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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    His pulse pounded in his temples, his tired legs flailed as he skidded down the dark, noisome crypt passage. A snatched glance over his shoulder showed that they were still after him; dark, threatening figures barely discernible in the gloom. Distant lamplight alone illuminated their forms, but their movement was visible; audible too, even as he sprinted on; an echo of running footsteps. 
 
    His naked body was slick with sweat, and the night air was cold. He was a strong man, and had learnt to endure much since first joining the legions, but this pursuit was telling on him. 
 
    It had been a rash mistake to infiltrate the group, he saw now. And an even greater mistake to drop out of sight from his own people. Now no one knew where he was, or what danger he was in. If only he could get out of the ruined temple, he knew a way to get out of here. No one would help him now, he was sure of that. If he had learnt anything while undercover it was that much. One of them had helped him in the past, or else he would never have got this far, but she couldn’t aid him now. He was not one of them; he was an interloper: they would have no mercy on him now they knew. 
 
    And what had it all been for? If he ever got out of this labyrinth, if he ever returned to camp, what would he include in his report? A strange group; strange beliefs; strange rites; lawless ways. Having studied them for some time, he knew that there was more, that their ambitions somehow threatened the empire. But for all he had learnt, he was still only in the outer sanctum, the lowest level of initiation into the mystery. They were a strange cult, and what he had learnt of their ways was enough for them to be crucified. And yet, he had no idea of how many members of the cult there were, scattered across the empire. Nor of their ultimate intentions. 
 
    He ran up the crypt steps and soon found himself scrambling across starlit waste ground. This part of the city had suffered during the rebellion, the whole place had, but while renovations were ongoing in the other quarters, this sector had been neglected. This was once a place of public worship, he recalled, but it had been destroyed in punitive action. Now everything was peaceful. The rebels had been crushed, driven out of the city. But the cultists even now pursuing him across the ruins might one day prove a greater threat to the empire than any militants ever had. 
 
    His foot caught in a snag and he fell flat, sprawling down a slope of rubble. Frantic, he hauled himself to his bruised knees, hearing his pursuers clattering down the slope after him. 
 
    Someone stepped out of the shadows ahead of him. Starlight sketched a face that he recognised with puzzlement. 
 
    ‘How did you get in here?’ When the man didn’t speak he gripped his rescuer’s arm. ‘Never mind. We’ve got to get out of here. They’re after me!’ 
 
    He looked downwards in shock, scrabbled at the blade that had entered his ribs. He looked up, breathed his last. 
 
    He fell at the man’s feet. 
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    Alexandria, Province of Egypt, November 2, 123 AD 
 
      
 
    It was still deep in the watches of the night when Tribune Gaius Flaminius Drusus heard that they had sighted land. Rubbing sleep from his eyes, peering in confusion around the narrow, lantern lit cabin, he wondered how that was possible in such darkness. He rose from his bunk and crossed the sloping floor, flinging on his clothes as he did so. His sandaled feet clattered on the rungs of the ladder as he climbed up onto the deck. 
 
    All was dark. He heard sailors speaking, the creak of the deck, the thrum of the rigging. Fog hung in the air, reducing visibility even more in the darkness. He turned forward to see what all the excitement was about. Then he went to the gunwale to get a clearer look. 
 
    On the horizon, glimmering through the fog like some new star, was a light. 
 
    ‘Some call it the Light of the World,’ said the skipper with a laugh, joining him. He clapped the tribune on the shoulder. ‘Soon be in Alexandria. You can join your legion when you go ashore.’ He took Flaminius’ arm. The tribune could smell the wine on his breath. Vinegar, more like, the rubbish all these Greek sailors drank. ‘Young fellow straight out of Rome, aren’t you? On some secret mission that’s so damn important you can requisition my ship and not pay an obol?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not “straight out of Rome”,’ Flaminius protested. Despite his youth, he had seen active service in Britain on two separate occasions, not to mention a brief, unsuccessful stint in the Praetorian Guard. 
 
    ‘Been out East?’ the skipper asked. Flaminius shook his head. ‘Ah,’ added the skipper. ‘A word of warning, then, from an old hand. You’re charging about the place on your important business, nothing can wait, right? Well, it’s different in the East. Egypt especially. Egypt was here before the Deluge, long before. Nothing has changed here in millennia. It exists on a different time. Everything takes much longer. You’ll have to learn patience, son. Patience. Alright? Just a word of friendly advice.’  
 
    As the skipper rolled off across the swaying deck to chivvy his men, Flaminius looked again. The light must be the Pharos, the famous lighthouse of Alexandria, built by the Ptolemies to provide a light for ships at sea, centuries earlier. Back when Egypt was still ruled by Macedonians and Greeks, long before it came into Roman hands. Now it was one of the richest provinces ruled by Rome, and its great metropolis was the second city of the Empire. 
 
    Ever since Augustus had taken it over, it had been a thorn in the side of the reigning emperor. Senators were forbidden to enter the province without express permission, all other visitors required passports, and it was governed by a prefect of equestrian rank who—like Flaminius—was a direct representative of the emperor himself, beholden to no one else. Its rich granaries fed the Roman mob, and should any senator with ambitions and legions at his call seize the province, he would be able to starve the emperor into submission. Such had been the tactics of Vespasian, back in the Year of the Four Emperors. 
 
    Flaminius had spent much of the voyage from Ostia in his cabin, reading reports on the province. It was a long way from the scene of his last assignment, on the other edge of the empire: Britain, with its cold mountains, rain lashed moors and poverty stricken, barbaric tribes. Egypt was the opposite, in accordance with all modern scientific theories of balance in the cosmos, a land of hot, dry deserts and ancient, crumbling cities dependent on the yearly flooding of the Nile. 
 
    A rich land, and impossibly old. Flaminius shivered as he meditated upon the antiquity of the country they were approaching. Ancient and barbaric. The native Egyptians were famous for their worship of animal headed gods, and the city he was sailing for was a mass of squabbling creeds and cults, some even more bestial. It was while investigating one of these strange Oriental religions that Flaminius’ predecessor, Commissary Centurion Julius Strabo, had gone missing. 
 
    Pharos was now clear and distinct, soaring above the horizon, flanked on either side by a smudge of shore. Not just its vast light now, blazing from the furnace at the top of that high stone tower, but the rest of it was fully visible, an elaborate limestone edifice designed by Ptolemy’s architects as a work of art. It defied the night of barbarism and superstition, white and pristine, growing up from a small island. And now, as they rounded the Pharos, Flaminius saw more lights, the lights of the city that lined the shore beyond the glassy floored bay in the lea of the lighthouse. The city took up much of the hinterland. It must be at least as large as Rome, he told himself. 
 
    The water was dense with ships, even at this early hour when the sun was just beginning to peek over the eastern horizon, challenging the light of Pharos. As the helmsman guided them expertly into the harbour, Flaminius’ nostrils were filled with the stagnant air of the marshes of the Nile Delta, mixed with the spicy tang of the distant desert. But as they threaded their way across the crowded harbour, making for a massive granite wharf, these alien smells were replaced by clean, crisp winds tainted only by the fug of thousands of cooking fires. The Alexandrians were rising already. Flaminius’ belly was rumbling. He hoped he could get some breakfast when he went ashore. 
 
    He bade the skipper farewell once they were moored, receiving the distinct impression that the man was glad to see the back of an imperial agent, and went ashore. On the crowded stone wharf he was stopped by men of the Twenty Second Legion. 
 
    ‘May I see your identification, sir?’ 
 
    Flaminius had donned his equestrian toga, with its narrow purple stripe. It made him look very important, although he hated wearing it even in Rome, and in the warm morning air of Egypt it was very heavy. But no doubt it was his clothing that inspired the respectful tone in the voice of the legionary who had addressed him.  
 
    Red-faced, the man’s eyes were slitted against the glare, and he looked very much out of his element in Egypt. Seeing the raven of Mithras branded between the man’s brows, Flaminius half consciously rubbed the identical mark on his own forehead.  
 
    From beneath the folds of his toga he produced his lance-head brooch and flashed it at the legionary, whose tone grew even more respectful. ‘Make way for the imperial courier,’ he announced, and his comrades saluted Flaminius smartly. The tribune didn’t stop to correct their mistake: the lance-head brooch was also used as identification by the messenger corps, but he carried it as an agent of the Commissary, the imperial secret service. 
 
    ‘Thanks, legionary,’ he said. ‘I’m here to report to the legate of your legion, Lucius Avidius Pollio. Can you direct me to the barracks?’ 
 
    The legionary gave a series of instructions and Flaminius listened intently, committing it all to memory. He was here to join the Twenty Second Legion, as a replacement for the mysteriously absent Julius Strabo, although he was also under secret orders to investigate the man’s disappearance. Most men posted to a new legion would report to the relevant cohort’s tribune. However, as an imperial agent, he was an equal of the legate: a direct representative of the emperor. 
 
    Besides, he wanted to get off on the right foot. He would not even be here if his recent work in Britain had not made that province too hot for him right now. He had made Roman enemies, even while he was fighting the enemies of Rome, and now Hadrian’s recently restored city of Londinium lay in smoking ashes. 
 
    As he walked through the streets of the city, which became more crowded as the morning wore on, he saw that it also showed signs of war in recent years, but it too had seen new building. In the days of the previous emperor, Trajan of Blessed Memory, a rebellion in the East had seen fierce fighting, and Trajan’s successor had taken the opportunity to rebuild the city of the Ptolemies in even more grandiose style. Theatres and temples, public gardens and gymnasiums glinted whitely in the blinding Egyptian sun, while the city’s wide, tree lined streets were thronged with all the peoples of the East. 
 
    Arabs rode past him on dromedaries, Parthians on elephants, Greeks passed, clad in chitons, chattering volubly. Nubians and Armenians, Judaeans and Galatians eagerly devoured flatbreads and olives in the eating house where he stopped for breakfast. Two fat Syrians sat outside a wineshop, drinking Greek wine and laughing in the shadow of a statue of a Roman emperor, whose face was frozen in stony disapproval. Native Egyptians clad only in white kilts and headdresses stood in groups on corners of the street, their eyes rimmed with kohl. Roman legionaries patrolled the broad boulevard, dwarfed by the immensity of the buildings. Palm trees nodded in the gentle breeze from the sea. The air was filled with heady perfumes that masked the smell of cooking food of numerous exotic kinds. Down the middle of the boulevard, fountains gushed into serried ranks of ornamental pools. Although it was early winter, the heat grew as the morning continued until it seemed as hot as Rome in the dog days of summer. 
 
    The legionary camp proved to be further away than Flaminius had thought, outside the city walls, beyond the district known as Eleusis, in another suburb called Nicopolis. As he headed up the broad Canopic Street that was the main thoroughfare of the city, some sixty-five cubits wide, and went out into the suburbs through the magnificent Gate of the Sun, he saw that he had gone beyond the confines of Hadrian’s building project. This area still showed marks of war and rioting. Burnt out shops replaced the bustling emporia he had seen earlier. The people also looked less prosperous, less confident. 
 
    When Flaminius reached the legionary camp in Nicopolis, he was told that Avidius Pollio was on manoeuvres in the Thebaid. The heat was growing and so was Flaminius’ frustration. Why couldn’t the legionary at the harbour have told him this? The legate would not be back for weeks and could not confirm Flaminius’ new posting.  
 
    Flaminius reminded himself that he had an investigation to complete. 
 
    ‘Julius Strabo?’ drawled a young tribune, idly flicking at flies with a horsehair flywhisk. ‘The centurion was very close mouthed before he disappeared, old boy. He spent more time with the commander of the Alexandrian civic guard, Gnaeus Flavius Paulus Alexander. You’ll learn more from that gentleman than anyone in the legion.’ 
 
    ‘Where will I find this commander?’  
 
    ‘At his office in the Greek Quarter,’ said the tribune. His face was as ruddy. ‘The palace of Hadrian.’ 
 
    This time, Flaminius requisitioned a litter. He returned to the city in some style, like a rich Roman matron back home, carried by two slaves who bore him hastily through the streets of the Greek Quarter or Brucheium, despite the baking heat of the noonday sun. 
 
    At last they reached the palace of Hadrian, part of the vast complex of palaces and public spaces that made up the Brucheium, where the commander of the civic guard had his office. After ascending a series of flights of steps, Flaminius overawed the brown skinned Egyptian scribe in the antechamber with another flash of his lance-head brooch and entered the office. 
 
