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I

‘You must be Corbulo.’

Cassius belatedly realised there was a man sitting at a desk on the other side of the office. He was partially obscured by a stack of wooden chests.

‘Indeed.’ When he went to greet him, Cassius noted the narrow purple stripe running from the shoulder of his tunic to the waist. ‘Sir.’

The tribune didn’t get up but they shook forearms.

‘Vitalian, Fifteenth Legion. And you’re Abascantius’s man.’

‘Yes,’ said Cassius, though he didn’t much care for the description. ‘Do you know where he is?’

‘Getting some lunch, I believe.’

The raised eyebrow was enough; it was in neither of their interests to say much more about the infamous agent known throughout the East as ‘Pitface’.

Vitalian was about Cassius’s age, possibly a bit older; a slender, thoughtful-looking fellow who was already losing his hair.

‘The Fifteenth,’ said Cassius, who’d been taught the dispositions of Rome’s legions by his father before his sixth birthday. ‘Cappadocia. Did you come all that way with the Emperor?’

Vitalian was sitting on a stool, back against the wall. ‘Every mile.’

‘How long before the grand army arrives?’

‘Less than a week, they reckon.’ Vitalian nodded down at the papers in front of him. ‘Trying to rustle up some extra horses from the local estates – we’re running very low. Grain too.’ He grinned. ‘Isn’t that supposed to be your job?’

Agents of the Imperial Security Service were commonly known as ‘grain men’ because the original function of the organisation had been to find provisions for the legions. Being so widely spread and well informed about the provinces, the Service had gradually transformed itself into an intelligence-gathering organisation and expanded the repertoire of missions it carried out for Empire and Emperor. As Cassius had discovered in the last year, they were seldom of the safe variety.

‘I wish. Don’t suppose you’d like to swap posts?’

‘No thank you,’ said Vitalian. ‘I heard about how you only just got out of that scrape with the tribesmen down south.’

‘It will all have been for nothing if a decision isn’t reached soon.’

‘The negotiations, you mean?’

‘The Tanukh – that’s the tribesmen – have come to the table but they’re not getting what they want. I would hate for it all to—’

‘Ah, Corbulo, there you are.’ Abascantius hurried in with a well-stocked plate in one hand and a scroll in the other. He dumped both on his desk by the window, seemingly unconcerned by the half-dozen grapes that rolled on to the floor.

He walked over to Cassius and gripped his shoulder. ‘Are you all right, then, lad?’

‘I was … rather shaken last night, sir, but I’m fine now.’

‘Indavara?’

‘He took a blow on the jaw and another one to … to a more sensitive area.’

‘Ah, well, I’m sure his sausage and beans are as tough as the rest of him.’ Abascantius looked at Vitalian. ‘Give us half an hour, would you, Tribune?’

‘Very well.’ Vitalian stood and picked up the pile of papers.

‘Plenty of grub in the kitchen,’ added Abascantius. ‘You need feeding up, after all.’

Vitalian frowned at this but nodded politely to Cassius as he left.

‘Officer.’

‘Tribune.’

Abascantius kicked the door shut behind him and returned to his desk. ‘Cannot believe I have to share an office. And there’s some other snivelling wretch arriving tomorrow. Sit down, Corbulo.’

There was no seat on the opposite side of Abascantius’s desk and the only one Cassius could find was Vitalian’s. By the time he’d sat down on the stool, the agent had unrolled the scroll and spread it across the desk. It was a very new-looking map and – even examining it upside down – Cassius could see that it showed the south-east corner of the Empire, including Arabia and Egypt.

‘You’ll be staying with the grand army, sir?’

‘Looks like it.’ Abascantius studied the map. ‘The route is yet to be finalised and trying to get the general staff to agree is like trying to balance small marbles on a big marble.’

When he took his hands off, the scroll rolled itself up. ‘Anyway, that can wait.’ The agent lowered his heavy frame on to a chair nothing like big enough for him. ‘I’m more concerned with what happened last night.’

Cassius was about to suggest that he be relocated as swiftly as possible but Abascantius hadn’t finished.

‘This morning I checked the bodies and their gear as you requested. I agree that there’s nothing there to help us, presumably as intended. Did you say they spoke Greek?’

‘Yes, sir. Which doesn’t tell us much. No discernible accent either.’

‘So, any ideas?’

‘Dozens, sir. They kept me awake all night. That and the atrium. Despite Simo’s best efforts it still smells of blood.’

Abascantius grabbed the plate, then picked a corner off a wedge of cheese and popped it in his mouth. ‘Can’t be because of the business with the Persian flag, or that rogue centurion you took care of in Africa: I can’t see who would be left alive to bother with you, and even if there were they’d want you dead, not captured.’ He noted Cassius’s expression. ‘You don’t agree?’

‘If it was someone seeking revenge, they might have wanted to hurt me … torture me.’

‘Possible, I suppose, but surely it’s more likely to be connected to this Tanukh business.’

‘Yes, sir. Given the timing, that is the logical conclusion.’

‘Specifically?’ Abascantius scratched a nasty-looking rash on his forearm then picked up a roll.

‘I see two alternatives, sir. The person behind this could be someone left over from Ilaha’s forces. Perhaps even the German mercenary or Ethnarch Kalderon – seeking revenge for my role in foiling their plans. Or it could be some faction within the Tanukh – I promised them a permanent deal on the import tax and now the talks have stalled. I presented myself as an envoy of Rome. I gave my word.’

Abascantius deployed a cynical look. ‘You said what you needed to at the time – to get yourself out of there and stop that deluded charlatan Ilaha. The Tanukh are realists. They know as well as we do that they’re not going to revolt. Especially with the Emperor and four legions coming their way.’

‘Sir, once order has been restored in Egypt the Emperor will return to Rome and the legions will leave. This province and Governor Calvinus will still be stuck with the same old problems. Men gave their lives to create this opportunity. There is a chance for a real solution, one that will—’

Abascantius – now devouring the roll – held up a hand. ‘Not your problem, young man. Especially as you’re not going to be around much longer. I’m sure you concur that it’s best to get you away from here for the time being.’

Cassius’s commitment to a peaceful Arabia did not extend to risking his life again. ‘Absolutely, sir.’

‘And I can’t think of a more secure posting than with the grand army.’

Cassius’s stomach quivered. ‘Sir?’

Abascantius pointed at the map. ‘I have a couple of men in Egypt already but another intelligence officer wouldn’t go amiss.’

Cassius folded his hands across his stomach but it didn’t reduce the quivering. ‘Egypt?’

The revolt there had already claimed the lives of hundreds of legionaries. Taking on the rebellious tribes and their charismatic leader Firmus would be a far bloodier affair than cleaning up the last death throes of resistance in Palmyra. Cassius knew he might well be safe there from whoever had tried to capture him, but it wasn’t exactly what he’d had in mind.

‘You’ve done your share of investigative work,’ said Abascantius. ‘It would be good for you to get some varied experience.’

‘But that would be in the field, sir. You promised me six months sitting behind a desk.’

Abascantius frowned. ‘Sitting? As in a sitting duck? With the army you’ll be on the move. Safe.’

‘With respect, sir, I’ve heard that before.’

The door flew open and Vitalian burst in.

‘He’s here,’ said the tribune, hurrying over to his desk.

‘Who’s here?’ snapped Abascantius.

‘The marshal.’

‘What? He wasn’t due until tomorrow.’

‘He’s here. Just coming through the gate, apparently.’ Vitalian took his sword belt off a hook and examined it.

‘Ah, shit.’ Abascantius got up so quickly that he kneed the desk, tipping his plate on to the floor.

‘Double shit.’ The agent marched over to another row of hooks where his scarlet cloak and black-crested helmet hung.

