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Prologue

Aegyptus, February AD 187

‘Isn’t that just typical of the blasted cavalry. Give them one simple job to do and you can be sure that they’ll find a way to gallop off into the landscape and not be seen all day. Although what they could have found to chase around this barren landscape, I can only imagine. What do you think, First Spear? Is it the usual wild goose chase, or might they have found something to drink all the way out here?’

The senior centurion marching beside Prefect Servius’s horse barked a terse laugh. Ten years older than his commander, and close to the end of an illustrious career, his curly black hair was greying above a nut-brown face, his skin lined and seamed by both age and the elements. He reflexively turned to look back down his cohort’s line of march before answering, nodding to himself in satisfaction that his centuries were still in a tight formation, despite the arid, stony terrain across which they were advancing. The soldiers were silent, other than for the rattle and scrape of their equipment, and the occasional curse as a hobnailed boot slipped on a loose pebble, their eyes fixed alternately on the men in front of them and the stark, treeless line of the horizon. Their discipline on the march was something he had inculcated into them over several years of training across thousands of square miles of desert, land empty other than for the trading caravans working the road from their base at Koptos to Rome’s southernmost trading port, Berenike, hardening them for the desert’s harsh conditions. Toiling across a limestone plain, under a sun which, if not anywhere close to summer’s full heat, was still warm enough to make them grateful that they had not yet been ordered to don their helmets, they looked every bit as capable as he expected, trained and drilled to the height of efficiency and obedience.

‘Our mounted brethren, Prefect? I doubt that lot could find anything so useful if they were led to it by Mithras himself. But I don’t think we’ll miss their presence all that much. If their scouting report was accurate, then we should come within sight of the Blemmyes village when we cross that next rise. And we’ll hardly need a few dozen horse thieves to help us triumph against such a ragged opposition. We are going to attack?’

Servius nodded decisively, replying in the spoken Greek that was the army of Aegyptus’s main language, no longer requiring any conscious thought after two years of constant use.

‘Of course, I have to make an example of them, something I can point out to their king wouldn’t have been necessary if he’d kept a better grip on his subjects this side of the great river. So yes, once we’re within four hundred paces we deploy into line and then go through them without any pause, other than for the customary challenge and response to get our men’s blood up.’

His first spear nodded agreement.

‘The sooner we get this done, show these thieving bastards what happens when Rome gets tired of their constant robbery, and then make our way back to civilisation, the happier I’ll be.’

The prefect grinned at him.

‘Thinking about your daughter, are you, Khaba?’

The older man grimaced.

‘Thinking about her mother, more like, and the amount of money she seems determined to spend celebrating the girl’s betrothal. It’s not like I haven’t already provided a decent dowry, but all I hear is silk dresses and spiced cakes whenever I see them.’

Servius laughed.

‘At least there’s no shortage of either, or of merchants willing to give a man of your standing a healthy discount. And if you couldn’t take a joke, perhaps you shouldn’t have had the child?’

His subordinate nodded, his face creasing in an apparently mournful look of ruefulness.

‘Something I am reminded of by her mother every time I question each new expense. Never before have I agreed quite so strongly with the rules against marrying before retirement from the service.’

‘Quite so, Centurion! The wisdom of our elders and betters, eh?’ The two men shared a smile, the easy familiarity between them the result of the two years of hardships involved in drilling the cohort as close to perfection as could be achieved with native auxiliaries. The senior officer had initially faced a bigger challenge than his men, daunted by the loneliness of command in a distant outpost, and that he had adapted to become an efficient and respected commander was due in no small part to his subordinate’s patient and tactful guidance. ‘If there’s one thing that my own domestic life has shown me, it’s that being a married man and being a soldier are somewhat incompatible. All I hear whenever I reach for my helmet is “how long will you be away this time?”’

The centurion nodded knowingly, warming to a familiar theme.

‘That, or “when will you be back this time?”, as if I had the choice. She seems determined to assume that I prefer the company of five hundred unwashed men, and the joys of eating cold food and shitting behind rocks to the comforts of my home. And of course she’s convinced that I have a woman out here somewhere, when the most attractive creatures I ever see on patrol are the donkeys carrying the water. With no disrespect to your horse, Prefect.’