    A middle-aged man sat at the broad marble topped desk, reading a report, fanned by a slave. He looked up in some irritation as Flaminius strode in, only slightly mollified by the tribune’s identification. 
 
    ‘My name is Gaius Flaminius Drusus,’ Flaminius said, mopping at his brow. ‘I am an imperial agent. I was sent here to investigate the disappearance of Commissary Centurion Julius Strabo.’ 
 
    The commander of the Alexandrian civic guard was a dark haired, sallow skinned man, thickset, in his mid-forties. He wore a similar uniform to a centurion, with a red tunic and military belt, while a plumed helmet sat on his desk and a breastplate stood on a stand in one corner, draped with a sword belt also holding a dagger.  
 
    He gave Flaminius a lugubrious glance over the top of the report. His kohl-rimmed eyes—like the scribe he wore kohl; everyone seemed to wear it in this city except the Romans—reminded Flaminius of an ageing courtesan. 
 
    ‘You may find it difficult to carry out your assignment, Flaminius,’ said the commander. ‘Julius Strabo’s naked body was found last night in a ruined temple in the Old Judaean Quarter. He seems to have been murdered.’ 
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    Palace of Hadrian, Alexandria, November 2, 123 AD 
 
      
 
    Flaminius kicked over a stool and sat down on it. He had been expecting a brief stay in this city, hoping to stand in for the missing commissary centurion until Julius Strabo was found, then back to Rome, hopefully, and its fleshpots, if not to Britain, where a certain British girl was waiting for him. If the commissary centurion could be found, then there would be no need for Flaminius to stay, right? But all those hopes were dashed to fragments by Paulus Alexander’s news. 
 
    ‘I was sent here from the Peregrine Camp in Rome,’ he found himself telling the commander, ‘the camp of the commissary corps—to find out what had happened to him, alive or dead, and ensure justice was done if the latter turned out to be the case. The legate asked for help—but he’s off on manoeuvres. No one in the camp seemed to know what’s going on. And now this! Murdered? Who by?’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander looked away. ‘That I can’t tell you.’ He called for wine and a second slave entered bearing an amphora and two winecups which he filled. Flaminius took one and nursed it. 
 
    ‘My mission is clear,’ he said. ‘I must find who was responsible and ensure they are brought to justice. The tribune in camp said you had been working closely with Julius Strabo. You’ll have to help me. I’ll be taking over the case now, as an imperial agent, but I’ll need your aid.’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ said Paulus Alexander after a pause. ‘You’ll have to speak with my man Ozymandias for all the details, of course, but that can wait.’ 
 
    ‘Ozymandias?’ The name sounded barbarous to Flaminius. Not Roman. Not Greek. 
 
    ‘Ozymandias was assigned to work with Julius Strabo when the commissary centurion came to me with his wild stories,’ said Paulus Alexander. ‘Obviously, as commander of the civic guard, I couldn’t work directly on the case, but I put my best man on it. The fellow’s from Rachotis, the Egyptian Quarter in the south of the city. That means he’s a native, well, a freedman in fact, but Egyptian by birth. They can get anywhere, natives; except the higher circles of power, of course. Such folk are invaluable to anyone policing this city. Especially in cases like this investigation, which had… political overtones.’ 
 
    ‘Political?’ said Flaminius. ‘I understood Julius Strabo was investigating some kind of underground cult. That’s what I was told by my chief in Rome.’ Had Probus given him the wrong briefing? 
 
    The commander placed his hands together like the apex of an Egyptian pyramid. ‘In this province,’ he said, ‘you will find that politics and religion go hand in hand.’ 
 
    ‘Ah,’ said Flaminius wisely. ‘Like in Britain.’ 
 
    He told Paulus Alexander a little about his recent experiences amongst the druids of that island. The commander nodded absently. ‘Alexandria is a place where East meets West,’ Paulus Alexander went on to explain. ‘Greek rubs shoulders with Judaean and Egyptian, Arab and Idumean, all ruled over by Romans, those newcomers on the scene.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not a Roman?’ Flaminius gave the man’s kohl another doubtful look. 
 
    ‘I am a Roman citizen,’ said Paulus Alexander. ‘My family have had the citizenship for three generations. Before that we were citizens of Alexandria. But we are also Judaeans by blood. Which has caused us problems in recent years.’ 
 
    ‘I thought the Judaeans were all militants and fanatics,’ said Flaminius, surprised to find one in such a position of responsibility. ‘Back in Trajan’s day, and even before that, they had the East in an uproar.’ 
 
    ‘Zealots, and their like,’ said Paulus Alexander, dismissively. ‘Most Judaeans are willing to live side by side with the Gentiles—that’s the Greeks, of course, and even we Romans. But there is always a hardcore of hotheads, Pharisees and zealots, who ignore the law and the elders, and believe it to be their duty to fight.’ He shrugged. ‘There can be none left in Alexandria. Not since the massacre.’ 
 
    ‘Massacre?’ asked Flaminius. He’d heard of the rebellion in the East, and how Trajan and Hadrian had crushed it. He’d heard nothing of massacres. The city seemed peaceful and prosperous. 
 
    ‘A Cyrenaican Judaean named Lukuas led his rebel army to Alexandria,’ said the commander. ‘The Romans had already abandoned the city. The Judaean militants defeated the Greeks and forced them to take refuge inside the city, which they proceeded to burn. But the Greeks fought back and there was wholesale massacre. Now the surviving Judaeans have been forced from their old quarter and now live outside the city walls.’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘The whole rebellion was foolish, and a waste of life. It caused Rome to draw back from its conquests in Mesopotamia, which could have led on to the conquest of India. In the end, the revolt was put down by Lusius Quietus, governor of Judaea, who was later murdered on the emperor’s orders.’  
 
    Hadrian’s accession had been celebrated by the murder of his rivals—on the orders of an overzealous Praetorian Prefect, however, not the new emperor. Ironically, shortly after Flaminius met the centurion who had carried out several of the murders, the man himself was murdered. There was a moral to it somewhere, Flaminius was sure of that, but he just couldn’t quite put his finger on it. 
 
    ‘Before the rebellion the Judaeans were strong in this city,’ Paulus Alexander went on, ‘governing their own affairs and living in their own quarter, walled off from the rest of the city, and subject to their own sacred law. Now the Judaean Quarter is in ruins, the surviving Judaeans have been driven out into the suburbs, and other people have crept in like rats to live in the ruins. But they are still significant enough for this business to be politically dangerous. I want it kept quiet until it can be proved who is responsible. We do not want more riots and massacres.’ 
 
    Flaminius pursed his lips. ‘The prefect has been informed, I take it.’ He sipped at the wine. It was very sweet, like all Greek vintages. Resinated. Slightly sickly. He didn’t like it. 
 
    ‘The prefect will receive my report in due course,’ the commander replied. ‘And you will receive my full cooperation in your investigation. But it is vital that you understand the political situation in Alexandria before you make a start.’ 
 
    The man saw him as a troublemaker. By his own account, Paulus Alexander knew the city; Flaminius didn’t. The place was prone to ethnic violence and civil disorder. ‘Let’s talk about the murder,’ he said. ‘Who was it who found the corpse?’ 
 
    ‘It was I who discovered Julius Strabo’s body,’ said Paulus Alexander. ‘Like I told you, it was in a ruined temple in the Old Judaean Quarter, destroyed in the war. For some reason he was naked.’ 
 
    ‘What were you doing in the Old Judaean Quarter?’ Flaminius asked.  
 
    ‘I went there because I had received a message from Julius Strabo. He thought he had uncovered something of real significance. I hadn’t heard a word from him for some time. To all intents and purposes, he had vanished. 
 
    ‘In his message he explained that he had been living undercover for some weeks, collecting evidence. I went to meet him as arranged, but I found him nearby… dead.’ The measured tones of the commander grew irregular. His voice shook. 
 
    ‘You worked closely with him?’ Flaminius asked sympathetically. 
 
    Paulus Alexander held his palms upward. ‘Ozymandias worked more closely with him. At first, I told him the centurion was mad. What he said made no sense. No Judaeans indulge in… Bacchic revels. Not the kind Julius Strabo hinted at. But I was worried that there would be political implications, so I gave him a partner and gave him his head. He was an imperial agent. Like you. He could easily have gone over my head.’ 
 
    ‘Where is the body?’ 
 
    ‘It was sent to the embalmers in the City of the Dead. You’ll want to see it, of course. And you’d better hurry; it’ll be embalmed tomorrow at the latest. And I’ll be introducing you to Ozymandias. He knows about Julius Strabo’s investigation, better than I do. Even if he lost contact with him when we all did.’ 
 
    ‘Julius Strabo cut all communications?’ Flaminius said. ‘He went undercover without telling anyone? He must have had a very good reason for doing that.’ He spoke from experience. He’d been forced to go rogue when he was in Britain. That had been the beginning of the trouble that had resulted in him being sent to his barbarous province. 
 
    Paulus Alexander raised his eyebrows. ‘He made no reports to anyone,’ he insisted. ‘Finally, he sent me a message via Ozymandias that he had successfully infiltrated this cult and had gathered evidence against them. He wanted to meet me. Well, I met him. What was left of him. 
 
    ‘He was naked. He had been stabbed through the ribs at close range. Then a word had been carved into his brow. A meaningless word. “Abraxas.” His eyes seemed to be staring at me, accusing.’ Paulus Alexander rubbed tiredly at his shaven head. His own eyes seemed dark, and not just due to the kohl. 
 
    ‘Where was the stab wound?’ Flaminius asked. Without speaking, Paulus Alexander tapped himself on the ribcage just below his breast. Flaminius sipped at his wine. ‘It suggests whoever it was who killed him was a friend. Someone who could get close to him before sticking the knife in.’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander shook his head. ‘I don’t think Julius Strabo had any friends in the Old Judaean Quarter.’ 
 
    Flaminius frowned. ‘You say he had infiltrated the cult. He must have befriended at least one of them. This carving of letters into his brow. Perhaps ritual activity.’ 
 
    But what cult? Julius Strabo thought it had been Bacchic. What were Judaeans doing worshipping a god who originated in Thrace? They had their own peculiar deity, Flaminius knew. 
 
    He tried to remember what he had read from official reports while on the way. The Judaeans were a race apart. Like the Getae, they had a single deity who they claimed to be the supreme god of the universe. They practised all manner of strange rituals, including circumcision of the men, an important rite undergone by converts to their cult. 
 
    They had been exiles from Egypt, according to the more credible sources, slaves who fled the country when a helpful deity parted the waters of the Red Sea, allowing them to escape their masters, then they had journeyed across the desert to Judaea where they settled and built their temple. But they did not practise crude idolatry like the beast worshipping Egyptians; instead, like the German barbarians, they considered divinity to be beyond physical representation. 
 
    But they retained many other Egyptian customs, including the practise of inhumation rather than cremation of the dead. Before the destruction of their temple by Titus Caesar, their priests had performed their rites to the music of flute and drum, wearing ivy wreaths, which had led some Greeks to think that the god they worshipped was Bacchus. However, the truth was that their religion was the utter reverse of the joyous, anarchic cult of the wine god. So what exactly was it that Julius Strabo claimed to have uncovered? 
 
    ‘Is there anything else you can tell me?’ he asked Paulus Alexander. 
 
    The commander shook his head. ‘I know nothing other than what I have told you already. I see you are resolved to investigate the murder. But let me warn you that, despite the recent war, or perhaps because of it, the Judaean people are not completely powerless in Alexandria. And they have many enemies, especially the Greeks, although the Egyptians too have little love for them. Anything you learn I would ask you to share with me before it is made public. Otherwise Alexandria may see further civil disturbances, even another uprising. The political situation is finely balanced. You would not want to be the one to provoke another war.’ 
 
    Darkly Flaminius remembered Londinium in flames, and a hasty return to Rome after bittersweet farewells. Chief Centurion Probus had given him this assignment as a way to improve his standing in the imperial service. Because of his previous experience with barbarian superstition. The last thing he wanted was to provoke a war in this turbulent city. And yet he had to learn who killed Julius Strabo and bring them to justice. 
 
    ‘I’ll be sure to tread softly,’ he told Paulus Alexander. ‘You mentioned this Egyptian Ozymandias. I think it’s time I met him.’ 
 