Cassius had put his own helmet on a barrel by the door. Fortunately Simo polished it every few days but he checked it anyway; his sword belt, scarlet tunic and boots too.

‘Corbulo.’ Abascantius waved him over and spoke in a low voice. ‘The marshal knows your name – because of the black stone. He might talk to you. If he does, answer directly. But do not say any more than you need to – about the Service, or about me. Marcellinus is no enemy of ours but he likes to stick his nose in, sometimes where it’s not needed or wanted. Keep it simple, understood?’

‘Understood.’
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The officers hastily gathered outside the headquarters. A legionary dispatched by Chief Nerva returned at a run. ‘Coming across the parade ground now, sir.’

‘Everyone get in line,’ ordered Nerva. As chief centurion of the fortress, the portly veteran was currently the senior officer in Bostra. He stood in front of the entrance, below the two flags hanging limply in the enervating heat. One was red and bore the familiar pair of eagles and the SPQR legend. Until a few minutes earlier, the other had been the emblem of the third Cyrenaican (a lion), but after a frantic search a clerk had located the personal standard of Marshal Gaius Marcellinus, Protector of the East and one of Aurelian’s most trusted men.

Lined up to Chief Nerva’s right were five centurions, four tribunes (including Vitalian) and assorted junior officers, with Cassius and Abascantius stuck on the end. Cassius reckoned the arrangement offered a good metaphor for the position of the Service – out on a limb and well away from those who saw themselves as real soldiers. In fact, they were only there because it had taken Abascantius so long to brush all the dirt off his cloak.

The agent offered Cassius his canteen.

‘No thank you.’ Though they were standing in the full glare of the midday Arabian sun, Cassius wasn’t about to share drinking equipment with his unhygienic superior. He checked his helmet was straight then put his arms by his side, trying to ignore the chilly streams of sweat running down his flanks.

They heard the horses coming along the avenue and watched the marshal lead the way around the hospital building and towards them. His entourage was small: eight Praetorian Guardsmen and a dozen clerks and assistants. The Praetorians carried large rectangular shields, each decorated with three white scorpions, the image assigned to the Guard upon its formation under Tiberius.

The marshal wore a lustrous purple cloak – triple dyed by the looks of it – and, as he rode closer, Cassius noted the same strong, compact frame he’d observed the previous year when Marcellinus had overseen the return of the Persian Banner. His fair hair was cropped short, his skin a deep brown. The golden muscle cuirass looked spectacular but his physique needed little embellishment; the bulky limbs and solid neck showed him to be every inch a military man. Marcellinus held up a hand, halting the Praetorians and the others. He let his horse take a few more steps until he was level with the flags, then stopped.

A servant ran up with the box.

‘Keep it, boy,’ said the marshal, his voice an intimidating rumble. ‘I’m short but I’m not that short.’

The lad retreated as Marcellinus dropped to the ground. The men assembled in front of him had been saluting ever since he’d appeared.

‘At ease, all of you.’ He stretched out his arms and yawned, then shook forearms with Nerva. ‘Sorry if I caught you out, Chief. Entirely unintentional, I assure you. An unexpectedly swift trip – the roads down here are far less busy than in Syria.’

‘We are honoured by your presence, Marshal.’ Nerva bowed low.

‘Everything looks in order. We’ll be ready for the Emperor?’

‘Absolutely, sir.’

‘Good, good. Well, have some lunch put out for me, would you? Some hot water too – bloody blisters are playing up again. All these tours and inspections take their toll.’

Nerva pointed at an elderly servant who bowed and hurried inside.

Marcellinus looked along the line and exchanged some light-hearted banter with a couple of the centurions. His gaze eventually reached Abascantius. ‘And there’s Aulus – still wearing his black crest. Thinks it makes him mysterious, you know.’

Nerva and the centurions chuckled.

‘How are you?’ asked Marcellinus. ‘All this riding hasn’t taken much weight off.’

‘Unfortunately not, sir,’ said Abascantius.

Cassius was surprised by how relaxed the agent sounded.

‘And who’s that with you there? Not Corbulo, is it?’

Cassius could hardly believe what was happening. The Protector of the East had just spoken his name!

‘It is, sir.’

At a nudge from Abascantius, Cassius stepped forward and bowed.

‘Ah, I was hoping to meet you, young man. You shall join me inside. You may as well bring Aulus along too.’

With that, the marshal strode between the flagpoles and through the doorway.

Cassius stood there, eyes wide.

‘Well, come on, then,’ said Abascantius irritably. ‘And remember – say no more than you have to.’
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There were six of them in the parlour. One was a Praetorian Guardsman; a towering grey-bearded giant who stood in a corner with his hands tucked into his belt, face impassive. Marcellinus was sitting on a chair turned away from the table so that he could dunk his feet into a bowl of water. According to Abascantius, the older, toga-clad man also sitting was named Glycia – the marshal’s chief adviser. He seemed tired from the journey and was sipping wine from a glass. There was also a servant, on hand to provide the marshal with whatever he needed from the food and drink laid out on the table. Cassius and Abascantius stood together by the door, helmets under their arms, waiting. They had been called in after the marshal had spoken to Chief Nerva.

‘Ah. There are few better feelings in the world than that.’ Flexing his toes beneath the water, Marcellinus closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them, he was looking at Cassius. ‘Yours is a name attracting some attention, young man. The Emperor was very angry when he heard of the theft of the black stone. To have it returned to its rightful place with such speed was a great relief to him. Is it true, this tale of you raising your spearhead among a crowd of rebels and exposing this Ilaha character?’

‘It is, sir,’ said Cassius, trying to sound magnanimous. ‘Though there were allies as well as enemies within that crowd. We received a good deal of help from some of the local tribesmen.’

‘Troublesome lot, these nomads. Another breed, really. And what about this bodyguard of yours? This ex-gladiator? Apparently he played his part too. I’m told he’s quite a specimen. Is he here?’

‘He is recovering, sir,’ said Cassius. ‘There was an … incident last night.’

Abascantius took up the tale. ‘Three intruders attacked Corbulo in his home. He and the bodyguard fought them off but all three were killed and we’ve little to go on.’

‘By Mars. You all right, Corbulo?’

‘Yes, sir. Thank you.’

Marcellinus waved a hand at them. ‘Put your helmets down you two – parade’s over.’

Abascantius and Cassius carefully placed them on a nearby chair.

‘Well, Aulus, what are we going to do about this? We can’t have valued officers fearing for their lives in their own homes. Presumably you’re investigating?’

‘Of course, sir. But as I mentioned, there’s not a great deal of evidence to help us. The attack may be connected to Corbulo’s dealings with the Tanukh so it might be advisable to get him out of the province for the moment. I think it would be best for him to accompany the …’

Marcellinus wasn’t listening. Glycia had leaned across the corner of the table and whispered something to him.

‘That’s a thought,’ said the marshal, before addressing the two agents. ‘We have a rather troubling situation developing. It involves counterfeit currency. An alarming number of high-quality fake denarii have turned up across the eastern provinces, particularly Syria. We’ve always had a problem in the West but the Emperor doesn’t want the same thing here and is keen to nip it in the bud. The treasury don’t seem to be making much progress – a fresh pair of eyes might be useful. Obviously, you’ve got a bit about you, Corbulo. How’s his investigative work, Aulus?’

‘Fair, sir. But to be honest I think he would serve the Emperor best in Egypt. That is where we face the greatest danger, after all.’

Marcellinus flexed his toes again. ‘Mmm. I suppose counterfeiting’s not really within the Service’s remit.’

Taking on fraudsters sounded a lot safer than hunting down rebels in far-away Egypt. Judging by what Marcellinus had said, he evidently wasn’t aware of Cassius’s involvement in the recovery of the Persian Banner. Cassius decided to take a calculated risk.