They shared a moment of amusement before Servius spoke again.

‘At least this ought to be simple enough. We flatten the Blemmyes village, kill anyone that stands against us, enslave the rest, burn whatever can’t be carried and head for home. Leaving a clear and unmistakable message for every member of their tribe.’

‘Steal from Rome, and Rome will make you pay the price of admission to the game?’

‘Exactly, First Spear. Ah, there they are.’

Cresting the shallow ridge in the desert’s seemingly unending, gently undulating terrain, they had come into sight of a small desert settlement. Not the sprawl of buildings that surrounded the wells further to the south and east where most of the Blemmyes people lived, but a mean cluster of huts and tents that would provide shelter for no more than a hundred people at the most.

‘I’ll deploy the cohort into line, if I may, Prefect?’

Leaving his subordinate to what he did best, the swift and efficient transmission and enforcement of orders, Servius dismounted and hammered a notched iron stake into a crack in the rock, tethering his horse to it before pulling on his crested helmet over a clean, and momentarily sweat free, linen arming cap. Taking a swift drink of tepid water from his bottle, he turned to find the cohort completing its deployment from column to line, and walked across to join his subordinate in front of the soldiers, calling out an order that was more for show than any need to tell such an experienced centurion what to do.

‘Get that line dressed, First Spear! Let’s not show these animals any sign that they might have the faintest chance of beating a cohort of Roman troops in a straight fight!’

The prefect watched with satisfaction as the older man saluted crisply and stalked away down the cohort’s line, bellowing orders and striking out with his vine stick at those of his soldiers who were slow to respond. His auxiliaries were arrayed in an extended battle line, two men deep and two hundred long, waiting with the patience of men habituated to standing in formation, seemingly untroubled by the ragged band of desert warriors who had emerged from their dwellings to face them. His task completed, the first spear strode back down the line to rejoin his prefect, his dark, sun-blasted skin beaded with sweat from his exertions.

‘The cohort is ready for battle, Prefect!’

Servius nodded gravely.

‘Very well, First Spear. Since the enemy haven’t just fled at the sight of so many soldiers, I suggest we get this unpleasantness over and done with. The sooner we have the cohort back in Koptos doing what they’re paid for, rather than chasing around the desert after this bandit scum, the better!’

He walked forward to stand before his men, turning his back on the desert tribesmen waiting for them two hundred paces away, up a slight slope that led to the settlement his cavalry scouts had discovered the previous day.

‘Men of the First Macedonica Equitata!’

The soldiers tensed, knowing that his address was the final preparation for battle, and Servius looked across their line, seeing fear, eagerness, bloodlust and even boredom on their faces, as his men readied themselves to fight.

‘These desert dwellers before you have pushed their luck with Rome one time too many!’

Word had reached the fortress at Koptos two days before, borne by a merchant who had been by turns irate and disconsolate at the size of his loss. His caravan, over one hundred beasts laden with an entire ship’s cargo of valuable trade goods, had been stripped clean at sword point only two days into its journey up the long road north from the port town of Berenike. Trade goods that had been shipped a thousand miles across the Erythraean Sea, carried by captains willing to brave the treacherous tides, turbulent waves and rock-studded waters that made any voyage to the kingdoms of the distant east an act of faith, had been stolen with what Servius considered breathtaking daring, given how far the Blemmyes had penetrated into imperial territory to carry out their raid. Not only that, but the threat of violence used to cow the caravan’s guards had been shockingly credible, scores of armed bandits springing a well-planned ambush that had totally overwhelmed the twenty hired swordsmen who had been employed to fend off any attempt at robbery. Faced with such a change in the desert-dwellers’ customary opportunistic banditry, the prefect had known that he had no option but to make an example of the band in question, and had marched at dawn the next day in cohort strength, using his cavalrymen to scout ahead and follow the robbers’ tracks to their village.

‘These criminals before us have stripped an entire shipment clean at the point of their spears, hoping to sell their gains to the highest bidder! They have stolen those goods, not just from their rightful owner, but from Rome too!’