    ‘You already have,’ said the commander. 
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    Flaminius shook his head. ‘You must be mistaken,’ he replied. ‘I’ve met no one in Alexandria to speak to, except yourself and a couple of legionaries.’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander clapped his hands. The scribe from the outer room shimmied in through the bead curtain. Flaminius glanced at the man in distaste, if “man” was the word. The fellow wore heavy black kohl round his eyes, giving him a feminine air. Otherwise all he wore was a white linen kilt, a black skullcap, and a black leather thong round his neck from which hung a small lead identity tag. Snub nosed, he had protruding lips and skinny legs. 
 
    ‘Ozymandias.’ Paulus Alexander introduced him to Flaminius, and the tribune gave the newcomer a second, longer look. 
 
    When he had first seen the scribe, Ozymandias had been sitting cross legged on the floor, writing something on a papyrus roll, and had seemed small and inoffensive. Now he was on his feet, Flaminius saw that although he was scrawny and short he was also sinewy and lithe. He looked like a man who could be pretty handy in a fight, despite the femininity of his features. 
 
    ‘This is Ozymandias?’ Flaminius said. ‘I thought him just your scribe.’ 
 
    ‘I’m a man of many talents,’ Ozymandias said in a low, but vibrant voice. Paulus Alexander introduced Flaminius to the scribe as the new commissary officer. 
 
    ‘You were working with my predecessor,’ the tribune said as Ozymandias turned those feline eyes upon him. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ said the scribe. ‘Until Julius Strabo vanished. By Sarapis, I had no idea he was intending to go undercover, let alone get himself murdered.’ 
 
    ‘You know what happened to him?’ Flaminius asked. He looked angrily at Paulus Alexander, who spluttered. ‘I thought no one knew anything of the case. How does this man know so much?’ 
 
    Ozymandias’ eyes were downcast. ‘I have a habit of listening at doors,’ he confessed in a sibilant whisper. 
 
    Flaminius stared at him. ‘Do you indeed?’ He nodded abruptly. ‘It’s the only way to learn, says the chief. That’s Commissary Centurion Probus, back in Rome. He taught me all the tradecraft I know. So, we’re in the same line of work, are we, Ozymandias?’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander looked pained. ‘I would hope that you would restrain yourself when in headquarters, Ozymandias. Tribune, please forgive him this indiscretion. He’s a good man in many ways, and has many invaluable contacts. You began your career as a tomb robber, didn’t you, Ozymandias?’ 
 
    Again, the Egyptian looked self-conscious. ‘I was a youth of many talents,’ he said. ‘Sadly few of the monetary variety.’ He hooded his eyes like a hawk. ‘There were few other opportunities for a young man of my ability in the back streets of Rachotis. Not that the best tombs were located anywhere near the Delta. My fellow robbers and I had to travel up the Canopic Branch as far south as the Memphite Nome before the pickings were rich enough.’ He shrugged. 
 
    ‘You robbed the tombs of your own ancestors?’ Flaminius surprised himself with the intensity of his own horror. He was an Epicurean, and didn’t believe in such superstitious notions as ghosts and curses. But the idea of stealing from the dead to make a living gave him the shudders. 
 
    ‘They had no need for their wealth in the Afterlife,’ Ozymandias said. ‘And we robbers had families to support, not to mention the poll tax to pay. My sister never knew; I told her I was a scribe: our father taught me to write, yes, but only in Demotic, and there’s no demand for Demotic in a Greek city like this, and getting to another part of Egypt legitimately is impossible for an Egyptian unless you have the right documentation. In the end I was caught, and all Rachotis knew. I became a slave, and so after learning the Greek script I came to work for the commander. My knowledge of the ways of robbers impressed him, and at last he made me his freedman.’ 
 
    Flaminius didn’t know how far he should trust this Egyptian. Something about him seemed distinctly unwholesome. As a freedman he was technically a Roman citizen, so exempt from the taxes endured by the Egyptians and more protected under law, but he seemed to wear his citizenship lightly. Whether it was the feline, womanish look to his kohl rimmed eyes, his squalid past, or something less definable, Flaminius felt uncomfortable.  
 
    He glanced at Paulus Alexander, who sighed impatiently, no doubt having work to do back in his office. The commander would hardly be where he was today, particularly not with his own dubious family background, if he was not a shrewd judge of character.  
 
    Doubtful things should be interpreted in the best way, as they said back home. Flaminius decided to give this former tomb robber the benefit of the doubt. There was no one else in a position to help him complete his mission. 
 
    ‘Very well then,’ he said, to Paulus Alexander’s evident relief. ‘You can take me to the ruined temple where Julius Strabo was found, Ozymandias.’ 
 
    ‘The temple still belongs to the Judaeans. You’ll need their permission to investigate it,’ Ozymandias warned him.  
 
    Flaminius tapped the brooch that he now wore on his borrowed breastplate. 
 
    ‘I can go anywhere,’ he said. ‘The Judaeans can’t turn away an imperial agent. A murder has been committed in their old temple. It has to be investigated.’ 
 
    He turned to shake the commander by the hand. ‘I’ll report back to you with my findings as and when I have any,’ he added. 
 
    Paulus Alexander smiled broadly, betraying an eagerness to see the back of him. ‘Farewell,’ he said. He beckoned to Ozymandias, and they had a whispered conversation in a language Flaminius didn’t recognise.  
 
    ‘Have them send another scribe down to replace you as you go, Ozymandias,’ he added, returning to the Greek everyone spoke in this city. 
 
    The afternoon sun was not as harsh as that of midday when they stepped out of the main gates of the palace and into the courtyard where Flaminius had left his requisitioned litter with its two bearers. All the same, Flaminius was very hot in his toga and military belt, and the sword and dagger (worn beneath the toga; he had not brought his customary cavalry longsword but rather a legionary short sword, more easily concealed) were a great burden. He ushered Ozymandias into the litter and climbed in after him, then gave the order for the litter bearers to take them to the Old Judaean Quarter. 
 
    As they swayed off into the street, Ozymandias caught Flaminius’ eye and indicated the slaves with a well-manicured if ink stained thumb. ‘I used to do that job,’ he said in a murmur. He rarely seemed to raise his voice above a whisper. 
 
    Flaminius grunted. His own past was hardly spotless, but he had no wish to hear about the Egyptian’s earlier life. 
 
    ‘I thought Romans walked everywhere,’ the scribe added conversationally. ‘The men, anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me about Julius Strabo,’ Flaminius said. The heat from outside the linen walls and the swaying of the litter was making him irritable. ‘You must have got to know him well, working alongside him. What was he like? Do you think there was anything in his notions?’ 
 
    For a while, Ozymandias did not answer, but gazed out at the street down which they were being carried. ‘So this is how rich Roman citizens live,’ he murmured sardonically. ‘Julius Strabo? Well, he was happy to walk everywhere. My feet were sore with following him about the city. Always rushing about, he was, poking his long Roman nose into everything.’ He broke off, glanced at Flaminius’ own nose, and abruptly changed the subject. 
 
    ‘You know about his theories, then? Yes, he thought there was some outlaw cult up to mischief in the Old Judaean Quarter. He mentioned a man called Basileus, I think, who led it. I think he’d heard too many wild Greek stories. The Greeks would believe anything about the Judaeans, even when hardly any of them live there. I had to warn Julius Strabo that he was playing with fire. Even after the war, the Judaeans don’t lack influence. Now he’s dead, poor madman.’ 
 
    ‘You think he was insane?’ Flaminius said. ‘He was murdered, after going undercover in the Old Judaean Quarter. Doesn’t that suggest he was onto something?’ 
 
    Ozymandias shook his head. ‘Julius Strabo went looking for trouble,’ he said dismissively. ‘Seemed he was on a mission to stir up the Judaeans. Maybe someone was behind him, wanted an excuse to wipe them out altogether. Some…’ He paused to spit out of the litter. ‘Some Greek.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t like the Greeks,’ Flaminius suggested.  
 
    Did everyone hate everyone else in this city? Greeks hating Judaeans, Egyptians hating Greeks… Romans struggling to keep them all from each other’s throats, while despising the lot of them. It must be that baking hot sun. 
 
    ‘Who does?’ Ozymandias asked. ‘You Romans don’t like them either, do you? You stole all their culture and now you hate them because their very existence is a reminder of your theft.’ 
 
    He was an outspoken if soft spoken fellow, Flaminius was beginning to realise. The slaves bore them on down the street, turning to guide them round crowds of voluble Alexandrians heading towards the Hippodrome if the snatches of talk he heard were anything to go by. 
 
    Flaminius regarded the Egyptian in silence. Ozymandias had little respect for his late partner, little respect for civilised people like the Greeks or Romans, little respect for Flaminius himself. He reminded himself that Paulus Alexander must see something in this reformed tomb robber. No doubt growing up in the gutters of this great city had given him a few rough edges. 
 
    ‘I prefer to judge a man by what he does,’ he said at last, ‘not by where he comes from, nor the gods he worships.’ 
 
    He felt priggish even saying it, and Ozymandias didn’t try to conceal the curl of his lip. This new partnership was not going well. 
 
    ‘You think Julius Strabo was gulled by someone?’ Flaminius said. ‘Someone who hated the Judaeans and wanted to wipe them out?’ 
 
    Ozymandias shrugged. ‘Why not? It would take only another massacre and the Judaean people would be finished in Alexandria. Already their temple in Jerusalem has been laid waste. And the Greeks hate them. The Romans too, it seems.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think the Romans hate them,’ Flaminius protested. ‘Many Judaeans have been granted Roman citizenship, and we don’t do that to people we don’t like. A freedman like you should appreciate that.’ Freedmen had some of the privileges of Roman citizenship, and their children became full citizens. ‘You don’t seem to hate the Judaeans,’ he probed. 
 
    Ozymandias shook his head. ‘They have strange customs,’ he admitted, ‘but Greeks and Romans say the same about Egyptians.’ 
 
    Flaminius sank back against the linen wall of the litter. ‘How did all this come about?’ he asked. ‘It seems Egyptians are second class citizens in their own country.’ He remembered the warrior tribes of Britain with their cattle raids and age-old feuds. It seemed that here, at civilisation’s heart, the same tribal enmities existed, but exacerbated by the people living cheek by jowl. 
 
    Ozymandias gestured contemptuously at the passing city with its colonnades and temples. Traffic seemed to have slowed to a crawl. Flaminius considered getting out to walk. It could hardly be slower. 
 
    ‘This isn’t Egypt,’ the scribe said. ‘Even in the Egyptian Quarter, it’s more Roman than Egyptian and more Greek than either. Out in the Delta you’ll find the real Egypt, or down south in the Thebaid. Among the ruins of long lost cities, and the tombs of the dead pharaohs. That’s Egypt, not this Greek colony.’ 
 
    ‘So it’s a Greek city,’ Flaminius said, ‘or Macedonian, even. Alexander the Great was hardly a Greek himself, being a barbarian in many ways. But this Greek city is inhabited by Arabs and Numidians and Armenians and of course Judaeans. Not to mention the native Egyptians. Rome is a melting pot, of course, and you’ll hear twenty different tongues spoken in a Subura street. But Rome is the mistress of the world.’ 
 
    ‘The world’s mistress?’ Ozymandias gave a barbed laugh. ‘She’s free with her favours, then. I’ve known women be mistress to many men. Whores, more like. Alexandria was like Rome in her own day, before the whore of all the world outstripped her, but that was yesterday to an Egyptian. We’ve been here since Osiris was a boy. You Greeks and Romans are newcomers. 
 
    ‘How did it come about? Alexander liked the place. Back then there was just a small village called Rachotis and a bay where pirates anchored from time to time. So he had them start building his city. The Judaeans were there from the start. The Egyptians were there long before the start, but that’s another matter. And of course, the Judaeans started out in Egypt, which is why they have so many customs they stole from us, even if they have picked up some strange ideas in their wanderings. 
 
    ‘The Ptolemies acknowledged that the Judaeans had laws of their own to live by, and they gave over to them two sectors of the city, most especially the Delta Sector. No, nothing to do with the Nile Delta; the five sectors of the city are named after the first five letters of the Greek alphabet: Alpha, Beta, Gamma, Delta, and Epsilon. Delta Sector became the Judaean Quarter, and under the Ptolemies they had their own ethnarch. A king within the quarter.’ 
 
    ‘They were restricted to one quarter of the city?’ Flaminius asked. It sounded as if they had been imprisoned. 
 