‘I do enjoy investigative work, sir,’ he volunteered. ‘One operation last year was particularly satisfying.’

He could already feel Abascantius bristling.

‘Go on,’ said Marcellinus.

‘I’m not sure I should—’

‘You shouldn’t,’ said Abascantius sharply.

Marcellinus looked annoyed. ‘Tell me.’

Abascantius walked over to the marshal, bent close to him and whispered. Marcellinus listened keenly and seemed impressed.

On his way back, Abascantius fixed Cassius with an irate glare.

‘Well,’ said the marshal. ‘That was another outstanding piece of work. I had no idea, Corbulo. Aulus, you really must try not to hog all the glory for yourself in future. That settles it.’

Marcellinus turned to Glycia. ‘Where would we send Corbulo to get started?’

Cassius didn’t dare look at his superior but he was already wondering whether the negative consequences of his gambit might outweigh the positive.

‘The imperial mint at Tripolis,’ said Glycia. ‘That’s where the treasury have started the investigation. Not far, is it?’

‘About a week away,’ replied Abascantius, making a valiant attempt to hide his anger.

‘Good,’ said Marcellinus. ‘Glycia can give you the details later, Corbulo. You should leave right away so I expect you’ll want to make some preparations tonight.’

‘Yes, sir. Thank you.’

‘Right, then, we must discuss Egypt – Aulus, come and have a seat. I’ve an hour or two before I meet with Governor Calvinus.’

As Abascantius walked over, Cassius took a step towards the marshal; he knew he might never again get such an opportunity in his entire life. ‘Sir.’

‘What is it?’

‘I have found that during such investigations it is most helpful to be armed with letters of reference. Such missives from Master Abascantius, Chief Pulcher and Prefect Venator have served me very well in the past and I wondered …’

‘Of course. I’ll jot something down for you later and send it over.’

Still sitting with his feet in the bowl of water, Marcellinus offered his forearm. Cassius didn’t dare look at Abascantius as he shook it. How he wished his father and his family and his friends back home could be here to see such a moment.

‘Watch your back, Corbulo,’ said Marcellinus. ‘An enemy that would dare strike at you here might not give up easily.’

‘Yes, sir.’

Abascantius sat down.

‘And don’t worry about Aulus,’ said Marcellinus with a grin. ‘I’ll make sure he doesn’t punish you too harshly for your cheek. On your way.’
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‘What’s up with Simo?’ asked Indavara as Cassius walked into his bedroom.

‘I just told him we’re leaving. A disruption to his studies, I suppose. Gods, it’s hot in here – humid too.’

Cassius elected not to mention the smell. He opened the shutters wider and leaned against the wall opposite Indavara’s bed. The bodyguard was sitting up with a sheet covering his lower half. On the nearby table was an abacus – his preferred method of amusing himself when every last one of his weapons had been cleaned.

‘So where are we off to, then?’

Cassius smiled. ‘Tripolis. It’s on the Syrian coast. A bit of breeze at last.’

‘What’s the job?’

‘Counterfeiting.’

Indavara scratched his armpit. ‘What’s that?’

‘Fake coins. Someone’s making them and the Emperor wants them stopped.’

‘Sounds dull.’

‘I certainly hope so. If Abascantius had his way we’d be off to bloody Egypt but Marshal Marcellinus himself gave me the job.’

‘Marcellinus. Protector of the East. He’s a general or something, isn’t he?’

‘He’s one up from a general. The only man who can give him orders is the Emperor. He knew me by name, because of getting the black stone back. You too.’

Indavara sat up. ‘Really? Me?’

‘Damned impressive character. Certainly told Abascantius what’s what.’

Indavara seemed amused by the concept.

‘And I managed to get a letter out of him,’ added Cassius. ‘There won’t be many people – soldier or citizen – who’ll dare say no to me now.’

He wandered over to the window and looked outside at the empty courtyard. Four guards had been assigned to the villa and he could hear the pair at the rear talking.

He turned round. ‘Now – can you travel?’

Indavara let out a long breath and looked down at his groin.

Cassius said, ‘How … er … how is … it?’

‘It was red, now it’s purple.’

‘Ouch.’

‘Hurts when I walk. Don’t fancy sitting on a horse much.’

‘What about a cart? We’ll probably need one for our gear anyway.’

‘That would be better. When are we leaving?’

‘The morning. Before Abascantius or Governor Calvinus have a chance of changing the marshal’s mind. Actually I’d better get going – lot to organise.’

‘Corbulo – last night. You did all right. Better than usual anyway.’

Cassius came closer to the bed. ‘Indavara – thank you again. I shudder to think what would have happened without you there.’

‘We’re lucky Simo was there to give a warning. Someone was looking out for us.’

Cassius noted the two figurines on the little table. One had been thrown to Indavara in the arena; a tiny, poorly made thing of low-quality stone. The other Cassius had bought for him; it was three times the size, copper covered with high-quality silver plate. He knew which one the bodyguard preferred.

‘Your Fortuna?’

‘Probably.’

‘Personally, I have rather more confidence in you than the gods. How many times is that now?’

‘I’ve lost count.’ Indavara shrugged. ‘Just doing my job, right?’

‘Exceptionally well, I would say.’

Seeing Cassius was about to leave, Indavara held up a hand. ‘Wait a moment.’ He gestured at his groin. ‘Simo thinks it’s just bruising and it doesn’t hurt too much when I piss but … well, I couldn’t really ask him – you know what he’s like about that sort of thing – but, well, how do I know if it’s, er … you know …’

‘Functional?’

‘Exactly.’

‘Well, I wouldn’t advise getting a girl in here. I doubt you’re ready for that yet. You’ll have to try yourself.’

‘You mean …’

‘I don’t think we need to spell it out.’

Indavara reached for his groin.

‘By the gods, at least let me get out of the room, man.’

‘I was just going to scratch it.’

Cassius walked out. ‘Have fun.’

‘Corbulo, I was just going to scratch it. Corbulo!’

[image: Image Missing]

Cassius was so keen to leave that he actually helped Simo pack and by the third hour of night they were just about ready. The morose attendant then departed to arrange the hire of the cart. Before he left, Cassius asked him to light a lamp in every room; despite the four sentries outside, he didn’t want to be jumping at shadows all night.

Standing in the kitchen doorway, he stared down at the rectangle of light where he and Indavara had fought for their lives just hours ago. Simo had scrubbed the tiles for over an hour but a few obstinate smears of blood remained.

Despite all the horrors Cassius had endured in the last three years, this was a different kind of fear. Someone out there wanted to capture him, almost certainly to do him harm. Even though he was leaving this place behind, Cassius knew he would not be able escape the two questions he had discussed with Leddicus in this very spot. Who? And why?

Thoughts of the legionary sent him back into the kitchen. The least he could do for the soldiers who would spend their night guarding him was take them some (well-watered) wine. He grabbed a jug and two mugs and made his way out to the rear door. The two men seemed appreciative though he could tell they didn’t think much of their duty. To the average legionary, guarding a ‘grain man’ was not a particularly glorious task. As a long-standing rival of the regular army, the Service did not enjoy an enviable reputation among the ranks.

The legionaries stationed at the front of the villa were more talkative. They and Cassius were discussing the possible booty to be had from the Palmyran and Egyptian campaigns when a large, familiar figure ambled out of the fortress, closely followed by another large, familiar figure.

Knowing there was no escape, Cassius invited Abascantius in. Shostra – his thuggish and virtually mute Syrian attendant – was carrying a sack over one shoulder. Cassius led the way into the atrium, where he turned and faced his superior officer.

