius, heading across the road to the way station with something of a spring in his step. Cilicia had been difficult and tiring, the sea crossing equally arduous, and he was glad both were behind him. He’d always hoped to visit Rhodes at some point in his life and it felt good to be in a new city, hopefully with a little time to explore.

The way station was marked by a solid bronze plaque engraved with the legend ‘SPQR’. Without being told, Simo retrieved Cassius’s ceremonial spearhead from a saddlebag and handed it to him.

‘Wait here a moment,’ he told the others as he hurried inside. Ahead of him was a long corridor. Immediately to the right was a shadowy room where a young clerk sat slumped at an empty desk. He had clearly been dozing but stood up with creditable speed as Cassius strode in.

‘Officer Corbulo.’

‘Yes, sir. Good afternoon, sir.’

The clerk – who was no more than sixteen – looked at the three-foot spearhead, which identified Cassius as a member of a governor’s staff. The fact that the title engraved on the badge was that of the Governor of Syria was irrelevant; any man in possession of a spearhead was considered to be of a rank equivalent to a centurion.

Cassius heard someone marching down the corridor towards them.

‘I require lodgings for three,’ he told the clerk, removing his helmet. ‘Tonight and possibly longer. Is there space here?’

‘Er, yes, sir. Yes, that should be fine.’

‘Afternoon, sir.’

Cassius turned to find a broad, middle-aged soldier behind him.

‘Optio Clemens, sir. The lad will go and get the maid to prepare those rooms for you.’

The clerk warily rounded them and jogged along the corridor. Clemens glanced at the spearhead. ‘Might I ask why you’re here, sir?’

‘I’m with Imperial Security,’ Cassius replied, smoothing down his hair. ‘Here to see Master Augustus Marius Memor. Can you direct me to his villa?’

Not many people would have noticed the subtle change in Clemens’s expression once he heard the young officer before him was a ‘grain man’. Legionaries generally maintained a dim view of the Service, believing it to be a corrupt organisation full of liars and thieves not courageous or honourable enough for real soldiering. Cassius did notice.

‘I can,’ Clemens answered evenly. ‘He likes to keep himself to himself as a rule – for obvious reasons. We get plenty of post for him.’

‘Nothing for me, by the way?’

‘No, sir.’

Apart from accommodating and assisting army officers, the key function of a way station was to facilitate the delivery of the imperial post.

‘Here, sir, I can show you the way?’

Clemens reached under the desk and pulled out a roll of thick paper. ‘You came in on that freighter, I presume?’

‘Indeed.’

Clemens gestured towards the grilled window. ‘This is known as the Great Harbour. The one to the north is the Little Harbour, though they’re actually about the same size now.’

Clemens pointed at the map. ‘The road out front runs all the way along the sea wall. Follow it to the east. Then, when you reach the edge of the harbour here, turn south – inland along the Via Alexandria. You’ll eventually reach the village of Amyndios about here. Memor’s place is a hundred yards short of the square. There’s no plaque on the gate but it’s the biggest villa there and has an orchard of peach trees.’

‘How far?’

‘Four miles or so.’

‘How many hours of light left?’

Clemens hurried to the doorway and looked out. ‘Perhaps three.’

The optio glanced at the others and the pile of bags.

‘We’ll need some horses,’ said Cassius, now behind him in the corridor.

‘Let’s get your men and your gear inside, sir, then I’ll take you through to the stables.’
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Leaving Simo to settle in, Cassius and Indavara were soon heading back past the fish market, this time on horseback. Clemens only had one legionary with him at the way station but they’d swiftly saddled up the mounts and the optio assured Cassius that their rooms would be ready within the hour.

Cassius always tried to be as reasonable as possible with common soldiers – especially when he was dependent on their cooperation – but it was usually an uphill battle. Their suspicion of the Service was deeply ingrained – with some justification he knew – but it pained him to be repeatedly judged so harshly by men he’d just met. All things considered, Clemens had been exceptionally polite and helpful. Cassius wondered what he and the legionary would be saying now.

‘So who’s this man we’re going to see?’ Indavara asked as they passed a little fishing boat coming in alongside the quay.

Cassius shook his head. ‘Do you remember anything I’ve taught you? Straighten your back and ease your grip on the reins. You’ll pull the poor thing’s teeth out if you’re not careful.’

Indavara rolled his eyes.

‘Open your fingers – you’re not holding a sword.’