    ‘Not restricted,’ Ozymandias said. ‘Not back then. They like to live their own life and practise their own religion. They don’t want it to be defiled by Gentiles. But at one time they lived throughout the city, and Judaean temples stood on most streets, and they had Alexandrian citizenship as well, so effectively they were as Greek as anyone in the Brucheium. It was just the Delta Sector that was wholly Judaean, and ruled by the ethnarch, not by the Pharaoh. This went on even after the Romans took over. Augustus got rid of the ethnarch and replaced him with a Sanhedrin, a council of elders. But things started to get worse for the Judaeans. Finally, they were confined to Delta Sector. Now they’ve lost control even of that and have been cast out of the city.’ 
 
    ‘You say the Greeks hate the Judaeans,’ Flaminius said. ‘But from what you’ve just told me, the Greeks treated them well.’ 
 
    ‘The Greek Pharaohs certainly treated them well,’ said Ozymandias. ‘Treated them far better than they treated the native Egyptians, who they taxed into penury or a life of crime. But the Greek mob hated the Judaeans simply because they had a different way of life. A dislike for the unlike. Even though the Judaeans soon came to dress like Greeks, speak like Greeks… even had their sacred scriptures translated into Greek…. 
 
    ‘But there were many riots, particularly in the Hippodrome. The Judaeans tended to back the Greens, the Greeks the Blues. Or was it the other way round?’ He shook his head. ‘We Egyptians have no interest in foreign sports; although that being said, my sister enjoys watching the races, however much I try to dissuade her. Anyway, the Greek mob got plenty of opportunities to exercise their hatred when mad Roman emperors began to persecute the Judaeans across the empire. That was when it all started to go wrong in Alexandria.’ 
 
    Flaminius grunted. He peered out of the gap in the curtains. Fascinating as he found Ozymandias On Alexandrian History, the litter seemed to have halted. What was the matter with those slaves? 
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    The whole street had come to a standstill. Peering towards the Gate of the Sun, Flaminius saw unmoving crowds of people, the usual Alexandrian ethnic diversity a colourful sight, if frustratingly immobile. He glared at the forward slave, a Galatian with skin so tanned and hair so fair he looked like some kind of exotic vegetable. 
 
    ‘What’s the hold up?’ Flaminius barked. 
 
    ‘Sorry, sir,’ said the Galatian, speaking Greek with an accent that reminded Flaminius of his last posting. ‘Can’t quite see. Seems to be something to do with the races this afternoon.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, the races,’ Flaminius muttered, pulling his head in like a cross tortoise. He’d followed the chariot races at the Circus Maximus when he was a student, spending a year or two as a fanatical Green, but in recent years he’d been too busy in his work to pay much attention to charioteering. Now it all seemed very strange. There was a tension in the atmosphere, as if a thunderstorm was imminent. He remembered that kind of excitement from the old days. It usually meant a fight was brewing. 
 
    But the chariot races in the eastern provinces, where Greek culture was strong, meant so much more than they did in Rome. It was like a kind of cult, a cult of hatred and violence. 
 
    ‘What’s happening?’ Ozymandias whispered. 
 
    ‘The races,’ said Flaminius with a shrug. 
 
    Ozymandias shook his head. ‘They’re not till later,’ he said. ‘It can’t be them.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what the slaves said, anyway,’ Flaminius snapped. ‘Some disturbance up ahead. It’s stopping us getting to our destination.’ 
 
    Ozymandias thrust his head out. Then he climbed down from the litter and gazed around. Flaminius joined him. 
 
    ‘Is there any way we could get there by the back streets?’ Flaminius asked. ‘I’d like to see the murder scene before sunset, if possible.’ 
 
    Ozymandias scowled. ‘That’s what I’m looking for.’ He shook his head. ‘These fools have got us penned up between one side street and another. Otherwise the palace of the Ptolemies is in our way. Maybe you could use your lance-head brooch to get us through…’ 
 
    He broke off at a roar of shouting from down the street. Flaminius strained to see what was happening. 
 
    All that was visible down here was violent movement, crowds shoving and pushing at each other. It looked like they were on the verge of a riot. What had caused it, Flaminius didn’t know. It was a while since he’d last been on riot control duty. He looked up and down the street for signs of legionaries, but none were visible. 
 
    ‘We’re a long way from the camp,’ Flaminius muttered. ‘Why did they build it outside the city?’ 
 
    Ozymandias shrugged carelessly. ‘There are smaller forts through Alexandria,’ he said, ‘dating from the days of the Ptolemies. Legionaries are stationed there, too, not to mention the civic guard. They’ll turn up soon, and then we’d better get out of the way.’ 
 
    Flaminius flung him an impatient look, then began forcing his way through the stationary crowd. ‘Out of my way,’ he said. ‘Out of my way. Imperial business!’ It seemed to impress the Alexandrians not a jot. 
 
    Hearing hurrying footsteps from behind, he turned to see Ozymandias coming after him. 
 
    ‘Are you out of your mind?’ To Flaminius’ surprise, the Egyptian looked genuinely frightened. ‘Don’t you know how dangerous this city is?’ he added, laying his hand on Flaminius’ forearm. ‘I should know, I used to be one of the dangers! But I thought my stories should have got it into your thick Roman head that the streets of Alexandria are risky enough at the best of times, even more so on race days.’ 
 
    Flaminius shook off his hand. ‘I want to see what’s going on.’ The shouting and clamour continued in the distance. ‘The commander of the civic guard needs to know about this, let alone the tribune back in camp. It sounds serious.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not our business,’ argued Ozymandias. ‘Paulus Alexander said that I was to look after you. He doesn’t want a hair on your noble Roman head harmed. That’s what he told me. And I’m not to allow you to get anywhere near any kind of disturbance.’ 
 
    Flaminius gave a bark of laughter. ‘I’m a Roman tribune of the commissary,’ he told the Egyptian, ‘not some mewling babe just out of swaddling clothes. I’ve known danger in the past. The druids, the Britons, they’re what I’ve fought in recent years. A few race enthusiasts run amuck doesn’t compare. When we get back to the palace of Hadrian I’ll tell your commander he can drop the mother hen act. I’m a Roman legionary, not a spoilt eastern courtesan.’ 
 
    Ozymandias listened impatiently. ‘Let’s just get back to the litter,’ he said. ‘We can return to the palace and tell them what’s happening, assuming they haven’t heard already. One Roman, however tough and experienced he claims to be, isn’t going to stop a riot singlehanded.’ 
 
    And it was a riot now, Flaminius was certain. Even though he could still see nothing definite over people’s heads, smoke was in the air and he could hear the crackling of flames. Someone had set fire to a shop, he surmised. 
 
    ‘Very well,’ he told Ozymandias. ‘We get back to the litter, then find some way back to the palace, and your commander. We won’t be able to get to the Old Judaean Quarter if there’s a riot going on.’ 
 
    The crowd was so close that it took them several minutes to force their way back to the litter, even with Flaminius shouting, ‘Imperial business!’ and showing his lance-head brooch. No one seemed impressed this time, either, and even if they were, they couldn’t move, the press was so great. Flaminius began to feel something of a fool. 
 
    He felt even more foolish when they got back to where they’d left the litter to find it had vanished completely. 
 
    ‘Where have they gone?’ he said, staring round the crowded street. Had the slaves been moved away by the press of the crowd? He couldn’t see any sign of them. Had they been foolish enough to run away? 
 
    Ozymandias seemed to think so. ‘Your slaves have escaped,’ he said. He was pointing at an abandoned litter on the far side of the crowded street. 
 
    ‘Why didn’t you stay with it?’ Flaminius wanted to know. ‘Alright, don’t remind me. Paulus Alexander told you to keep an eye on me.’ And what else had the commander said? ‘I’m not worried about the slaves, they’ll soon be picked up by the slave catchers. Besides, they weren’t mine. I requisitioned them, and the litter too.’ 
 
    ‘We’re still stuck here,’ Ozymandias said, indicating the crowd that surrounded them. Suddenly it lurched like alive thing, people were shoved back by others, lines of people, staggering and stumbling back towards the two men. Flaminius and Ozymandias couldn’t help but join the rout. 
 
    At last the pressure eased off and they were able to stop running. Flaminius could not see what had begun the movement, but it was clear that the riot was growing somewhere up ahead. Now the street was beginning to clear, with some people heading away from the rioting in the eastern quarter. But the way to the west was still blocked. Or was it? Flaminius thought he could see enough room between the standing figures to make his way down the street. 
 
    ‘Come on,’ he told Ozymandias, and led the unwilling Egyptian through the crowd. 
 
    The smell of smoke and burning wood hung rank in the air, but the crowd seemed quiescent. They couldn’t be far from the Old Judaean Quarter, and as soon as they got to the ruined temple, they could begin the investigation in relative peace and quiet, whatever disturbances the city at large might be experiencing. Ozymandias was right, Alexandria was a dangerous place. 
 
    Now he could hear shouts and the sound of scuffling. He was about to force his way through the crowd in that direction, when Ozymandias halted him again. This time the Egyptian was pointing at a small side street, little more than an alleyway, that led off the main street to the north. 
 
    ‘If we can get up that way,’ Ozymandias told him, ‘it leads to the old Macedonian palace. We can make our way round it and then we’ll find ourselves on the edge of Delta Sector—the Old Judaean Quarter.’ Flaminius looked in the direction of the fighting. ‘Unless you want to waste time getting mixed up in civil disturbance,’ the Egyptian said sarcastically. ‘Don’t you want to investigate my colleague’s murder? I know I’d rather do that than find myself on the wrong side of an Alexandrian riot.’ 
 
    ‘Very well,’ said Flaminius. ‘I can’t understand why Paulus Alexander or the prefect doesn’t send troops to settle this riot. But yes, you’re right. It’s really not my immediate concern.’  
 
    They changed direction, forcing their way through the press into the side street. Here it was cool and shaded and almost deserted. Standing at attention in the middle of the street, at a loss, was a vexillation of legionaries. 
 
    ‘Wait,’ Flaminius said to Ozymandias, decisively. He walked up to the centurion in command of the legionaries. 
 
    ‘What are these men doing here?’ he demanded. ‘There’s a riot out in the streets. Why are you just standing here?’ 
 
    The centurion saluted, although he peered suspiciously at Flaminius, not recognising the tribune. ‘Waiting for orders, sir,’ he said. ‘We were mobilised from our post in the Macedonian camp, since it seems the streets are in uproar all the way between here and the Old Judaean Quarter, but then our superior officer went off to speak with the commander of the civic guard. We’ve been standing here waiting ever since.’ 
 
    ‘Never mind that now,’ Flaminius said. ‘We can’t wait any longer. You’re to take your men and crush the riot. The streets need to be made safe to walk down!’ 
 
    The centurion, a typically beefy fellow with a broken nose, shook his head. ‘Can’t do that, sir,’ he said. ‘The officer told us to wait.’  
 
    He looked Flaminius up and down. The tribune noted with approval that the man didn’t wear kohl. The tribune on duty in camp had been innocent of all cosmetics, too. But Flaminius wasn’t getting a very positive impression of his new legion. 
 
    ‘I don’t know you, young sir,’ the centurion went on. ‘You’re not a member of the legion and you look like a civilian. I can’t take orders from you, however bad the situation. Terribly sorry.’ 
 
    Flaminius looked pained. ‘For your information, centurion,’ he barked, looking at the man as if he was something extremely nasty he had just stepped in, ‘I have this day been posted to your legion and I hold the rank of tribune. What’s more,’—he tapped on his lance-head brooch for what seemed like the hundredth time that day— ‘this gives me the authority to requisition you and your men.’ 
 
    The centurion’s eyes bulged on recognising the insignia, and he added in a shaken voice, ‘Yessir.’ He saluted. ‘At once, sir. Just as you command, sir.’ He took off his helmet, mopped his brow, then turned to his men. ‘You heard the tribune.’ 
 
    ‘Just a minute, centurion,’ said Flaminius. ‘Get me arms and armour. I’m coming with you!’ 
 
    As a plumed helmet, shield and breastplate were brought hurriedly from the camp behind them, Ozymandias spoke sharply with Flaminius. ‘Just what do you think you’re doing?’ he asked as the tribune unwrapped his toga and handed it to him for safekeeping. ‘We’ve got a job to do, remember? And it’s nothing to do with riot control. I’m supposed to be looking out for you, tribune, and if I have to report to the commander that you died after taking a fancy to bashing a few rioters, I’ll hunt you down in the afterlife, and so help me Sarapis, I’ll…’ 
 
    Two of Flaminius’ new legionaries finished strapping his breastplate over the tunic he had worn beneath the toga. He settled the helmet more firmly on his head and gripped his shield handle. Then he drew his sword, which he had belted on over the armour. He turned to Ozymandias. 
 