‘I owe you an apology, sir.’

‘Yes, but you wouldn’t mean it. You are fortunate that I have bigger fish to fry, Corbulo, or I might be devoting more energy to being annoyed with you or giving you the smack you deserve.’

Cassius did not reply. From Indavara’s room came the sound of snoring.

‘I will, however, remind you of something. If Marshal Marcellinus was to learn of your two-year “holiday” in Cyzicus, he might not be quite so convinced that the sun shines out of your arsehole.’

‘Point taken, sir.’

‘I have seen Governor Calvinus. He wishes you well and agrees it’s best you should go. He is also of the opinion that you’ve not been yourself since returning from the south. Apparently you have kept up appearances but neglected your duties. Other sources tell me you have been drinking too much and whoring too much.’

Cassius accepted all this with as much dignity as he could muster, though he wished the agent had dismissed his servant before discussing such a thing. ‘Galanaq, sir.’

‘You killed a man. I know. Not in battle. Not in a glorious charge or a heroic defence. But to save yourself. And if you hadn’t, what state would the province be in now? You did what you had to.’

Cassius was looking at the darkened window beyond the agent.

Abascantius reached up and gripped his arm. The gesture was one of kindness; and so utterly out of character that Cassius didn’t know how to respond.

‘This work of ours takes us to some nasty places, lad.’ Abascantius nodded over his shoulder at Shostra. ‘He and I know them well. Sometimes there’s just no way around them. Only through. You’ve got through; and you’re stronger for it.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘All things considered, this counterfeit job might be a good fit at the moment. And knowing you, you just might crack it. But be under no illusions that you will be in for an easy ride. The treasury are only a little more well inclined towards us than the army and you will face the usual problems getting the locals to cooperate. I want you to remember one thing more. You belong to me and Chief Pulcher the way that Gaul of yours belongs to you. Is that clear?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘I expect to hear from you every ten days. Address your letters to the governor’s office in Alexandria – they will be forwarded to me from there. Whether you receive replies or not, continue to write. If and when the investigation is concluded, either I or Chief Pulcher will notify you of your next assignment.’

Abascantius clicked his fingers. Shostra reached into the sack and pulled out three bulging bags of coins. He then retrieved a thin stick of charcoal and a small paper receipt. He offered them to Cassius, who signed for the money.

‘Pay for the next two quarters,’ said Abascantius. ‘The two big bags are yours, the smaller is Indavara’s. Believe it or not I’ve given you a raise.’

‘Thank you, sir.’

‘Don’t thank me, thank the Palmyrans. I doubt there’s a single pound of gold or silver left in the place.’

Cassius shook the hefty forearm offered to him.

‘Marcellinus was right about being careful,’ added the agent. ‘Chances are you’ll be safe once you’re away from here but keep that one-man army of yours close.’

‘Best of luck in Egypt, sir.’

Abascantius prodded him in the chest. ‘Every ten days. Without fail.’

‘Yes, sir.’


II

Alexon liked the villa but he liked the location even more. There wasn’t another property within half a mile and the grounds were enclosed by stone walls and rows of closely packed conifers. Much of the surrounding forest was cedar; a favourite of his, with its refreshing aroma and sprawling, luxuriant foliage. And thanks to the hill on which the villa had been built, there was an excellent view down to the vineyards, the city and the coast beyond.

It was peaceful here. They had privacy, they had time and Alexon had done his best to ensure they were safe; he hoped they could stay for a while.

He alternated three different routes for his morning walk: today’s took him alongside a lovely stream then past a farmhouse and oil press where the entire family were working hard. Alexon now made a habit of greeting them and often gave a few coins to the children. It was important to make a good impression. Once past the farmhouse, he met a shepherd driving a small flock up the hill. The white-bearded old man doffed his cloth cap and remarked that it was another fine day. Alexon agreed. He leaped nimbly over a stile and cut across the meadow towards the villa.

The owner had told them that it was exactly a hundred feet wide and fifty deep, a two-storey building bookended by modest but elegant towers with a fine terrace overlooking the drive. Ivy covered much of the brickwork, providing a home for dozens of pretty little birds. Above the front door was an old carving of some local god; a female figure reaching for the heavens.

His sister was already on the terrace, awaiting their visitor. Alexon glanced down at the main gate. Kallikres had just tethered his horse. He shut the gate behind him and started up the sloping drive, head bowed.

‘A pleasant walk, brother?’ asked Amathea.

‘Very, thank you.’

Alexon sat next to her, under a parasol.

Skiron, their steward, looked on silently from the side of the terrace. He was fifty-something but had the upright stance and muscled physique of a man half that age. He had no hair upon his head and a pair of bulging, piercing, bright blue eyes. He had been with them for years.

‘Oh, you’ve almost finished it,’ said Alexon, looking at the sewing draped across Amathea’s lap. She had been working on the tablecloth for some time and he was pleased she had persisted; it seemed to help her relax. She smiled and pushed the needle into the cotton once more.

Though they were not identical twins, the resemblance was obvious. Both were slim and tall, with less than an inch of difference in height and only four at the waist. They had the same flawless skin, green eyes and dark brown hair. In Alexon’s experience, everyone found one of them attractive, many people both. It had often occurred to him that even naked their superior breeding and status would have been clear. In their clothes of Egyptian linen and Oriental silk, and with their jewellery of gold and silver, it was unmistakable.

‘They’re here,’ said the steward. ‘In case we need them.’

‘Thank you, Skiron,’ said Alexon.

Kallikres came up the steps warily. He was wearing a well-made tunic and a wide-brimmed hat which he now removed. He ran a hand through his curly black hair – which glistened with sweat – and offered a thin smile.

‘Good day to you.’

Alexon nodded.

‘Good day,’ said Amathea.

Alexon gestured at the chair opposite them. Kallikres found himself facing the sun; he had to squint just to look at them.

‘Wine?’ asked Alexon.

‘Thank you.’

Skiron came forward and poured it from a silver jug into a multicoloured glass. Kallikres drank half of it in one go.

‘Well?’ said Alexon. ‘You wanted to see us?’

‘Yes. One of your men was spotted at the market yesterday. By a Milanese clerk who remembered his face. The clerk told the procurator. The procurator told the magistrate.’

‘We are aware of this situation,’ replied Alexon calmly.

Kallikres leaned back and crossed his arms. ‘I told you to be careful. And yet there he was, walking around in broad daylight without a care in the world.’

‘Steps have been taken,’ said Alexon. ‘There won’t be any more mistakes like that.’

‘One is enough. I thought you people were professional.’

Alexon kept his tone conciliatory. ‘Not everything can be foreseen. That’s why we have you – to keep us informed. What action is being taken?’

‘Nothing specific that I have heard about yet.’

‘Hardly any need to panic then,’ said Alexon. ‘So the man was spotted. Taken alone, his presence here means little. They may well assume that he was simply passing through.’

‘Perhaps you’re right. Perhaps the magistrate will do nothing. But if there’s another “mistake” then things could get very difficult very quickly. Sorry, but I’ve made my decision.’

Kallikres reached into his tunic, retrieved a bag of coins and put it on the table. ‘I haven’t taken a single one. Count them if you wish. Let’s just pretend this never happened.’

Alexon glanced at his sister. She pushed her hair away from her face and discarded her sewing.

‘I think we all know it’s a little late for that,’ said Alexon.

‘You have my word. I’ll say nothing. Here.’ Kallikres pushed the bag across the table and got to his feet.

‘Stay where you are.’

Alexon was sure Kallikres had never exchanged more than a greeting with his sister. Her words halted him.

Skiron walked around the terrace and stood behind their guest.

‘With respect,’ said Kallikres, ‘I am a city sergeant. I can do as I please.’