Cassius waited for him to comply before answering the question. ‘We are going to visit Augustus Marius Memor – the Service’s second in command beneath Chief Pulcher. As I understand it, he’s in charge of affairs in Africa and the East. We’re to take some documents to Abascantius back in Antioch. I imagine he’s keen to get them before winter sets in.’

‘Africa is close to here?’

‘South – a few hundred miles. In fact I believe the god Helios was Egyptian.’

‘Why do so many wild animals come from Africa?’

Cassius sighed. He often felt like a teacher when talking to Indavara. ‘I’ve no idea. Fewer people perhaps. More space and food for them.’

‘I’d like to see a lion,’ said Indavara.

‘You never had to fight one?’ Cassius asked.

‘No.’

‘I saw one once, but it was in a menagerie. Mangy old thing.’

‘I’d like to see a crocodile too,’ Indavara continued. ‘And a rhinoceros. I once heard of a fight between a rhinoceros and three bulls. They chained them together.’

‘People do love to see animals tear bits out of each other.’

Cassius pointed towards a patch of beach where twenty or so men stood in a circle, watching a pair of fighting cocks. Outside the circle were other birds in cages. Feathers shed by the anxious creatures covered the sand.

‘Not only animals,’ Indavara said as they came to the end of the sea wall.

‘Here’s the turn.’

Cassius led the way as they rounded a corner and headed up a slight incline along the Via Alexandria. This was an area of warehouses and boatyards and fishermen’s huts. A pair of old women sat on a bench, stitching a thick net as they watched the riders pass.

‘What was it like? The arena?’ Cassius asked. ‘You never really talk about it.’

Indavara cast a weary sideways glance at him but eventually relented. ‘Quick. It was always over so quick. For months you’d just wait and train. Then suddenly you were told you were fighting – in a few days, or even the next day. You had to be ready. And not just your body.’ Indavara tapped his head. ‘I saw men shout at themselves for hours before a contest, even bang their skulls against the wall until the blood ran. Others would just sit and cry. By the time they had to actually fight, they had nothing left in them. I remember one man killed himself just before he was to go up. Shoved a latrine sponge down his throat.’

‘By the gods. And you – how did you prepare?’

‘Did as little as I could. The night before there was always a big meal – drink too if you wanted it. I never even went. Once the day came, I’d try and sleep, do a few exercises just before I was taken up.’

‘Sleep? How could you sleep?’

‘As long as I’m not on a boat I can always sleep.’

‘But thinking about it, what you faced …’

Indavara shrugged. ‘It was coming – whatever I thought. Nothing I could do except try to get through it. One old boy, he said to me: “They’re the cats. We’re the mice. They’ll play with us, then leave us in pieces, bleeding on the ground.”’

Cassius eased his horse closer to Indavara’s. It was rare for the bodyguard to string more than a few sentences together, especially about himself.

‘Must have been terrible.’

‘You’ll never know.’

‘I’m not a complete innocent. I have been in combat. I told you about the fort.’

‘Not the same.’

‘I saw a lot of death. And I thought I was going to die.’

‘Not the same.’

‘Neither is it entirely different.’

Indavara shifted in his saddle so he could better face Cassius. ‘Why were you there?’

‘We were defending the province against rebels. I told you before.’

‘So there was a reason. A reason to fight.’

Cassius conceded with a tilt of his head. ‘Point taken.’

It was a while before he spoke again. ‘Have you ever thought about joining the army?’

‘Trying to get rid of me already?’ replied Indavara.

‘I mean in the future. I’m sure they’d be glad to have someone with your abilities. Money’s pretty good, and there’s no shortage of enemies to fight. Good way to stay sharp.’

‘I’m a freedman now. Isn’t a soldier just another type of slave?’

Cassius wasn’t about to argue with that. One of the few benefits of life in the Service was that he enjoyed far more personal freedom even than a senior field officer with the legions.

‘Another good point, Indavara. We’ll make an orator of you yet.’
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The Via Alexandria took them through rows of closely packed town houses and past several pretty sanctuaries. They saw the Temple of Dionysus too, and a hundred followers gathered in the courtyard, reciting chants led by a quartet of priests.

The houses began to thin out as they continued along the wide, paved road and into the countryside. The wind increased and the high poplars that lined the road began to rustle and sway. Cassius shivered and pulled his cloak tighter around him. Indavara, who owned a cloak but never seemed to wear it, was still in his sleeveless tunic.

‘You have to be cold.’

Indavara shook his head.

‘Showing off your muscles more important, eh?’