    ‘You’d better stay here, scribe,’ he said. ‘We won’t be able to get through to the Old Judaean Quarter until the riot is quashed, and you’d only be risking your life if you joined us. Stay here until it’s all over and then I’ll come and get you.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t be serious,’ Ozymandias said through gritted teeth, hefting the heavy toga he held bundled in his arms. ‘You’ve got a job to do and it doesn’t involve fighting rioters.’ The centurion watched the exchange, a belligerent expression on his pugnacious face. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, sir,’ he butted in, ‘but the tribune has a job to do here and now. You’ve got your orders. I suggest you do as you’re told before I’m forced to detain you.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, centurion,’ said Flaminius. He tugged a little at his helmet strap and turned in the direction of the main street. He felt absurd. It was not since the summer that he had gone into battle, and that had been as a member of a rebel army. He was under no orders. But nobody else in this city seemed to be willing to do their duty. 
 
    He led the legionaries out into the street at the double. 
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    ‘Out of the way! Out of the way!’ 
 
    This time, ordered to move by a burly centurion who looked about four cubits broad at the shoulders, the gathered citizens were more obedient. They parted as legend said the Red Sea had parted for the escaping Judaeans, and Flaminius and his men stamped their way down the street, gripping spears or swords in a threatening manner. 
 
    At last the crowd fell away on either side and they came out into the open, where two shops were blazing fiercely and another was a blackened ruin. Bodies lay on the ground, some moving feebly, others motionless huddles. Further down the broad street was another crowd, and yet it was not gawping but fighting. 
 
    ‘Looks like that’s the source of the disturbance, sir,’ the centurion said observantly. 
 
    ‘Yes, I noticed it too, centurion,’ Flaminius said. ‘I’m not blind. Give them a warning, then charge them if they don’t desist.’ 
 
    ‘Lethal force?’ the centurion asked, drawing his sword. 
 
    Flaminius shook his head. ‘These are civilians,’ he reminded the man; ‘citizens, some of them. Split them up, arrest them. Fight only if they resist. Kill only if there is no alternative.’ 
 
    The centurion stepped out from the legionaries, and bellowed in a voice that would have had the legendary Greek herald Stentor packing up and going home. 
 
    ‘That’s enough! The legion is here now! Disperse, and go peacefully to your homes, or we will disperse you with force!’ 
 
    The men were fighting busily amongst themselves; Greeks and Judaeans, Flaminius assumed, although he couldn’t tell them apart: they were all Greeks to him. No, here were a few Egyptians, their kohl running down their cheeks. Come to that, the savagely fighting Greeks and Judaeans were also kohl wearers. It was barbaric. 
 
    Two men held another man down and smashed him in the head with a coping stone until his face was a raw red ruin. Other men were struggling with each other, kicking and punching. Improvised missiles flew. Despite the centurion’s bellowing, only a few of the rioters paid any attention, and that was only to look up in puzzlement before returning to the fray. It didn’t look like Alexandria’s rioters were accustomed to any kind of policing. 
 
    Flaminius was acting unofficially. Not for the first time, and the last time had landed him in serious trouble. Only his status as an imperial agent had exonerated him after his misadventures in Britain. Now he had been sent to Egypt to make something of himself and here he was, about to get himself in deep water. If he ended up responsible for the deaths of Alexandrian citizens, or even Romans, it wouldn’t go down well. 
 
    He glanced at the centurion, who was glaring imperturbably from beneath his helmet. Wearily, Flaminius rubbed at the raven brand in his forehead. The centurion had one as well. Too many cults, that was the problem with the East. 
 
    He nodded to the centurion again. ‘A second warning.’ 
 
    The centurion stomped forward. He opened his mouth to bellow, and a flying stone struck him in the face, knocking him backwards with a crash to the ground. His chin strap snapped and his helmet rolled across the street. 
 
    ‘Jupiter’s balls!’ Flaminius cursed. He crouched beside the centurion, checking for signs of life. The man was stunned, that was all. Blood from a graze in the scalp flooded his heavy face. Flaminius looked up and beckoned to two legionaries. 
 
    ‘Get the centurion out of the way,’ he commanded. ‘Get him to safety.’ He straightened up, looking in the direction of the rioters. Had it been a chance throw?  
 
    He snatched up his shield. ‘Defend yourselves,’ he yelled. A rain of missiles battered on the legionaries. Peering from beneath his shield, Flaminius saw that a group of rioters had detached itself from the main fight and was pelting the legionaries. Now that was cheeky.  
 
    The two legionaries grabbed the centurion by his armpits and began hauling him across the street. As they did, the centurion came to life again, lashing out with a fist so one of the men went sprawling. More missiles rained down. It was utter confusion. The centurion staggered to his feet, glaring about himself in search of his helmet. 
 
    Flaminius turned to his men. He had no time to worry about the centurion. ‘Advance!’ he cried. Rioters ran at them and flung rocks or even burning brands that roared like dragons in the air but bounced fizzling off shields or armour. 
 
    Flaminius found the centurion marching at his side, still helmetless but with his sword gripped in his hand. Blood painted his face a martial red. The man’s mouth was set in a downturned line. 
 
    ‘Get back!’ Flaminius cried, but his words were lost beneath the roar of the approaching rioters. He turned to see a line of them, formed up in some kind of crude imitation of the legionaries’ own formation, surging down the street towards them. 
 
    ‘Don’t worry, sir,’ bellowed the blood faced centurion. ‘We’ll give them a slapping they won’t forget.’ 
 
    The legionaries charged down the street, littered as it was with debris and battered bodies. Flaminius saw at the head of the rioters a tall, thin man with long, untrimmed hair and beard, and a visionary look in his kohl rimmed eyes. A visionary look—or the look of a madman.  
 
    He was urging his fellow rioters onwards, whirling a broken spar of wood above his head as he yelled something incomprehensible. Just as the two opposing forces met violently in the middle of the street, Flaminius caught the words ‘demiurge’ and ‘god of this world.’ Was he fighting an itinerant Cynic philosopher? 
 
    The ensuing debate proved more reminiscent of the Colosseum than the Athenian agora.  
 
    Gripping his hilt firmly, he alternated between smashing rioters to the ground with his oval shield and using the flat of his blade to bludgeon them when they were down. His men copied him. And yet the unarmoured rioters, armed with nothing better than knives or clubs, kept fighting. The visionary gleam Flaminius had noticed in the eyes of the leader was something he kept seeing. Were they all mad? Possessed? Had they been imbibing some strange Eastern narcotic? Or had they just drunk too much of this sickly Greek wine? 
 
    All wore Green tokens, to his chagrin, mainly ribbons tied round their upper arms. The Greens had always been Flaminius’ team. It seemed oddly wrong to be pounding a man into the dirt when he supported the same chariot team, and yet even on the most fraught days in the Circus Maximus, Flaminius had never seen the need to run amuck like these maniacs. This was something even more powerful than sport, whatever passion it was that was driving them. 
 
    He used his shield as a cestus, punching one rioter in the face so the man hit the cobbles with a thump. Another rioter clutching a butcher’s knife came barrelling into the tribune on his other side, but Flaminius parried a clumsy blow with his sword blade, then clouted him on the crown with the flat. The man dropped to the ground, and a legionary staggering backwards under attack from two rioters stumbled over him, pounding his face into the dirt. 
 
    Flaminius shoved his way through the mob. Nothing seemed to stop them. He saw two of his legionaries drag one rioter down and lay into him with the flat of their blades until he curled up in the gutter. Another legionary stomped through the press punching men in the face until a flying cobble hit his shield and he was knocked to the ground. Rioters crowded round him and began using their feet to good effect. The red-faced centurion and two legionaries broke up the fight, dragging rioters down and kicking them in return—their military boots were more savage weapons than the sandals or bare feet of the Alexandrians. 
 
    Flaminius panted from his exertions, sweat ran down his skin beneath his armour. He dashed more sweat from his eyes, which were red rimmed and weeping from the thick black smoke, and looked up and down the street. Where was that tall man with the visionary eyes and the sophist’s rigmarole? Ah, there he was, at the centre of a three-sided fight with Blues and Greens clashing with each other while legionaries attempted to arrest both sides. Crazy Eyes was exhorting them all to greater effort. He didn’t seem to be partisan; perhaps he just liked mayhem. 
 
    Flaminius certainly didn’t like him. It seemed he was the kingpin that steered the riot in the direction of destruction. He was a troublemaker. Flaminius wanted to see the mad bastard in chains, if not nailed to a cross. He hadn’t come to this turbulent city to fight civil disturbance, he was here to investigate a murder whose implications might quite well be further ethnic strife. That was bad enough, but right now he was committed to leading his men to crush this riot. 
 
    He gestured to a couple of legionaries to back him up, and shoved his way through the mob towards Crazy Eyes. 
 
    At the visionary’s shouted command, men in the garb of Greens flung themselves at the legionaries, gripping them round the necks and trying to drag them down. They outnumbered them. Two more grabbed Flaminius but he shrugged them from him, punching one in the face with his shield boss, kicking the other in the groin so he went staggering back into the midst of another scuffle where two Blues set upon him. Flaminius shook his head disbelievingly. In Rome, they waited until the race had been run before the fights broke out. The chariots in the hippodrome had not yet received starters’ orders. 
 
    One of the two legionaries with him was down, receiving kicks from more Greens. On the far side, Crazy Eyes watched in uncontrolled excitement. The other legionary had fought off his attackers, and was lashing about him with the flat. Flaminius ran forwards. The mad visionary saw him and his blazing eyes flashed with wrath, but he turned and ran down the street. Pushing and shoving through knots of rioters, Flaminius ran after him. The second legionary lumbered behind him. 
 
    The fugitive hot down an alleyway. As he vanished from sight, Flaminius cursed, and sped up. He turned the same corner and skidded to a halt a short way down the stinking passage. It was empty. 
 
    Hearing footsteps behind him, he wheeled round, sword raised, only to stop himself at the last second. The legionary who had followed stared at him, then took in the filthy alley. 
 
    ‘He’s gone, sir,’ he reported. 
 
    Flaminius was rapidly losing all faith in his new legion. ‘I can see that, legionary,’ he said patiently. ‘Where can he have got to?’  
 
    The alleyway was bare and empty, opening out into a deserted court at the far end. There was no sign the rioter had even been down here. 
 
    The roar of the fight in the main street grew louder. The legionary looked significantly at Flaminius. ‘We’d better get back to the others,’ he said. 
 
    Giving the alleyway a final look, Flaminius turned and led the legionary back out into the street. 
 
    As he did, he failed to see, peering down from the flat roof above him, the wild eyed, wild haired man who he had been pursuing. The visionary’s eyes were cold now, his face dark. His kohl ran with sweat and he looked as if he wept blood. But his lips twitched in a ghastly smile. 
 
    Out in the street, Flaminius’ men had been joined by Alexandrians in the uniform of the civic guard. Had Paulus Alexander finally sent help? There was no sign of the commander but accompanying the civic guards was a languid young man in tribune’s uniform who Flaminius found vaguely familiar. At his side was an even more familiar face, Ozymandias the Egyptian, still lugging Flaminius’ toga. 
 
    Now that their wild-eyed leader had gone, the rioters seemed to have lost all will to fight. Many were running back down the street, vanishing into the smoke. Others knelt in the gutter, arms bound behind their backs, guarded by legionaries.  
 
    Swatting flies with a flywhisk, the new tribune sauntered up to Flaminius, Ozymandias looking scared at his elbow. ‘Ah, tribune,’ said the newcomer sketching a salute. ‘Have we met, old man? You, er, seem to have taken charge of my men.’ The tribune looked languidly at him and Flaminius realised where he had seen him before: he had been the tribune on duty in the camp earlier that day, who had told him Avidius Pollio was away on manoeuvres. 
 
    Flaminius saluted smartly. ‘My apologies,’ he said. ‘Presumptuous of me. But there was a little matter of a riot going on and I found these chaps just standing around. Your centurion told me you’d gone to speak with the commander of the civic guard.’ 
 