Amathea gestured at the meadow below them. ‘We’re a long way from the city. This is not going well for you. Sit down, or I promise you it will get a good deal worse.’

Alexon kept quiet. He supposed other men might have felt ashamed. But not him; he loved and admired her too much.

Kallikres looked at him, then back at Amathea, who pointed at his chair. The sergeant smiled in disbelief. Alexon guessed he had never been told what to do by a woman before. But he sat down.

Amathea turned to Skiron. ‘Bring them.’

The steward whistled and a lad ran out of the house. Skiron whispered to him and he hurried back inside.

Nothing more was said for a while.

Kallikres tried to appear calm by finishing off his wine. ‘What are we waiting for?’

Amathea watched the three men file on to the terrace. ‘Them.’

The trio were dressed in long green tunics with breeches cut of the same hardy material. They had thick, dark beards and unkempt hair. Each was carrying a long bow on his shoulder and a knife and quiver at his belt. They appeared unrelated but shared the same rangy physique, leathery skin and resolute gaze of those for whom violence is a way of life.

‘Itureans,’ explained Amathea with some relish. ‘Hunters from the hills below the great mountain. We don’t even have to pay them, would you believe? All they ask for is enough to eat and drink and a girl each. They all insisted on blondes, of course.’

One of the maids was dusting furniture just inside the door. A word from Amathea and an order from Skiron sent her running up to the table. She wasn’t overly pretty but had a pleasant enough face and a fine head of straw-coloured hair. She and the other two were from Germania and had cost a small fortune; but they could at least double as domestic staff.

Amathea was still looking at the hunters. ‘Every one of these fellows can skewer a pear at a fifty paces.’

Kallikres wiped his clammy face. ‘You wish to intimidate me, is that it?’

Amathea said, ‘It is one thing to hear of such skill, but another to see it. Girl, are you Lyra or Chloe? I always get you two mixed up.’

‘Lyra, Mistress.’

‘Take a pear from the bowl there.’

The girl did so.

‘Amathea.’ Alexon spoke softly. He expected to be ignored but felt he had to say something. Surely this would cause more problems than it would solve.

Amathea appeared not to have heard him. ‘Lyra, walk down to the meadow beside the drive. Stop when you’ve taken thirty paces, then turn towards us and put the pear on your head.’

Kallikres put up both hands. ‘This is not necessary. Why involve the girl?’

‘Off you go,’ said Amathea.

Lyra looked at Skiron, who cursed at her in Latin. Instead of obeying, she turned to one of the hunters, eyes pleading. The man spoke to Skiron in Aramaic. The steward translated.

‘Mistress, he doesn’t want his girl harmed.’

‘Then he’d better shoot straight,’ said Amathea.

The hunter understood that he had been given his orders. He took Lyra’s arm and led her to the steps. She descended them shakily.

‘Let’s end this now,’ said Kallikres, retrieving his money. ‘You’ve made your point. I’ll cooperate.’

Amathea ignored him too.

As Lyra continued down the slope, the hunter took his bow from his shoulder. He tested the string a couple of times then shook his head and spoke once more to Skiron.

‘He says he was drinking last night, Mistress. His hands are shaking. He can’t be sure of making the shot.’

Kallikres looked despairingly up at the sky.

‘Let us all calm down,’ said Amathea. ‘If he hits her and she is disfigured we’ll have her replaced.’

Upon hearing this, the hunter conceded. He moved up to the fringe of grass at the edge of the terrace and selected an arrow from his quiver. The other two moved aside and looked on.

Amathea stood up, then walked out from under the parasol and positioned herself behind the hunter. ‘You won’t be able to see much facing that way,’ she told Kallikres. ‘Come here and join us.’

Skiron stood over him again, hand hovering by the broad dagger at his belt. Kallikres complied.

Lyra had stopped. ‘I’m sorry. I lost count.’

‘That’s about twenty,’ said Amathea. ‘Keep going, girl.’

Girl. Alexon reckoned Lyra wasn’t far off thirty, several years older than Amathea. He looked over at the walls and trees, to make sure no one was watching. His sister rarely considered such details.

‘Skiron, my wine.’ She took her glass from the steward.

‘Don’t do this,’ said Kallikres.

‘I wish we didn’t have to.’

Alexon doubted whether anyone present believed her. Despite his determination to stand by his sister, he was suddenly struck by a vision of an arrow embedding itself in the maid’s face. He walked over and whispered to Amathea. ‘Sister …’

She held up a hand. ‘That’ll do, girl!’

Lyra stopped and turned.

‘Back straight, head straight,’ instructed Amathea. ‘Then put the pear on top.’

The hunter was flexing his shoulders and wrists.

Lyra began to lift the pear then stopped. ‘Mistress … Mistress, please …’

‘Just put it on your head. I promise he won’t harm you.’

‘But …’ The girl was crying.

Amathea tutted. ‘Alexon, where are they from again?’

He knew she wouldn’t stop now. ‘Germania.’

‘So they worship …’

‘Aericura.’

Amathea raised her voice. ‘Aericura will watch over you.’

‘Mistress, how can you be sure?’

‘Do you give offerings? Say your prayers?’

‘I do.’

‘Then he will watch over you.’

‘She,’ said Alexon.

‘She will watch over you,’ said Amathea. ‘Be a good girl and just put the pear on your head. It will all be over soon and you can go back inside.’

‘Do you promise I’ll be all right, Mistress?’

Amathea was now struggling to sound pleasant. ‘I promise!’

The hunter exhaled loudly, then checked the arrow and nocked it against the string. He turned side on and raised the bow.

Alexon watched Kallikres. The sergeant was wringing his hands like an old woman.

Lyra placed the pear on the top of her head. She held it there for a moment then put her arms by her side.

The bowstring groaned as the hunter drew it back. He closed one eye. The only noise was the ever-present buzz of crickets in the grass.

‘By the gods, I can see his fingers shaking,’ said Kallikres.

The hunter lowered the bow and glared at him.

Kallikres turned to Amathea. ‘How can he make the shot if his hand is shaking? That poor girl …’

Without any prompting from his employers, Skiron walked over to Kallikres and stood beside him.

But now the hunter seemed unsure about continuing.

‘Can he do it or not, Skiron?’ snapped Amathea.

‘Perhaps one of the others?’ suggested Alexon.

After a brief consultation, Skiron answered. ‘No, Mistress. If one of the others does it and … something goes wrong, it will cause a problem between them.’

Lyra reached for the pear. ‘Should I …’

‘Don’t move!’ yelled Amathea. ‘I was told fifty paces.’ She pointed at the hunter. ‘This is thirty. Tell him to fire now.’

The hunter needed no translation. He raised the bow and drew the string back once more.

Lyra checked that the pear wouldn’t fall then clasped her hands and closed her eyes.

Alexon and everyone else behind the Iturean was watching his fingers on the string. They were shaking, the tip of the arrow too.

The hunter let go.

The arrow flashed away and thumped into the turf well behind Lyra. It had missed the top of her head by at least a foot.

The hunter spoke.

‘A sighter,’ explained Skiron. ‘Now the real shot.’

Kallikres looked away and ran a knuckle across his brow.

Lyra was already reaching for the pear. ‘Is that it? Can I come back now?’

Skiron yelled at her to stand perfectly still.

Once more the bow was drawn. The hunter cocked his head to one side then lowered the weapon. This time nobody needed an explanation; a low-flying flock of noisy geese were flapping across the copse of conifers to the right. The only person who didn’t watch them was Lyra, who didn’t dare move.

Alexon peered at her. He couldn’t see any tears now but her tunic was wet upon her thighs. He wanted this to be over.

Back came the string again. The hunter’s fingers seemed to be steadier this time. He let go.