He paused for a moment to allow time for his men to think on that. A crime against trade was a crime against the empire, denying the imperial treasury the taxes that would result both from their import and re-export across the sea to Rome itself. And there was one last reason for them to want these desert bandits dealt with just as much as he did, a sentiment he weighed carefully before putting it before them.

‘And consider this, men of the First Macedonica! As praefectus praesidiorum et montis berenicidis, my responsibility is to safeguard both the port, and the quarries to our east, and the roads that lead north from them across this desert! I can assure you that if you and I fail to provide these vital imperial assets with the protection we are paid for, our place here will be re-garrisoned with legion troops, and we will be marched away to guard dusty road forts in the middle of Aegyptus. We will be stationed so far from civilisation that we will never again see those who have come to depend on us, not unless they choose to accompany us to whichever desolate outpost we are sent to!’

And that, he knew, would be the most convincing reason for them to show the bandits no mercy. The prospect of losing the familiarity and comfort of their fort, in a town filled with the entertainments and diversions traditionally enjoyed both by the men of the caravans on their way north and back again and, in their absence, his own men, would horrify them.

‘But that will never happen, men of the First! We are going to rip through these poor, deluded fools, who believe that they can defy the might of Rome and make them rue the day they decided to try! Those that we kill will be left here as a feast for the vultures! Those we capture will be sold into slavery, to work as labour in the quarries! And the profits from their sale will be divided up between those of us that survive this battle!’

His men cheered their approval of that last roared promise, and his first spear bellowed the order for them to start making some noise, a rhythmic rapping of their spear shafts against the wooden boards of their shields. The sound would, so the military manuals said, calm the nervous, and give strength to men whose legs were trembling, but Servius had long since decided that the intention was mainly to give them something to do, to distract them from contemplating the horror that awaited the first battle any of them would ever have fought in. He drew breath, then shouted the challenge that was routinely practised on the parade ground prior to mock battles, so that every man present would know what was expected of him.

‘Are you ready for war?’

The reply was almost instant, his soldiers keen to get the ordeal over and done with, and see who would live and who, against the odds that were stacked in their favour, would die.

‘Ready!’

‘Are you ready for war?’

The second time, less of a question and more of an imperative.

‘Ready!’

‘ARE YOU READY FOR WAR?’

And one last time, a full-throated challenge to his soldiers’ manhood, their pride and their right to inhabit their privileged world – but as he shouted the words at them, he saw facial expressions in the cohort’s front rank change in the time it took him to roar out the words. Eyes which had been fixed on him, in accordance with orders drilled into them on hundreds of occasions, were suddenly looking past him, up the slope to the place where their enemy waited. As Servius turned to follow their shocked stares, a horn sounded from behind him, a long mournful note whose implications sent a shiver up his spine. On the ridge behind the waiting Blemmyes men were moving into position, hundreds strong, each of them holding a bow and a sheaf of arrows, while at either end of their formation horsemen were walking their mounts into position. Some among them were holding up objects on the points of their spears, and after a moment staring up at them in perplexity, Servius realised, with a sickening shock, that they were severed heads, more than one still carrying the gilded helmet of a Roman cavalryman. Shaking off the momentary paralysis that had gripped him, shock at the speed with which the situation had catastrophically changed for the worse, and realising his own personal danger, he turned back to his men and started walking briskly across the twenty-pace gap to the line, fighting his instinct to run for the illusory safety of their ranks and in doing so start a panic that would see them all dead. The first spear pulled a soldier aside to make a gap for him to slip through, then pushed the man back into place, stepping back alongside his superior and shouting loudly enough to be heard along the entire length of the cohort’s formation.

‘Get your bloody shields up! Shields!’

The first spear’s bellowed order broke the spell that seemed to have gripped the auxiliaries with the appearance of the new threat, his men raising their shields as ordered.

‘This is a death trap, Prefect! We need to back away, if they’ll let us, and then speed march for the nearest water fort as fast as we can!’