    ‘He wasn’t much help, to be perfectly honest, but he did lend me these fellows.’ The tribune gestured at the civic guards now helping the legionaries disperse the riot. ‘Damn these disturbances,’ he said. ‘You can’t put them down. Settle them in one street and they break out elsewhere. Don’t know what they’re about. I met this Egyptian,’ he added. ‘Works for the commander. I think the fellow was worried about you.’ He pursed his lips. ‘I remember now! You came to the camp. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about a missing litter and two fugitive slaves? Property of the legate, y’know.’ 
 
    Before Flaminius could answer, civic guards came running back. 
 
    ‘Another riot has broken out,’ their leader reported, ‘outside the Old Judaean Quarter.’ 
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    Ten minutes later, the two tribunes and Ozymandias were jogging at the head of a joint force of Roman legionaries and Alexandrian civic guards.  
 
    ‘Remind me,’ said the tribune, who had introduced himself as Marcus Pertinax, ‘what your role is here? You seem to be a tribune without a cohort.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose you’d say I’m on the staff,’ said Flaminius. ‘I’m with the commissary.’ 
 
    ‘Oh! Yes, you said, didn’t you?’ said Marcus Pertinax. ‘Funny that. I mean, the commissary are usually bluff old centurions. Like the one who went missing.’ 
 
    ‘Julius Strabo?’ Flaminius panted. ‘Yes, well, I suppose I’m a special case. I used to be an auxiliary tribune of cavalry, attached to the Ninth Legion.’ 
 
    ‘The Ninth!’ Marcus Pertinax whistled. ‘I’m so sorry, old fellow. I thought you were all wiped out. Caledonians, wasn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘A few of us survived,’ Flaminius replied, nodding. ‘But the legion itself no longer exists.’ 
 
    ‘And now you’ve been posted to the other end of the world,’ said Marcus Pertinax sadly. ‘To replace a centurion who’s gone missing! He was a rum sort, Julius Strabo. I don’t know how you get like that in your line of work.’ 
 
    ‘Like what?’ 
 
    ‘He was very… suspicious. Looked over his shoulder a lot. I mean, if you’re out on patrol all the time, fair enough, but not if your job is just to keep the legion in grain and whatnot. And he spent most of his time in the city, with the commander of the civic guard. All very odd. A lot of thefts from the grain stores? But you’ve not been long enough here to draw up an inventory.’ 
 
    This tribune, a lad from senatorial background, had no idea of the true function of the commissary. Although some of the day to day role involved keeping the legion supplied, their main purpose was to keep an eye on… things. Security matters. Anything that threatened the safety of the empire—or more specifically, the emperor. They weren’t meant to go missing, and they certainly weren’t meant to get themselves murdered under mysterious circumstances. What threatened the commissary threatened the emperor. 
 
    That being said, Flaminius was stepping out of bounds by getting mixed up in these disturbances. But how could he just stand by? Besides, he’d never get into the Old Judaean Quarter until they were settled. 
 
    ‘Did you know Julius Strabo at all?’ he asked as they marched on. Sounds of rioting from ahead confirmed that they were on the right track. 
 
    Marcus Pertinax shook his head. ‘Like I said, old fellow, he spent more time with the commander of the civic guard. This Egyptian here might know more.’ He nodded at the taciturn Ozymandias. ‘All I can say is Julius Strabo was odd. Obsessive. Muttered about plots and conspiracies when he was in his cups. Something about the Great Fire of Rome. Incendiaries.’ 
 
    Before Flaminius could ask further, they turned a corner and saw a crowd of civilians fighting at the end of the street. There were incendiaries here, no doubt about it. Rioters with torchers were trying to set alight the shops. 
 
    ‘Form up, men,’ barked Marcus Pertinax to the legionaries and civic guards. ‘Out swords. Give them a taste of steel, that’ll settle them.’ 
 
    The shink of drawn swords cut through the clamour of the rioters. 
 
    ‘Charge ‘em, the blighters,’ said Marcus Pertinax calmly. For all his languorous airs, he didn’t lack courage. They raced down the street towards the mob, swords in one hand, shields in the other. Flaminius sprinted at Marcus Pertinax’s side, gritting his teeth. Ozymandias ran along with them, but what a barefooted Egyptian scribe hoped to achieve in the middle of a riot, Flaminius couldn’t guess. So much for avoiding bloodshed. It looked like Marcus Pertinax intended to show no mercy, and they were trapped. 
 
    With a great crash, the Romans met the line of rioters. Men wearing little more than chitons and armed with clubs or stones flung themselves at men in full armour. Swords flashed in the dusty sunlight, and this time no one used the flat. Blood sprayed. Men shrieked. Men fell. Blood ran down the gutters. 
 
    Flaminius saw Ozymandias fighting with a Green, a knife in his hand, although where he had got it from the tribune could not guess. They hacked and stabbed at each other wildly with hatred clear on their faces, the hatred of centuries-old ethnic conflict. Flaminius was grabbed by three rioters who seized his shield or his cloak, and tried to drag him down to the cobbles so they could pound in his skull with rocks or knife him.  
 
    He pulled away, then hacked on either hand with his sword as if they were barbarian warriors. But they were not. They were civilians. They were Alexandrian citizens, quite probably, Greeks if not Romans. Despite their attack, despite the glaring eyes and snarling mouths, he was somehow unable to kill them in cold blood. He’d fought barbarians—Romans, too! —under other circumstances and not felt a qualm. Here, it was somehow different.  
 
    Something smashed into the side of his head and the next he knew he was sitting against a stone wall. He could see no rioters. His head was ringing, or was someone banging a gong? 
 
    Ozymandias crouched beside him, mopping at his brow. The sponge in his hand was black with blood. Flaminius felt sick. 
 
    ‘One of those missiles hit you,’ said the Egyptian, gazing at him with something like tenderness in those womanish eyes. ‘You were knocked senseless.’ 
 
    ‘Did we stop them?’ Flaminius asked. 
 
    ‘The ones on the edge of the Old Judaean Quarter, yes,’ said Ozymandias. ‘Your friend the tribune ordered a fall-back, though, when it became clear the whole of that sector was in uproar. Haterius Nepos gave orders for the races to be cancelled and that made a bad situation worse. I can see what he was trying to do, mind, but you can’t treat a mob like a naughty schoolboy.’ 
 
    ‘Where are we?’ Flaminius asked. Haterius Nepos was prefect of Egypt. 
 
    ‘In a side road off the Canopic Street,’ said Ozymandias. ‘I carried you this way. It’s late. You had quite a siesta. Out-slept everyone.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve got to go to the Old Judaean Quarter,’ said Flaminius, trying to rise. Ozymandias pushed him back down. 
 
    ‘You’re not making any sense,’ he said. ‘We can’t go that way. The prefect has declared martial law over Delta and Epsilon Sectors. Everyone’s to stay in their houses. Anyone seen on the streets, the patrols will kill them in their tracks like mad dogs.’ 
 
    Clumsily Flaminius fumbled beneath his armour for his lance-head brooch. Ozymandias shook his head, took his hand, and laid it by his side. ‘Those patrols won’t listen to anything,’ he said. ‘They’ve got orders to kill on sight and no cheap jewellery will dissuade them.’ He looked up. Flaminius followed his gaze. 
 
    The sky was growing dark. It was cold, too, and Flaminius realised the sun must have set. He had been out for hours. This must be what Ozymandias had meant about him taking quite a siesta. In the meantime the city had become a death-trap. The gong was still banging somewhere. It must be an alarm signal; it wasn’t in his head as he’d first suspected. Someone had gone to extreme lengths to make his job difficult. He remembered the wild haired, wild eyed visionary. Somehow, Flaminius knew that he was at the back of it all. 
 
    ‘What can we do?’ the tribune asked helplessly. ‘If we can’t get across the city to the Old Judaean Quarter…’ He gazed eastwards. Smoke hung in black clouds in the evening sky. The distant glow from the Pharos to the north was challenged by the ruddy light from the direction of Delta Sector. The civic guard would have their work cut out for them tonight; it looked as if the rioters had turned incendiary. That struck a chord. Something Marcus Pertinax had said…the Great Fire of Rome… 
 
    ‘A bit late to be going there anyway,’ said Ozymandias. ‘I think the first priority is a wash and brush up for both of us. You, in particular, look a sight. There’s a bathhouse just a few blocks away. Then you’ll be needing somewhere to stay the night, I suppose…’ 
 
    ‘Will it be possible to get back to camp with all these disturbances? Martial law?’ Flaminius asked. A thought struck him. ‘I could get Marcus Pertinax to give me some men to escort me.’ 
 
    ‘All able-bodied men are dealing with the riots,’ Ozymandias told him. ‘You’re only out of it because you were knocked out. No, I think I’ll introduce you to the finest Egyptian hospitality. Rachotis has been unaffected by the riots. It is, of course, home to a civilisation far older than that of Greeks, Romans or Judaeans. You can stay at my little place overnight. We’ll have a bite to eat, and you can meet my sister. You’ll like her, everyone does. Come on.’ He helped Flaminius to his feet and dusted him down. 
 
    ‘Your sister?’ said Flaminius, as they made their way down a street where small groups of people in costumes of a dozen cultures had gathered, to look with suspicious and fearful eyes in the direction of the smoke over the eastern part of the city. He halted. 
 
    ‘What do you remember of the Great Fire of Rome?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Before my time,’ said the Egyptian brusquely, ‘and not my city. Come on, keep walking.’ 
 
    Flaminius followed him. His mind was a whirl, but he was sure he had learnt something of importance. ‘I wish my tutor had taught me more modern history,’ he complained. ‘He didn’t think it was history if it happened after the end of the Republic.’ 
 
    ‘I had no tutor,’ said Ozymandias. ‘I learnt my letters from my father, who was a scribe in the Serapeum. Not that they came in useful as a tomb robber, although I could read a few of those old inscriptions. I was taught to write in Greek as well, later on. But the only history I know is the history of Egypt. You might call it myth. Anyway, it is very long.’ 
 
    ‘So you keep saying,’ Flaminius complained. ‘Is that all you have in your country? History, myth, a few ruins, a few tombs?’ 
 
    ‘We have much more than that,’ said Ozymandias smugly. ‘Those tombs are stuffed with treasure, the ones that haven’t been looted anyway. And the Nile valley is one of the most fertile places in the world. You Greeks and Romans wouldn’t be here if this wasn’t a rich place for you to loot, would you?’ 
 
    ‘Rome has a mission to civilise the world,’ Flaminius informed him owlishly. ‘To bring enlightenment to barbarians, and teach men not to go around wearing kohl like oriental harlots.’ 
 
    Ozymandias laughed. ‘Civilisation! You call this civilisation?’ 
 
    Flaminius laughed with him. It seemed a fair comment, considering the frightened city they were traversing. 
 
    They kept walking. 
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    Rachotis, Alexandria, November 2, 123 AD 
 
      
 
    Several streets away and the city was quiet. A modest bathhouse stood to one side, still open at this time, and Flaminius followed Ozymandias over the threshold, noting the curious ornamentation of the pillars. Hieroglyphs had been carved into them, and they were square sided, rather than fluted like those of the Ionic order. Or was it Doric? Flaminius was no architect. 
 
    The vestibule was quiet, with a bored looking clerk at a desk on the far side of the marble floor. Again the Egyptian motif was visible in some of the frescoes, which showed scenes from the Osiris myth, done in a Greek style.  
 
    ‘Another bad night,’ the clerk said grumpily as he ushered them through into the changing rooms. ‘Don’t know what the city’s coming to.’ He looked at Flaminius discontentedly, his eyes like those of a mournful cat, but he didn’t pass any comment on the man’s borrowed armour. 
 
    In the changing room Ozymandias quickly disrobed and handed his kilt and skullcap to an attendant, then turned to help Flaminius out of his breastplate and helmet. 
 
    ‘They don’t get many soldiers down here,’ the Egyptian said. ‘This is on the edge of Rachotis, the Egyptian Quarter. After this there are few amenities of your Roman so-called civilisation.’ 
 
    ‘What happened to my toga?’ Flaminius asked, as he eased himself out of his breastplate.  
 
    After helping him hand the armour to the attendant, Ozymandias shook his head, puzzled. ‘Your toga?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ said Flaminius, gingerly removing his tunic and examining his bruises. ‘I gave it to you for safekeeping, remember?’ 
 
    Ozymandias ran a hand across his brow. ‘Sarapis! You’ve been through a riot, quite literally, had your senses knocked clean out of your head, and all you worry about is your wardrobe?’ 
 