Alexon did not hear the arrow hit. All he saw was the girl’s hand fly up towards her head. Then her legs went and she collapsed on to the grass.

Kallikres staggered over to the side of the terrace and threw up into a flower bed.

Alexon and his sister watched as the hunters and Skiron ran down the steps then across the meadow.

‘Oh,’ said Amathea.

‘Is she moving?’ asked Alexon.

‘I think so.’

‘By the great and honoured gods,’ muttered Kallikres.

Skiron and the Itureans knelt in front of Lyra.

‘Well?’ asked Amathea. ‘Did he hit it?’

Skiron turned. ‘He did, Mistress.’

‘Bring it to me,’ instructed Amathea. ‘I want to see it.’

One of the hunters slapped the girl and a moment later her head came up. Then two of the men lifted her, one taking her under the arms, one by the legs. While they carried her towards the terrace, Skiron recovered the pear.

Amathea and Alexon walked over as the hunters reached the top of the steps. Lyra was looking at her mistress; everyone else was looking at her. Her face was so pale it appeared almost grey. The arrow tip had carved a thick line across the top of her head where her blonde hair parted. The flesh was horribly red.

‘Is it bad?’ asked Lyra.

‘It will stitch up,’ said Amathea.

The Iturean muttered a curse in his own language.

‘You’ll hardly be able to see it under all that hair,’ added Amathea.

Skiron spoke to the hunters as he came up the steps. They took the girl inside and he handed Amathea the pear, or rather the two halves of it.

‘A fine shot,’ she said. ‘Wouldn’t you agree, Kallikres?’

The sergeant said nothing.

‘Without a drink inside him, I’m sure he could do the same at fifty paces. Are you all right? You’re almost as pale as the girl.’

Kallikres gripped his stomach. ‘May I go?’

‘Of course. As long as we can be assured that you’ve understood the point of all this. Once my brother and I begin something, we always see it through to the end. We expect the same from you.’

Kallikres nodded then walked away down the steps.

Suddenly Alexon and Amathea were alone. ‘Sister, though I’m not sure that was entirely necessary, we seem to have made quite an impression on our guest.’

‘You disappoint me, brother. I told you that we must always appear united when in the company of subordinates. You questioned me.’

‘I’m sorry, Amathea. You’re right.’

‘I’m going to my room.’

He knew what that meant.

[image: Image Missing]

She was already on the balcony when he arrived. Alexon bolted the door and walked over to her. He had waited for an hour before coming up. Of their many routines this was the most established; it only increased the longing, the power of which amazed him every time.

Amathea was facing him but looking over the side of the balcony.

‘Anyone there?’ he asked.

‘Only one of the girls. She won’t see you.’

‘You must try to be quiet, Amathea.’

‘I shall do as I please.’

She stretched her arms out along the iron railing, fingers sliding on the metal. The diaphanous robe clung to her thighs, her form surrounded by the pink flowers and vivid green leaves that covered the balcony.

‘Am I beautiful?’

‘The blooms fade into insignificance beside you.’

Neither of them had ever touched anyone else. They found the very thought ridiculous.

‘I am yours,’ said Amathea.

‘And I am yours.’ Alexon dropped to his knees in front of her. He circled her ankles with his hands then slid them up, the robe bunching on his arms as he reached higher.


III

The coast road rarely strayed more than a hundred yards from the sea. It ran over countless rocky headlands and bridged ravines where water hissed and rumbled below. The only difficult section was north of Berytus, where the road steepened and twisted high above what was known colloquially as the Dog River. There they had passed the ancient statue of a wolf which was supposed to howl warnings to the locals if enemies approached. Some of the inscriptions on the rocks there were five hundred years old, dating back to when the Phoenicians had controlled the region.

The trio had been riding for seven days. It had taken four to reach the coast at Tyre, where they’d turned north, bound for Tripolis. Cassius was not in any great hurry; he’d sent a letter ahead to a man named Quentin, the treasury agent in charge of the counterfeiting investigation.

He never have imagined being glad to be back in Syria. Arabia – Bostra in particular – held dark associations for him now; he had left behind Abascantius, Governor Calvinus, the pressures of the troubling situation with the Tanukh and – most importantly of all – whomever had tried to capture him.

As suggested by Abascantius, Cassius had taken a series of precautions to remain undetected: they had left Bostra before first light, used a roundabout route out of the city, and been escorted by four cavalrymen for the first day. Though clearly bemused by such a duty, the soldiers had taken their responsibilities seriously, doubling back regularly to check the road behind them and leaving only when their charges found safe accommodation for the night.

Cassius was not in uniform and had used a false name at the inns where they stayed. As the days passed, he had grown more relaxed and was looking forward to what would surely be a comparatively leisurely and safe assignment. It was now mid-afternoon and – according to the milestones – there were only five miles left to Tripolis. They would arrive well before dusk with plenty of time to meet Quentin and arrange their lodgings.

Indavara – who was riding to Cassius’s left, closest to the sea – unleashed an almighty yawn. ‘Hot again.’

‘You ate too much lunch. Again.’

Indavara ignored him and pawed at an insect that had settled on his bulging right bicep. Though clearly happy to be on the move, the bodyguard never liked disruption to his conditioning regime and had to improvise exercises on the road. He’d spent half of the previous evening doing hundreds of push-ups and lifting a barrel above his head. His recovery had been remarkably speedy and he’d spent only two days languishing in the cart. Even so, he was inflicting daily progress reports on his companions – apparently the pain was now negligible but the purple bruising had turned black.

Indavara looked over his shoulder. ‘All right there, Simo?’

Cassius turned round. The attendant, who was driving the horse and cart, had set up a makeshift awning to protect himself from the sun.

‘Yes, thank you.’

‘Patch?’

‘Seems fine.’

The hardy donkey who had been with them since their journey into the Arabian desert was tied to the rear of the cart. Indavara and Simo didn’t even bother to pretend that they actually needed the beast for their luggage any more. Cassius allowed them this indulgence but was constantly amazed by how much care and attention they lavished on the creature.

‘Can you think of any more?’ asked Indavara. The game of ‘guess the emperor’ had been going on for some time.

‘I believe we’ve exhausted our entire supply,’ replied Simo. ‘Perhaps another game?’

‘I don’t think you’ve heard this one,’ said Cassius, looking down at the white sandy beach where four fishermen were bringing in a net.

‘I once had a special collapsible boat constructed then used it to try and drown my mother.’

‘Mmm.’ Simo seemed perplexed.

‘Let me,’ said Indavara. ‘Was it Caligula?’

‘No,’ said Cassius.

‘Tiberius?’

‘No. Last guess.’

‘Nero.’

‘Very good.’

‘Ha.’ Indavara slapped his thigh. ‘Did it work?’

‘The boat? Yes. But she managed to swim back to shore – that must have been an awkward conversation.’

Indavara shook his head. ‘Emperors – mad buggers every one.’

Cassius pointed at him. ‘Don’t say that in company. And remember you’ve taken an oath to Aurelian. We should all consider ourselves lucky; we’ve not had such a capable character in the purple for quite a while.’

‘Do you think he’s seen the black stone yet?’ asked Indavara.

‘Probably.’

‘Perhaps he’ll see the god Elagabal like we did.’

Cassius didn’t reply. He’d tried to forget the vision he’d had that day in the canyon and wished he’d never told Indavara about it.

‘You saw him too,’ said the bodyguard. ‘I dream of it sometimes. I dream of him fighting with my Fortuna.’

‘It was our minds playing tricks, that’s all.’

‘Of course,’ said Indavara, rolling his eyes. ‘You know everything. About everything.’

‘As I said at the time: no – just more than you.’

‘Very funny.’