‘But this is our ground …’

Knowing even as he said it, and without needing the negation in the other man’s eyes, that he was, at least temporarily, utterly wrong. The first spear pointed at the forces mustering on the slope above them, the dull weight of certainty in his voice.

‘No, Prefect, this is their ground now. That many archers, and cavalry, the only way we get out of this trap is if they let us re—’

The horn’s mournful note sounded again, and, with a hiss of arrow fletching carving the air, the archers loosed their arrows. The centurion dragged Servius into the cover of the rear rank’s shields, shouting at his men to take cover as the deadly iron sleet plunged down onto the Roman line. Curses, imprecations, exhortations to stand fast and shouts of agony and terror erupted along the quailing cohort’s length, arrows punching into shields and flitting through the gaps between them to deal indiscriminate death among the auxiliaries. A soldier reeled from his place in the rear rank with an arrow’s shaft protruding from his neck, managing half a dozen disjointed steps before collapsing lifelessly at Servius’s feet, while all along the line his men were falling, mostly writhing in pain at the shock of their wounds as another volley hissed down to repeat the carnage inflicted by the first. The first spear pushed the dead man’s shield at his superior, flinching as a pair of arrows hammered into the board that he had raised over his own head, lethally pointed iron heads protruding a clear six inches through the layered wooden boards.

‘You have to get away, Prefect!’

Servius shook his head in prompt negation of any such idea.

‘I won’t run!’

‘They’re five times our number and more! The only choice we have is being slaughtered by the archers if we stand or ridden down by the cavalry if we run! But one man can still escape!’ He pointed to the prefect’s horse, tethered fifty paces back from the embattled Romans, the beast shying at the battle’s sudden cacophony but held in place by the iron stake Servius had hammered into the rock only moments before. ‘Go! Take the only chance we’ve got and get word out as to what happened here! You of all people know what all this must mean!’

The prefect nodded reluctantly, knowing that once on the horse he would be uncatchable by the enemy cavalry, almost certainly already part-blown by their exertions in the desert’s harsh environment.

‘Surely the cohort will break, if they see me run for it?’

Khaba shook his head grimly.

‘Not if I lead them forward at the same time.’ He shook his head tiredly. ‘This is a knife in Rome’s back. You have to get word of this treachery out to Alexandria.’

The prefect nodded, his mouth a tight slash in his pale face.

‘Very well.’

‘And if you make it, see that my woman and the child are looked after?’

‘I will. And I’ll dedicate an altar to you.’

The first spear smiled weakly, flinching as another volley hammered at the cohort’s shields, and yet more of their soldiers fell under the deadly hail. The volume of shouts and screams was already reduced, most of the soldiers focused simply on staying in the cover of their shields, while those who had failed to do so, and paid the price, were for the most part dead, each successive volley reaping more of the men whose wounds had left them helpless on the bare ground. He pointed at the horse.

‘I always wondered what a man had to do to get himself immortalised in stone! I’d have been happy never to have found out though. Now go!’

He turned to face the enemy, roaring a command over the confusion and terror.

‘With me, First Cohort! Advance!’

Along the line the remaining centurions and watch officers began echoing his orders, pushing their men forward in what Servius guessed they would instinctively know was a doomed attempt to counter-attack. He watched for a moment as the men of his command followed their example, shaking his head as several wounded soldiers somehow managed to follow their comrades forward up the slope, limping, staggering and in one case literally crawling in their wake. Turning away with a prayer to Mercury for divine speed, he sprinted for the horse, straining every sinew against the weight of his armour and weapons, mentally rehearsing the three swift actions that would see him escape: unhook its reins from the iron tether, leap astride the beast, and put his boots into its flanks once he had it facing away from the battle. Halfway across the gap between his doomed cohort and the animal, running so fast that he felt as if he were floating over the limestone’s hard surface, perpetually on the edge of falling, such was his breakneck pace, and at the very instant he began to believe that he would make it to the animal unnoticed in the battle’s chaos, an arrow flicked past him a pace to his right. The second, loosed after him an instant later, did not miss. The shaft pierced his thigh with such force that the iron head protruded a hand span above the knee, sending him sprawling across the rock hard enough that he bit through his lip with the impact. Rolling onto his back, the instinct to survive still strong, despite the shocking pain making the wounded leg all but useless, he stared for a moment at what was happening on the slope beneath the village. From the ridge’s vantage point, the enemy archers were pouring their arrows into the advancing auxiliaries with sufficient venom to put their shafts straight through the thin wooden layers of their shields at such close range, aiming high to put their spiked arrowheads into the faces of the men behind such flimsy protection.