    Flaminius frowned. ‘That was my best toga!’ he said. ‘I wore it to make a good impression on the legate. What a waste of time that was.’ He removed his sandals. Now he was as naked as Ozymandias. 
 
    ‘I must have dropped it somewhere,’ the Egyptian said. He pointed at the ring on Flaminius’ finger. ‘More jewellery! Aren’t you going to take that off?’ 
 
    Flaminius shook his head. ‘I never take it off,’ he said. ‘It’s even more important than that toga.’ 
 
    The Egyptian gave a grunt. ‘Expensive? You can leave it with the attendant. They’re not all thieves, not here—or I’d want to know why, right?’ 
 
    ‘It’s not just expensive,’ said Flaminius. ‘It shows that I belong to the Equestrian Order.’ 
 
    Ozymandias led him into the tepidarium, where they sat in the warmth and sweated away the stresses of the day. ‘What does that mean, then?’ the Egyptian said. 
 
    Flaminius looked abstracted. Something was puzzling him. He looked up from his thoughts. ‘The Equestrian Order? Well, some people call us knights. Back in the old days, any Roman rich enough to ride a horse was a member of the Order.’ 
 
    Ozymandias feigned looking impressed. ‘Oh!’ he said. ‘So you’re a rich Roman?’ 
 
    Flaminius laughed. ‘Not on tribune’s pay I’m not!’ He rubbed his sore head and gazed thoughtfully up at the frescoes adorning the barrel vault above. The pain was slowly receding. ‘My father is pretty well off, I suppose. Owns a little villa up in the hills, a farm, that sort of thing. You must be an Equestrian at least to hold any rank in the legions higher than centurion. But we’re not Croesus-rich. I mean, not like senators.’ 
 
    ‘They’re richer, are they?’ asked Ozymandias.  
 
    Flaminius nodded. ‘And they hold higher rank. Legates, governors, people like that. Oh. I forgot. You don’t get many of them in Egypt.’ 
 
    ‘The prefect must be one. He lives like a Pharaoh.’ 
 
    Flaminius shook his head. ‘Haterius Nepos is an equestrian, same as me. Better paid, mind.’ 
 
    ‘Why’s that, then?’ Ozymandias asked. ‘I’ve lived in Egypt all my life and I never knew all this. I thought you Romans were all just... Romans.’ 
 
    ‘The emperor is a senator,’ Flaminius said. ‘It hasn’t happened since the bad old days, and with any luck it’ll never happen again. But senators have made themselves emperor in the past. If they control several legions, and provincial governors tend to, they sometimes find themselves proclaimed emperor. Under exceptional circumstances.’ He looked around him. Only a few men were in the room, and none of them seemed to be listening to his Roman politics lecture.  
 
    ‘Exceptional circumstances?’ Ozymandias asked.  
 
    ‘Well, if an emperor makes himself unpopular,’ Flaminius murmured. 
 
    ‘What’s this got to do with Egypt?’ Ozymandias frowned. 
 
    ‘It’s very wealthy, as you so rightly pointed out,’ Flaminius replied. ‘And it provides a lot of the grain the people of Rome depend on. A would-be emperor who controlled Egypt would have Rome by the throat. It’s happened before.’ 
 
    Ozymandias arched his eyebrows. ‘So, my country isn’t the obscure backwater I always believed it to be,’ he said. ‘That must mean that anything that happens here…’ 
 
    ‘Is potentially of immense importance to His Imperial Majesty,’ Flaminius agreed. He looked the man up and down. ‘And the disappearance of a commissary centurion—the murder of a commissary centurion! —is very important too.’ 
 
    Ozymandias looked puzzled. ‘Are you suggesting that his murder was part of some plot?’ he asked. ‘A plot against the emperor?’ 
 
    Flaminius rose and stretched. Ozymandias copied him, then led him through to the hot baths where they plunged into the pool. Flaminius could really feel the effects as the heat and the water eased out the poisons from his body. After a while of luxuriating, he opened one lazy eye and fixed Ozymandias with his gaze. 
 
    ‘Murders happen for a number of reasons,’ he said. ‘But in my line of work, it’s usually part of some plot. Why else would an imperial agent like Commissary Centurion Julius Strabo be murdered?’ 
 
    Ozymandias laughed. ‘In your line of work!’ he mocked him. ‘Obviously everything’s a plot in your line of work, imperial agent. In my own line of work, however, murder happens with any number of motives. Anger, jealousy… People murder each other for all sorts of reasons. Only in politics is it all part of a plot. You’ve spent too long in “your line of work.” Maybe the commissary centurion had a jealous lover after him. Or an angry husband.’ 
 
    Flaminius scoffed. ‘He was a centurion in his forties.’ 
 
    ‘Even centurions fall in love,’ Ozymandias said with a mock simper. ‘We’ll not be able to make anything but wild guesses until we can get to the Old Judaean Quarter and ask a few questions. For the moment…’ 
 
    ‘For the moment the investigation is stymied,’ Flaminius acknowledged. He rubbed at his tender head. It was improving, but it still ached. At least this heat was helping him think clearly.  
 
    They both rose dripping from the baths and went in search of an attendant with a strigil to scrape the sweat and dead skin from their bodies. Ozymandias found a masseur to give Flaminius a massage, and sat in the corner still talking to him. 
 
    ‘Tomorrow, if things have calmed down, we’ll have a chance to go to the Old Judaean Quarter,’ he said. ‘Assuming the riot burns itself out in a single night, assuming martial law is lifted. Assuming this isn’t the beginning of another uprising.’ 
 
    ‘You must have been here when Lukuas the Cyrenaican led his armies to seize the city,’ Flaminius observed, as the slave worked olive oil into his shoulders. ‘When was it, eight years ago?’ 
 
    ‘I was just a gutter thief in those days,’ said Ozymandias with a grin. ‘I hadn’t even graduated to tomb robbing. And it was years before Paulus Alexander set this particular thief to catch other thieves.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve had a colourful past for a scribe,’ Flaminius grunted. Ozymandias didn’t want to talk about the war, or the massacre. That was understandable, especially if he was right in some of his suspicions. ‘A thief knows a thief as a wolf knows a wolf.’ 
 
    ‘My wolfish days are over,’ Ozymandias said with a bark of laughter. ‘I’m a loyal hound of the Romans. But yes, my history makes me well suited to a bit of skulduggery when it’s necessary.’ 
 
    ‘You proved yourself handy in the riot,’ Flaminius observed as the masseur finished off by pummelling his flesh. ‘Even if you did lose my toga.’ 
 
    ‘We can have a look for that tomorrow when we go to the Old Judaean Quarter,’ Ozymandias said as they went into the changing room. Flaminius took back his clothes and armour. He looked askance at the breastplate and helmet. The latter he could tuck in the crook of his arm, but the former… The best way he could find of carrying it was to put it back on. He did, and then strapped on his sword belt, checking that he hadn’t lost his dagger. 
 
    Ozymandias was already dressed. ‘Come along, tribune,’ he said. ‘Back to my little home. With luck, my sister will have some lentil stew cooking.’ 
 
    ‘Lentils?’ Flaminius made a face as they left the vestibule. Was this the vaunted Egyptian hospitality? Another myth, it seemed. 
 
    The streets were still quiet, but an ominous glow throbbed along the eastern rooftops. Flaminius wondered how soon it would be before they could get to Delta Sector and finally start the investigation. Ozymandias doubted that politics had anything to do with the murder, but politics was what this city was all about, perhaps even more so than Rome. In Rome lived people from all corners of the empire, particularly in the Subura slums. But the Romans were on top, not the peregrines. Here in Egypt the balance of power was less certain. 
 
    A woman ahead of them crouch down suddenly, hiked up her linen robe, and urinated on the ground. He looked away, disgusted. Revolting. In Rome, it was perfectly normal for men to urinate publicly in the street side jars provided—perfectly normal, and good for industry too; a boon to fullers. But women dealt with such matters out of sight. 
 
    Who was really in control in this province, Romans, Greeks, or Egyptians? The prefect did his best, Flaminius was sure, but Haterius Nepos had so many powerful factions to contend with. Paulus Alexander’s job must be equally difficult, although having family in the city would help; The prefect had been sent here from Rome, with little or no experience of Egypt’s labyrinthine politics or bizarre religions.  
 
    And Flaminius’ experience was much the same. The civilised, Greek and Roman surface of the city concealed dark subcurrents. Julius Strabo had been dragged away by the undertow. What had he seen? What had he witnessed before his death? 
 
    Ozymandias’s people boasted that Egypt’s civilisation had been old when Rome was a village. It had possessed monumental architecture by all accounts; and Thebes of the Thousand Gates had been a powerful city in Homer’s day, ruling a broad empire. Now it was in ruins, like so much of the country. The Egyptians had had civilisation once. But today, it seemed to Flaminius, Egypt was as barbarous and bewildering as Britain, with its tribes and its druids.  
 
    And Drustica. 
 
    He wondered if he would ever see the warrior woman again. An empire lay between them. Her people lived on the very edges of the province, Hadrian’s new wall cutting straight through their traditional territory. And here was Flaminius. Two weeks’ travel up the Nile would bring him to the desert forts of Rome’s most southerly frontier. The two of them could hardly be further apart, without Flaminius taking off for India or the distant Seres or Drustica setting sail for Ultima Thule. 
 
    And it wasn’t just that which was keeping them apart, Flaminius told himself as the scribe led him off the main street and up a squalid, narrow alleyway paved mainly with human excrement. His work meant that his chances of returning to Britain any time soon were low. Even if this investigation had proved to be as simple as he had hoped, even if he had found Julius Strabo alive and well and living with an Egyptian wife in Syene, rather than mysteriously dead in a political hotspot like the Old Judaean Quarter, he would not have found it easy to return to Britain, at least not officially. The governor had made it quite clear that Flaminius was no longer welcome in his province. But if he solved the murder, he would be able to return to Rome to report to Probus. And then perhaps he would be posted elsewhere. 
 
    And in the meanwhile? Drustica was an important woman amongst her people, a powerful chief. Chieftains from far and wide would court her while her Roman lover was elsewhere. Flaminius had turned her down when they first met; a peregrine wife wouldn’t have been good for career advancement, which had been uppermost in his mind in those days. So disillusioned was he with serving his emperor he would not think twice before taking the offer of living the rest of his life in a draughty hut amidst the heather. 
 
    ‘Here we are,’ said Ozymandias moments later. 
 
    Flaminius couldn’t understand how he could be so certain. The alleyway off the street was as dark as Tartarus. He could dimly make out an archway with some kind of door, leading to a court off the alley. But it was about all that was visible in this gloom. There were no lanterns or torches or cressets, and Ozymandias hadn’t seen fit to bring one. He must know the route by instinct. 
 
    ‘I can’t see a blind thing,’ Flaminius complained. 
 
    ‘No,’ said Ozymandias thoughtfully. ‘And that’s worrying. My sister should be home, and she always leaves a lantern burning so I can find my way in.’ 
 
    He produced a key from the folds of his kilt and opened the door, revealing a starlit court. It was dark and cold in there. No sign or smell of life, other than some stale cooking smells and an overpowering stink Flaminius thought to be that of an unwell goat. For a moment the tribune considered using his lance-head brooch to get a room for the night at the nearest waystation. 
 
    ‘Another mystery,’ said Ozymandias with a laugh, leading Flaminius into the court. ‘I wonder where the silly girl’s got to.’ 
 
    Despite the amusement in the Egyptian’s voice, Flaminius could tell that he was worried. 
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    The goat smell was explained when Flaminius blundered into a hard, warm, woolly thing that bleated at him in annoyance. A light flared ahead of him and he saw Ozymandias holding up a terracotta lamp. In its light he saw a tethered nanny goat. The mangy creature took up most of the little court. 
 
    ‘Watch out for her,’ the Egyptian said. ‘She bites. A bit like my sister,’ he added with a laugh. 
 
    Flaminius knew all about goats, having spent much of his childhood on his father’s farm. Warily, he edged round the court as the goat eyed him darkly. Ozymandias was standing in the entrance to a small shed, its walls of dried mud, its roof thatched with reeds. He ushered his guest inside. 
 