‘Move over.’

They were heading up a slight slope and Cassius had just spotted a cavalryman coming over the rise. The rider carried a scarlet and gold standard and was leading a squad of ten. They seemed to be well equipped for a long journey: the saddles were loaded with fodder, water skins and equipment which thumped and jangled as they trotted past. Each man also had a yellow oval shield with the same pattern of black swirls surrounding the bronze boss.

These were not the first soldiers they had seen; there had been two more units of cavalry and a century heading south. Cassius didn’t like ignoring them; he enjoyed the camaraderie of greeting fellow soldiers on the road – seeing his crest, they generally assumed he was a centurion. But for the moment it seemed wise to draw as little attention as possible so he had forgone anything that identified him as a military man. He would have to wear his uniform in Tripolis while undertaking the investigation but (again at the suggestion of Abascantius) would continue to operate under an assumed name.

As the last of the cavalrymen passed them, they reached the top of the slope. Ahead, the road cut through thick scrub and olive groves, following the gentle curve of the coast before reaching Tripolis, most of which seemed to be crammed on to a promontory jutting out into the sea. It was a medium-sized city, not as large as some of those they had passed through like Sidon and Berytus. Cassius had no idea why the Emperor had decided to commission a new imperial mint there.

‘Four to go,’ said Indavara, spying another milestone. ‘Hope there’s some good eating round here. I’m starving.’
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After obtaining some directions from a pair of legionaries patrolling the road, they headed straight for the nearest army way station. It was currently occupied by a party of surveyors, so while Simo went to find alternative accommodation, Cassius and Indavara were assigned a young lad to escort them to the mint. It was less than a mile away, on the eastern edge of the town in an area of factories and workshops. Unlike the other buildings, the mint was surrounded by a twelve-foot brick wall topped by spikes and guarded by a squad of legionaries. Confident he could find his way back, Cassius dismissed the lad and they waited outside the entrance for Quentin.

‘Looks just like the one in Antioch,’ said Indavara, examining the walls.

‘Of course – you were with Abascantius when he thought Governor Gordio was mixed up in the theft of the Persian flag. Gods, what a mess he made of that. Fortunately, I was around to pick up the pieces.’

‘By getting yourself captured?’

‘All part of the plan,’ said Cassius with a grin.

He let out a long breath and wished he’d brought his hat with him. He was wearing a thin, sleeveless tunic and his lightest boots but was still sweating. ‘Hope Simo’s found somewhere close to the coast, bit of sea air would be nice.’

One of the eight legionaries on duty opened the small iron gate next to the main entrance and a slight man of about forty appeared. Cassius’s skin was on the fair side, but this fellow’s was even paler and he grimaced as he was struck by the full power of the sun. His long-sleeved tunic was of good quality but the sleeves were marked with ink blots.

‘Officer Crispian?’

‘Yes,’ lied Cassius.

‘Lucius Gratus Quentin.’ They shook forearms.

Quentin shielded his eyes as he inspected the other new arrival. Like Cassius, Indavara was armed with dagger and sword.

‘May I see your documentation?’

‘Of course.’

Cassius reached into the deer-hide satchel over his shoulder and took out the letter of introduction. Glycia had written it; Marshal Marcellinus had signed it. Only Abascantius had possessed the presence of mind to suggest that it identified Cassius as ‘the bearer’ instead of by name.

Quentin read the note and returned it. ‘This is all rather irregular but we must of course do as we are bid. Please, follow me.’

Quentin went through the narrow archway first. As Cassius followed, one of the legionaries stepped in front of him. ‘You’ll have to leave the weapons here, sir.’

‘I’m afraid it’s policy,’ said Quentin. ‘You’ll see that I carry no blade; only the soldiers of the garrison are allowed to do so.’

‘You did see the name in that letter? Must I invoke it a second time?’

‘Officer Crispian, this is an imperial mint. Security is of the utmost importance.’

Cassius considered a jibe about the counterfeiting investigation but decided against it.

He reckoned he could have got his way by scaring the soldiers with a bit more name-dropping but it seemed unlikely he would be at risk here. ‘If you insist.’

Indavara – who never liked giving up his weapons – sneered as he removed his dagger sheath and sword belt. Cassius did the same and the soldiers took the four weapons.

Quentin led them across a strip of dusty ground towards the mint, which, like the wall, was constructed of red brick. All the small, circular windows were grilled with iron and well off the ground. Towards the rear were several chimneys, only one of which was issuing smoke. From inside the mint came the noise of clanging hammers and the occasional shout.

‘Have you any experience of combating counterfeiting, Officer?’ asked Quentin.

‘None at all.’

Quentin made little attempt to conceal his dismay.

‘I am hoping you will be able to educate me,’ added Cassius.

Waiting outside the broad, arched entrance was a middle-aged man of about fifty in a light blue tunic decorated with yellow lozenges.

Quentin introduced him. ‘Flavius Arruntius, chief of the mint.’

‘Officer Crispian, Imperial Security.’

‘Welcome, sir,’ said Arruntius, a large character with rosy cheeks and an amenable face. ‘My staff and I are at your disposal.’

‘Many thanks.’

‘I thought we might show you one of the workshops first,’ said Quentin, ‘so you can better understand what you are to investigate.’

‘That sounds sensible.’

‘It will have to be workshop two,’ said Arruntius, ‘the only one functioning at present.’

‘Work has slowed down since the first issue,’ explained Quentin. ‘That was mainly for army pay. The rest will be introduced more slowly – payments for civic projects and wages for municipal workers.’

‘These counterfeits,’ said Cassius, ‘are they just of the new denarius?’

‘As far as we know,’ replied Quentin. He produced a coin from a pocket and showed it to Cassius. ‘You may not have seen many down in Arabia yet but these are being produced and distributed at Siscia, Cyzicus, Serdica, Antioch and here. The aim is for them to eventually become the primary currency for the entire Empire.’

‘And now someone is making their own?’

Quentin exchanged an anxious look with Arruntius. ‘We’ll get to that. Let us first show you how they are made.’

Cassius gestured towards the arch. ‘Please.’
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Workshop two was divided into several sections. The first was a large room containing four ovens. Despite an open door that led out to a courtyard, the temperature reminded Cassius of a hot room at the baths. The rounded ovens were constructed of clay, each one with a chimney and an opening at the front. Only two were alight, burning bright orange inside. Half a dozen men were at work, wearing aprons over their tunics, skin glistening with sweat. They turned and nodded politely when they realised they had visitors.

Cassius noted some metal ingots stacked on a wooden pallet. Most were of bronze but there was also copper and silver. Arruntius led the other three to a central table and pointed at a rectangular lump of clay containing rows of hollows. ‘This is the mould: made of what we call foundry sand – sand mixed with clay. We pour molten bronze into these then they go into the oven.’

He continued on and pointed down at two empty vats sunk into the ground. ‘These would usually contain the liquid silver – when the bronzes come out of the ovens we apply the wash here.’

Guarding the arched doorway that led to the next section was a legionary who looked as if he was ready for another duty.

‘Of course, security is crucial,’ said Arruntius. ‘We also inventory every last item at the end and beginning of the working day.’

He led them into the second section. In the middle of the room was a huge square table. On top of it was a wooden tray containing dozens of silver-coated coins. A worker was picking them out one by one, examining the surface and clipping off any excess metal around the edges.

‘Once they’ve cooled, the “blanks” are checked in here,’ said Arruntius.

Farther along the table was another worker by a set of scales. He was weighing every coin.

‘Keeping a standardised weight is essential,’ added the chief of the mint, ‘and not easy to achieve.’ He pointed at a bucket containing several coins. ‘Anything not up to standard goes back for remoulding.’