‘That’s good coming from a man with that sword.’

Cassius reckoned Optio Clemens had got his distances correct. He could see the village square up ahead as they came to a big property on the left. The plot must have taken up a square mile and was separated from the road by a three-foot stone wall. The villa reminded Cassius of his family home: a sprawling structure made up of different blocks, all with dazzling white walls and immaculate tiled roofs. In the middle of the central section facing the road was a grand doorway flanked by columns. A meandering path led from the door through the peach trees Clemens had mentioned and down to a gate. The trees were bare, but still identifiable by their dark, spindly limbs. The gate was narrow and set under a high arch built into the wall. Further down the road was a second gate, broad enough for carts and leading to a wide track that ran round to the rear of the villa.

As they dismounted beside the arch, a young servant opened the gate. ‘Sir, are you from the magistrate’s office?’

‘No,’ Cassius replied, putting on his helmet. ‘My name’s Corbulo. I’m here to see Master Memor. Is he at home?’

The servant chewed his lip and examined both Cassius and Indavara before glancing back at the villa. ‘Would you wait here a moment, sir?’

‘If I must.’

The servant hurried back through the gate, securing the latch before running up the path through the orchard. He suddenly stopped and shouted back at Cassius. ‘Sir, sorry, what was the name again?’

‘Corbulo!’

Cassius looked over at Indavara and shrugged as he retrieved the spearhead from the single saddlebag Simo had attached. Indavara took the horses over to a patch of lush grass to graze.

The lad soon returned in the wake of a much older man wearing a pale blue tunic. As he came closer, Cassius saw that he was at least fifty: short, dark-skinned, with as much white in his beard as black.

‘Officer, please,’ said the man, opening the gate wide. As Cassius came forward, he bowed. ‘My name is Trogus, I am steward of this household.’

‘Corbulo, Imperial Security. Is Master Memor here? Will he see me?’

‘That … will not be possible, sir.’

‘Might I ask why?’

Trogus looked up. His eyes were swollen and red. ‘Master Memor was found dead this morning, sir.’

Cassius took a breath. ‘Great gods. What happened?’

‘They – they got inside the villa.’ Trogus’s eyelids flickered as he spoke. ‘Last night.’

‘They? What do you mean “they”?’

‘Whoever they were. They – they – cut off his head. They cut off his head and they took it.’ Trogus’s voice dropped to a shaky whisper. ‘Why would they take his head?’


II

It took a while for the steward to regain control of himself, during which time the young servant began to weep.

‘You’d better come inside, sir,’ Trogus said eventually. ‘We shall put your mounts in the stable.’

Without being told, the lad trotted over to Indavara and took the reins, then led the horses up the road towards the other gate.

‘What’s going on?’ Indavara asked as they followed Trogus through the orchard.

‘Memor’s dead,’ Cassius replied, rubbing a knuckle against his brow. ‘Murdered.’

‘What? Why?’

‘How in Hades would I know?’

Cassius stared up at the grey sky. How long had he been on the island? Two hours at the most. And already the prospect of a pleasant, uneventful stay had gone up in flames.

But his mind was already working, and there was in fact one unavoidable answer to Indavara’s question. As second in command of the Imperial Security Service, Memor’s list of enemies would be long and varied.

Cassius took off his helmet and cradled it under his left arm, the spearhead still in his right hand. As they approached the open door, he noticed the veins of gold leaf running down the marble columns. Whatever problems Augustus Marius Memor had faced, financial trouble didn’t seem to be one of them.

Trogus stood aside and gestured for Cassius and Indavara to enter, but then came a noise that froze the men where they stood: a terrible, high-pitched wail. For a moment, nothing was said; Cassius was stunned by the desperation and pain he’d heard.

‘Mistress Marta,’ Trogus explained. ‘The surgeon is with her but he’s been unable to calm her down.’

‘Your master’s wife?’ asked Cassius as they stepped inside.

‘No, sir. His youngest daughter.’

The big reception room was well lit by a square glass skylight. Subtle frescoes adorned two of the walls – one an exotic garden, the other the Seven Hills of Rome. There were also half a dozen mounted white busts. Cassius recognised four faces immediately: Caesar, Hadrian, Trajan and Domitian – founder of the Service. Excluding the entrance, doorways led off from the room in three directions. Several servants, male and female, were standing to the right, inspecting the new arrivals.

‘Are there other men in the family?’ Cassius asked Trogus.