Rolling onto his knees, gasping as the arrow’s shaft scraped across the rock, Servius managed to get to his knees and drew his sword, putting one hand on his unwounded thigh and the weapon’s point against the rock, pushing himself upright. Tottering on the spatha’s wobbling support, he snarled at the pain before starting a slow, painful limp towards the waiting horse, dragging the useless limb behind him as he lurched, one slow pace at a time across the sandy ground. Without any apparent transition other than a brief sensation of being struck hard in the back, he found himself struggling to work out why the world was suddenly at right angles, sky to the left, ground to the right. An overwhelming sense that none of it really mattered had settled on him, the sensation’s crushing weight like the reassurance he had enjoyed from being placed under heavy blankets as a small child, seeming to pin him where he had apparently fallen. There was bare rock under his helmet, grating on the finely engraved metal, and he wondered briefly how he was going to get the scratches polished out before abandoning the thought as irrelevant, as he realised what had bludgeoned his body into immobility. Something was inside him, its intrusion beyond simple pain, and he put a hand to his chest to feel the first inch of an arrow point protruding through the armour, the hole slick with his blood.

‘I’m … dying.’

The realisation was comforting, in a way. The indignity and distress he was feeling, through the numbing, enervating shock of having an arrow pierce his body from back to front, would soon be over. The loss of his command, still visible on the village’s slope but now reduced to little more than a hundred embattled men, their drive up the slope halted as they clustered together in a doomed attempt to survive the continual barrage of arrows that was pecking steadily away at their numbers, was no longer a personal disaster, but simply something that happened when men went to war. Servius would be with his ancestors soon enough and, he realised, the only thing he had left to worry about was that his death wound was in his back. He watched, detached from the events by more than distance, as the remnant of his cohort gathered themselves for one last, magnificent, shambling attempt to attack, their pitiful advance failing in the space of a dozen paces as the archers reaped them without pity and felled every last one.

The Blemmyes came down the slope to start picking over the dead and wounded for the contents of their purses and the bounty of their equipment, a wealth of iron armour to men used to fighting without any such protection, prizes to be displayed, he mused, for centuries to come. Or perhaps to be discovered and punished with death, when the legions came to take Rome’s revenge for their theft. A pair of running men passed him, both seeking to take the magnificent prize waiting for them, the horse still tethered to the rock behind him. After what sounded like a brief scuffle, one of them came back to stand over him, muttering something vicious and pulling the dagger from his belt. He knelt on one knee, looking the dying Roman up and down for a moment and nodding, perhaps calculating that the wealth to be had from his gleaming bronze breastplate and heavily decorated equipment would, perhaps, compensate for the loss of the horse. He put the weapon’s point to the dying man’s throat, ready to deliver the mercy stroke that would finally end the prefect’s pain, and Servius smiled faintly, readying himself to die.

A fresh voice barked, an unmistakable command, harsh and pre-emptory, and the cold sensation of the knife blade against his skin withdrew, the Arab standing and looking with venom at several heavily armed men escorting someone towards him. Realising who it was he was about to defy, presumably at risk to his life, he fell to one knee, then withdrew hurriedly at the bark of another terse command. The bodyguards halted, their ranks opening to allow their charge to approach. Dressed in magnificently ornamented battle armour, intricately chased with silver and decorated with gems, the enemy leader knelt to look into his eyes.