Cassius looked at a tray containing approved ‘blanks’. Having just been ‘washed’ these looked almost like silver, but he knew from experience that, after handling, most of the coins would end up looking like what they really were: bronze.

‘So not much actual silver in a denarius these days.’

Arruntius gave an ironic smile and looked at Quentin, who answered.

‘Should be five per cent.’

Arruntius took a single blank from the nearest tray and led them past another guard into the third section. No one was working but there was a circular table surrounded by four large anvils mounted on bases of brick. On the table were two cylinders of what looked to Cassius like lead, each about two inches wide and five high.

‘These are the dies,’ said Arruntius as they reached the table. ‘See the images? One is the obverse, one the reverse.’

The obverse showed the head of the Emperor. He was wearing a crown and facing to the right. Written around the top half of the coin was his name.

‘A good likeness,’ said Quentin.

‘You have seen the Emperor in the flesh?’ asked Cassius.

‘Yes, several times.’

‘And?’ said Cassius, unable to curtail his curiosity.

‘Very impressive,’ replied Quentin. Cassius supposed there wasn’t really anything else one could say.

He looked at the next die and was surprised by what he saw. The design for the reverse showed a god-like figure standing over a captive. In one hand he held a globe, in the other a whip. The legend was clear: SOL INVICTUS.

‘Oh. The sun god. I didn’t realise …’

‘Other solar symbols have been used on previous coinage,’ said Quentin.

‘Instead of Jupiter, though?’ said Cassius. No one seemed keen to discuss the matter but it seemed obvious that the Emperor’s interest in the solar deities of the East was developing at quite a rate.

‘Sun god,’ said Indavara. ‘Not Elagabalus?’

Quentin answered quickly. ‘The word from on high is that the design does not represent any single version of the sun god. It is to be considered an acknowledgement of what the Emperor sees as the importance of local deities in his reconquering of the East. Assurances have been made that it is in no way to suggest a supplanting of the great gods.’

‘But these are being produced across the Empire?’ said Cassius.

‘Well, yes.’

‘His coins,’ said Arruntius with a shrug. ‘His design.’

He put the reverse die on the anvil and the blank coin on top. He then flipped the obverse die over and placed it on top of the blank. Holding the tower steady, he turned to the others.

Indavara looked confused. ‘How do you get the …’

Arruntius gestured at the floor. Lying next to the table was a large hammer. ‘Sheer brute force. We seem to be in need of a labourer, my friend.’ He smiled at Indavara. ‘The men who work in this section tend to look a bit like you.’

‘You mean I can …’

‘Please.’

Indavara picked up the hammer.

‘Try and bring the head down as straight as you can,’ said Arruntius. ‘And preferably not on my fingers. You needn’t try too hard. The weight will do the work.’

Despite this advice, Indavara couldn’t resist giving it a good thump. After the impact, the tower fell on to the anvil with a clang.

Arruntius plucked the newly minted coin off the reverse die and handed it to the bodyguard. ‘Here. It’s yours.’

‘Really?’

‘Why not? You made it.’

Indavara looked down at the design now imprinted in the metal and grinned.

‘Easy, eh?’ said Cassius.

‘Not if you have to do it all day,’ said Arruntius. ‘We expect an experienced pair to knock out a hundred an hour.’

Cassius looked around the room. Against the wall were racks of tools and amphoras of varying sizes and designs. ‘So that’s it?’

‘Not quite.’ Arruntius pointed past a guard towards another doorway. ‘In the fourth section we weigh them again and give them a good polish. From there it’s to the counting room, then the store at the rear.’

Quentin was looking impatient.

‘Shall we move on to the issue at hand?’ suggested Cassius.

‘We can meet in my office – Arruntius has kindly put aside some space for me.’

‘I’ll have a maid come along with some refreshments,’ said their host, hurrying away back through the workshop.

‘Thank you,’ said Quentin as he led Cassius in the opposite direction.

Indavara was still looking at his coin. ‘I can really keep this?’


IV

The ‘office’ was in fact half of a large storeroom. It was considerably cooler than the rest of the mint, with air admitted through a dozen of the high circular windows and illumination via a square glassed skylight. The other half of the room was mostly shelves stacked with scroll-racks, waxed tablets and iron tools. Quentin had set himself up on a work table and was clearly a well-organised individual. Next to a framed map of the eastern provinces were several orderly piles of paper and a selection of labelled coins mounted on a board of cork.

As Cassius and Quentin sat on opposite sides of the table, Indavara took himself over to a nearby bench and lay down on his back. Quentin seemed bemused by this but said nothing.

‘How long have you been in Tripolis?’ asked Cassius.

‘I was sent here originally in the spring to help set up the mint. The building was here but everything you see inside is new. When this … issue raised its head I was asked to stay on and coordinate an investigation.’

‘Do you have anyone else to help you?’

‘Two clerks. They’re out gathering information as we speak.’

‘Marshal Marcellinus seemed to suggest that not much progress has been made. Is that fair?’

Quentin sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose. ‘Perhaps if I start at the beginning?’

‘Of course.’

Cassius had put his satchel on the desk. He reached inside and took out a stick of charcoal to make notes with. ‘Do you have some paper?’

Quentin pointed at a pile of blank sheets. Just as Cassius took one, a maid hurried in with a tray. He was disappointed to see that she was middle aged and rather fat. Indavara sat up immediately, more interested in what she had brought.

‘Afternoon, sirs.’

‘Hello,’ said Indavara, already on his feet.

The maid placed the tray on the corner of the table, prompting a tut from Quentin. She put down a jug and three mugs, a bowl of glistening red grapes and a plate of sweet-smelling pastries.

‘Wine for everyone?’

‘Not for me,’ said Quentin. ‘And don’t spill any.’

With a practised smile, the maid poured wine for Cassius and Indavara, recovered the tray and departed as quickly as she’d arrived. ‘Compliments of Master Arruntius. If you would like anything else, please ask.’

‘Thanks a lot,’ said Indavara. He slurped at his wine, eliciting another tut from Quentin.

‘Why not go back to your bench?’ said Cassius. ‘Take the cakes.’

Indavara didn’t need a second invitation.

‘What he lacks in decorum he more than makes up for in other areas.’

‘I don’t doubt it.’ Quentin put his arms on the table and interlocked his fingers. ‘Do you know why this mint was commissioned?’

‘So that the local and visiting legions can be paid; and the Emperor can introduce coins bearing his image – show his face, so to speak.’

‘That’s part of it, yes.’

‘And also to restore confidence in the currency.’ Finance was not Cassius’s strong point but he knew inflation and debasement had worsened in recent years.

‘Quite so. As I said in the workshop, we are aiming for a consistent five per cent silver in the new denarius. Under some of the Emperor’s predecessors, it had dropped to as low as one per cent.’

‘Strange, really,’ said Cassius, ‘when one considers that all coins were originally a hundred per cent gold or silver or bronze.’

‘Unfortunately that is now impossible, but we are doing what we can.’

Quentin leaned across the desk and selected a coin from his collection. He handed it to Cassius. ‘See the XX below the sun god? It guarantees the five per cent minimum – twenty coins would make one of pure silver. If all goes to plan, within a few months these denarii should be the dominant coin of exchange across the Empire. The XX mark is designed to breed confidence. Confidence is our best weapon against inflation.’

‘But with all these coins being produced it’s a perfect time to introduce and distribute false currency.’

‘Precisely. And with counterfeits of such quality mixing with genuine coins, we will find it very difficult to identify the source.’

‘So what about these fakes? Do you have one to show me?’

Quentin nodded at Cassius’s hand.

‘This?’ He examined it. The detailing of the lettering and images was excellent.

Quentin passed him another denarius. ‘This is genuine. It
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