‘Unfortunately not, sir. And Mistress Leonita – my master’s wife – is in ill health and confined to her bed. The surgeon has seen her too. I believe she’s sleeping now.’

Indavara caught Cassius’s eye and nodded down at the rug on which they were standing. Close to the doorway was a dark stain.

‘He was killed here?’ Cassius asked.

‘No, sir. The doorman – Ligur.’ Trogus lowered his voice. ‘His throat was cut.’

‘Where’s the body?’ Cassius asked, matching the steward’s hushed tones.

‘I had it taken to an outhouse this morning, sir. Master Memor too.’

‘And what—’

‘You! Who are you?’

The servants parted and a young woman appeared, striding towards Cassius. She was tall and long-limbed, her statuesque frame at odds with the delicate features of her face. Her skin was pale, similar in colour to her modest tunic and long, flowing stola. Her glossy brown hair had been hastily piled up on her head with several vicious-looking pins.

Marching along behind her were two big men, labourers by the looks of them.

‘Mistress Annia,’ Trogus said quietly. ‘My master’s eldest daughter.’

She stopped two yards from Cassius and fixed the steward with an imperious stare. ‘Why have you let these men into the house without consulting me?’

‘My apologies, Mistress,’ said Trogus with a bow. ‘This is Master Corbulo. He’s with the Service. He was coming to fetch some documents.’

Cassius held up the spearhead, turning it so that the young lady could see the badge.

She glanced at it, then at him. Unlike Trogus and many of the servants, there was no sign she had been crying. She looked past Cassius at Indavara, who was still standing in the doorway. ‘And him?’

‘My bodyguard,’ replied Cassius. ‘May I offer my condolences. This is—’

Annia wasn’t listening; she too had noted the bloodstained rug. Cassius was astonished by what happened next. She grabbed Trogus by the collar with one hand and pointed down at the rug with the other.

‘Look at that!’ she shrieked. ‘Look at it, you old fool. Do you intend to just leave that there for my sister to see every time she walks past? Take it away! Take it away and burn it.’

‘At once, Mistress.’

Annia let go of the steward. Before he could move away, she reached out and flattened the ruffled front of his tunic. Then she just stood there, shoulders hunched, head bowed.

Trogus waved the servants forward to help him with the rug.

‘Young lady, if I may.’

Annia shut her eyes for a moment, then turned to Cassius.

‘Yes?’ she said softly.

‘I would be very surprised indeed if the local magistrate wouldn’t be interested in seeing that.’ He pointed at the rug. ‘And anything else pertaining to what occurred here.’

‘Well we don’t know what the magistrate wants because he isn’t here, is he? Why don’t you make yourself useful and go and fetch him?’

Cassius bit his tongue and reminded himself that the girl had just lost her father. He took a breath before answering. ‘Where is he?’

‘We don’t know,’ Annia said bitterly.

‘I sent a messenger to the city this morning, sir,’ added Trogus. ‘Apparently he was in Lindos overnight. His office said he would come as soon as possible.’

Annia cast a despairing look out of the door. ‘The sun will be down soon. Will you help?’

‘I will do what I can, of course,’ Cassius replied. ‘Clearly we don’t have much time left today, but if Trogus here can tell me exactly what happened, I can perhaps consult with the magistrate in the morning. We might at least get the investigation moving.’

One of the female servants anxiously approached Annia.

‘What is it?’ she snapped.

‘Your mother, Mistress. She’s awake. She’s calling for you.’

Annia squeezed her eyes shut again, then looked up at Cassius.

‘What do you do with the Service?’

‘Generally whatever is required of me. I work for Aulus Celatus Abascantius. I am assigned to the office of the Governor—’

‘Of Syria. I know. I can read. I know that name – Abascantius. My father mentioned him.’

Annia came closer. ‘I want to know who did this. I want to know who did this and why and I want them found and I want them killed.’

Cassius held up his hands. ‘As I said, miss, I will do what I can.’

Annia examined Cassius’s face once more, then addressed Trogus.

‘Give him whatever he needs.’

As she left, Cassius put his helmet and the spearhead down on a nearby table.

‘Get rid of these people,’ he told Trogus.

With a couple of gestures, the steward cleared the room.

‘It is not sensible to have a woman in charge of a household at a time like this,’ Cassius told him. ‘They are not by nature suited to such demands. Are there no relatives or friends who can take over here?’

‘There is a cousin of Mistress Leonita but he lives in Ixia at the other end of the island. I’ve despatched a message but it will take him
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