‘You are dying, Roman.’ The words were Greek, heavily accented but recognisable, the voice soft and yet shot through with iron. ‘A wound such as that which my men have inflicted upon you is invariably fatal, although it might be hours before the shock and loss of blood take you to your ancestors. You will lose your ability to think soon enough, but you might hover here, caught between life and death, for as long as a day, as your life leaks away from the holes we have put in your body.’ The eyes seemed to bore into him, above the veil of chain mail that covered the speaker’s nose and mouth, covering skin so dark as to be almost black. ‘I can hasten your journey across the river to meet those that went before you, if you assist me with the answer to a simple question. Will you do that, Roman?’

‘What … question?’

The eyes narrowed in a smile that to Servius’s fading consciousness looked almost affectionate.

‘What more forces does Rome have in the field in the land of my allies, the Blemmyes? Just answer me that, and I will cut you free from this unhappy end myself. And I will put the blade in your throat, a death wound with honour. No man wishes to meet his grandfather bearing only the marks of having been shot in the back as he ran from battle, does he?’

The soft voice hardening, the eyes staring down at him without compassion, without any emotion other than the need to have the question answered.

‘You … swear … it?’

A nod.

‘I swear it on the life of my son. I swear it to Amun, the Lord of the Thrones, and to Nut, the sky goddess, mother of Osiris, Isis, Set, Nephthys and Horus, that I will give you the mercy stroke, here and now, if you answer this one simple question honestly. And this is not a vow any ruler would make without the most serious intent.’

‘You … are … a … king?’

The brown eyes stared down at him dispassionately, unblinking.

‘No questions. Only answers.’

Servius thought for a moment, weighing the twin evils of betraying his oath to serve the emperor, no matter how small the treachery, with the need for some vestige of honour in his death.

‘No … other … forces.’

‘Then the fortress at Koptos is empty, and the port of Berenike is undefended.’ The eyes stared down at him for a moment, assessing the truth in his eyes. ‘Your part in this is done. Go to your ancestors.’

The blade under his chin moved swiftly, tugging at his windpipe, and with a hot rush of blood onto the rock, Servius felt the last of his consciousness depart, his killer’s eyes the last thing he would ever see as life left his failing body. The armoured figure stood.

‘Prepare your men to march, General Tantamani. There is a rich prize to be taken, and I want our appearance at the gates of the port to be unheralded. Leave our enemies to pick these poor fools clean, they have served their purpose and can only delay us if we demand they join us in this conquest. Not to mention the evil that they would inflict on the innocent womanhood of the city, where I know I can trust our own soldiery to act with decency. Can I not?’

The man to whom the question was addressed nodded, meeting his leader’s eyes in the manner expected when questions of life and death were put.

‘Very well. As we planned it, take our cavalry to the east; there is water to be had on the main trade road. Allow your horses to drink, then turn them to the south and east, following the road until you have Berenike in sight, but remain out of view. Allow any passing caravan to go unmolested. The last thing we want is for an alarm to be raised before our arrival, and any ships in the harbour to escape. We will only declare our presence at the last possible moment, when it will be too late to retrieve their sailors and oarsmen from the taverns. I will follow with the infantry and archers at the best sustainable pace, and once we catch up with you, we will march into the port and explain the facts of conquest to our new subjects. Rome has held this ground since the days of my ancestor Amanirenas, two hundred years ago, and has on occasion even bound us to treaties signed at that time, that have required our horsemen and archers to fight alongside them. But now that is all just history.’ A hand swept through the air to dismiss such irrelevance. ‘The time has come for these invaders to discover that when the dwellers of the lands further down the great river named our kingdom Ta-Sety, “the Land of the Bow” in their ancient language, they did so not from a sense of respect, or kinship, but from fear!’

The same hand pointed to the northern horizon.

‘Rome’s rule here is ended, and I dream of a day when our dominion stretches from the pyramids of Meroë to those of distant Memphis. I will bequeath my son the great river’s entire length, and make him the ruler of a dominion that stretches as far north as under the rule of my ancestor Taharqa, to the distant sea itself. I will drive the Romans back into that sea and declare myself ruler of the Black Lands that are watered by the great river. Their rich, dark soil will no longer be Rome’s to pillage, to feed a city of idlers, but ours to cherish as our true homeland once again! Cavalry, ride!’
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