    The room was about large enough to pen a goat in, and smelt as if someone had tried to, but Flaminius gathered from the few furnishings and the firepit in the centre that this was where Ozymandias and his sister lived. In one corner stood a small loom containing a half-woven square of fabric. On the right-hand side was a single paillasse. He wondered which of the siblings slept on that, and in that case where the other one slept. Or did they sleep in turns? It was a far cry from the splendours of the Pharaohs. On one wall was a shelf beneath a crude painting of a goddess, presumably Isis, cradling a baby, Horus or Sarapis. Flaminius gave it a respectful nod. 
 
    ‘No seven-branched candlestick?’ he asked. 
 
    Ozymandias gave him an odd look. ‘You’re thinking of the Judaeans,’ he said, exasperated. 
 
    ‘Oh, of course,’ said Flaminius, smiling to himself. ‘My mistake. To a Roman, all these Eastern cults are the same.’ 
 
    A cauldron hung from a metal tripod over the cold ashes. Grumbling under his breath at Flaminius’ ignorance, Ozymandias produced tinder and flint and set light to the dried camel dung that provided fuel for the fire. While they were waiting for the cold lentil stew to heat up, he took down two ceramic jars from a shelf and filled them from a jug. 
 
    ‘Some zythus while we’re waiting,’ said the scribe, kicking a reed rug over for Flaminius to sit on cross legged. Ozymandias sat down. Flaminius sniffed at the drink. 
 
    ‘Zythus?’ he asked. 
 
    Ozymandias quaffed enthusiastically. He brushed foam from his mouth. ‘I don’t know that there’s a Roman word for it. You all drink wine, don’t you? We have wine here, but only for the rich. Zythus is cheaper. Cheaper than anything except palm wine, and you don’t want that, it’s bad stuff. This is better. Fermented grain.’ 
 
    ‘Fermented…?’ Flaminius looked in revulsion at the liquid. Then his face cleared. ‘Beer? Ah, they drink that stuff in Britain. I developed a taste for it out there. That, and mead.’ 
 
    Britain reminded him of Drustica. Drustica reminded him of Ozymandias’ errant sister. 
 
    ‘Where do you think she’s gone?’ he asked. ‘I mean your sister… What’s her name?’ 
 
    ‘Nitocris,’ Ozymandias said. ‘There’s a group she belongs to, her and a few other women. They meet frequently of an evening. She might be with them, but it’s the wrong day for that. I hope she didn’t…’ He broke off. 
 
    ‘What’s worrying you?’ Flaminius asked. He sipped at the beer. It tasted not unlike the drink he remembered from the other end of the world. 
 
    Ozymandias fidgeted. He rose to his feet and strode up and down the small space. 
 
    ‘It’s just… it’s been a dangerous night,’ he said. ‘Nitocris is all the family I have. We’ve always been together, except when I was a slave. Now that I’m a freedman, I look after her as best I can. Now that my mother is gone.’ 
 
    He sat down again, and sipped at his beer, but shifted restlessly. 
 
    ‘I’m sure she’ll turn up,’ said Flaminius. 
 
    Ozymandias shook his head. ‘I think I should go out and look for her,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Where?’ asked Flaminius. ‘It’s a big city.’ He frowned. ‘She wouldn’t have gone to the Old Judaean Quarter. Would she?’ 
 
    ‘No, of course not,’ said Ozymandias. ‘Look, this is nothing to worry about. I just wish it hadn’t happened tonight! She’s often out till all hours. I speak to her about it, but… she’s headstrong.’ He sipped at his zythus again. ‘We’ll stay here until morning, then carry on with the investigation.’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ said Flaminius. ‘Of course! We’ll call in on Paulus Alexander first.’ 
 
    The beer was making him feel light headed. Or was it the effects of his spell of unconsciousness? After the drama of the day, sitting here in this hovel worrying about a missing girl seemed very domestic. But he had a job to do here in Alexandria. As soon as he had completed it, he could hope to go back to Rome, even back to Britain. 
 
    ‘Did you mean what you said in the bathhouse?’ Ozymandias asked absently. He seemed to be listening out for something. ‘You really think there are political overtones to this murder?’ 
 
    ‘A wise man said to me that in Alexandria, politics and religion go hand in hand,’ said Flaminius. ‘And there certainly are religious overtones. Much like in Britain, it seems, the two are inseparable. I’ve got no time for it myself. I splash the odd libation now and then, but I don’t think for a second that the gods listen.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a bleak view,’ said Ozymandias with a laugh. ‘In Egypt, the gods are at the back of everything that happens, from the inundation of the Nile to the growing of the grain, the baking of bread and the brewing of beer.’ He took a deep sip and nodded appreciatively at the image of Isis and Baby Horus on the wall. 
 
    ‘What would the gods want with this imperfect world?’ Flaminius asked. The beer was strong. He didn’t usually get philosophical until he’d had several cups of wine. ‘It was formed out of chaos, and chaos is its nature, or at least that’s what the Platonists say. That might explain our friend of the afternoon.’ 
 
    ‘Friend?’ Ozymandias shook his head. ‘What friend? That other tribune?’ 
 
    ‘Crazy Eyes,’ Flaminius said. ‘Or did you not meet him? In the riot. He was raving on about the demiurge, the god of this world. I never knew a Platonist to take to the streets before. Rioting sophists now, is it?’ 
 
    Ozymandias held up a hand for silence. He had his head cocked. Flaminius listened, puzzled. At first, he heard nothing. Then he caught it; movements from outside. Someone in the alleyway. Ozymandias sat up expectantly. Then the footsteps thudded away into the distance. 
 
    Ozymandias sighed. ‘I thought it might be my sister,’ he said in explanation. ‘Rioting sophists? Some of the chariot supporters claim to follow schools of philosophy. I know little about it. The ways of Greeks are alien to my people.’ 
 
    He put down his beer jar then went to the cauldron. ‘It’s getting late,’ he said in a hollow voice. ‘If we’re going to be up early tomorrow, we’d better eat and turn in. You can have the paillasse.’ 
 
    He reached down two earthenware bowls from the shelf and filled them with lentils from the cauldron. Flaminius took one and ate ravenously. Lentils weren’t his idea of gourmet fare, but he had had nothing to eat for hours, and he had had an energetic time, for all that he had spent several of those hours on his back. He washed the stew down with the rest of the beer, then unstrapped his breastplate and laid it down on the packed earth floor, his helmet and sword belt beside it. 
 
    Ozymandias pinched the wick of the lamp, and now the room was lit only by the glow of coals from under the cauldron. Flaminius wrapped himself in his cloak, lay down on the paillasse, and went to sleep. 
 
    His mother had always warned him about going to bed straight after eating. She wouldn’t have been surprised that her son’s dreams were troubled that night. Despite his weariness, his sleep was disturbed by a triumphant procession of phantasmagoric images.  
 
    Dark robed figures met somewhere underground, shades of night fell on ruinous ground, rioting figures battled in darkness. Somehow Ozymandias’ goat was mixed up in it all, gazing down at the chaos with contemptuous beast eyes. Egyptian temples and tombs floated before Flaminius’ eyes and he ran endlessly through catacombs whose walls were hewn with enigmatic hieroglyphs, pursued by something ancient and long dead. 
 
    Everything Flaminius had heard about Egypt appeared in that dream. He lay in the desert sand, his tongue dry, as vultures circled in a brassy sky. He gazed out across the sand, watching its eternal shimmering with empty eye sockets. He was dead. He was buried. He broke free from his tomb but he was nothing but dusty bones and desiccated flesh wrapped in linen. 
 
    The sun set in seas of blood. He was pursued through swamps by dark figures. Crazy Eyes was there, sitting cross legged on a tussock like a scribe, mouthing Platonic platitudes. Flaminius was seized by men clad in women’s clothes, gutted, his heart eaten in front of his eyes, then dried while still alive over a fire. 
 
    He awoke sweating. Ozymandias was sitting cross legged by the fire. Flaminius was reminded of something, a memory so hazy it faded in his mind before he could fully grasp it. 
 
    The scribe was sitting up, listening again. Flaminius realised he could hear noises from outside, in the court. Dim memories of the goat in his dream chased themselves through his mind. He heard the gate creaking open. Shaking, he sat up. 
 
    Ozymandias shot a frightened glance at him. Flaminius stared back in unease, then scrabbled on the ground for his dagger. The door swung open and a figure rushed inside, slamming the door behind itself as it did so. 
 
    Ozymandias leapt to his feet at the same time as Flaminius. The tribune confronted the intruder with a drawn dagger. Ozymandias with a broad grin. The scribe lit the lantern and the newcomer was revealed in its yellow glow. 
 
    Staring sphinx-like back at Flaminius and his glittering blade was a beautiful girl, no older than twenty, with lustrous black hair cut squarely at the shoulders, wearing a long white gown and a grey cloak of the Greek kind known as a chlamys. Kohl rimmed her eyes, much more fittingly to Flaminius’ mind than it did the Egyptian men he had met. It exaggerated their wideness, although this was no doubt in shock at being threatened by a dagger wielding Roman. Gripping her chlamys at her throat, the girl gave Ozymandias a hesitant look. 
 
    ‘Who’s the new boyfriend, brother?’ she murmured. ‘I’ve had a bad enough evening as it is without being assaulted in my own home.’ 
 
    Flaminius lowered the dagger. This must be the famous Nitocris, he realised. ‘Sorry, ma’am,’ he said, feeling foolish. Ozymandias enveloped his sister in a warm embrace. 
 
    ‘I didn’t know where you’d got to, Nitocris,’ the scribe said anxiously. ‘The whole city is in uproar and you choose tonight to go missing.’ 
 
    ‘I’d noticed the riots, brother,’ said Nitocris scathingly. ‘Hard not to notice, in fact, when there’s mobs and big booted soldiers charging about. Who’s this?’ she repeated, nodding at Flaminius. 
 
    Flaminius stepped forward, sheathed his dagger, and took her hand in greeting. She snatched it back, and stared meaningfully at Ozymandias. 
 
    ‘This is my new partner,’ the scribe explained. ‘I’m helping him in his investigation.’ 
 
    ‘Oh,’ said Nitocris, startled. ‘Like that other Roman? The one who… went missing?’ 
 
    ‘Ah,’ said Ozymandias, looking away. ‘We’ve had word of Julius Strabo. The news is not good.’ 
 
    ‘What has happened to him?’ she said urgently. 
 
    ‘He’s been murdered,’ said Flaminius. Nitocris gave a gasp and turned to face him. 
 
    ‘Murdered?’ she whispered, a hand over her mouth. ‘Did they kill him?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, my dear.’ Ozymandias took her by the shoulders and encouraged her to sit on the paillasse. She was shuddering as she complied. 
 
    ‘That tops off a terrible day,’ she said faintly. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry you had to hear it like this,’ said Ozymandias. He glanced up at Flaminius. ‘My sister met the centurion a couple of times,’ he said in explanation. 
 
    ‘I hardly knew him,’ said Nitocris. ‘It’s just that… murdered? Do you know who did it?’  
 
    Flaminius shook his head. ‘We’ve been trying to investigate all day. The riots made that difficult.’ 
 
    ‘Ah,’ said Nitocris in a small voice. ‘The riots.’ She lay back on the paillasse and stared up at the ceiling. 
 
    ‘Were you caught up in them?’ Ozymandias asked, pouring her a jar of beer. ‘So were we.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I was,’ Nitocris confirmed, rising on one elbow to take the beer. She shuddered. ‘It made getting home very hard. But I don’t want to talk about it. So the centurion was murdered. How shocking.’ She looked carefully from her brother to Flaminius, rubbed absently at her ear, and sipped her beer. ‘And now you’re investigating the murder?’ 
 
    ‘As soon as it’s light,’ said Flaminius. ‘So if it’s all the same to you, ma’am, I’d like to catch some sleep.’ 
 
    He lay down on the ground on the other side of the fire, bundled in his cloak again, his sheathed sword and dagger on the floor beside him. His last sight before sleep took him was of the Egyptian brother and sister embracing tenderly again. 
 
    For some reason, it haunted his dreams. 
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    Flaminius awoke. Sunlight streamed in through the bead curtain that covered the doorway. There was no sign of Ozymandias, but Nitocris knelt beside the fire, stirring the cauldron. Flaminius sat up and scratched absently at his flea-bitten ankles. She saw him and came to sit by him. 
 
    ‘My brother is outside,’ she said reassuringly, ‘milking the goat. You will go to the Old Judaean Quarter today.’ 
 
    It was a statement, not a question. Flaminius wanted to learn more about this mysterious sister of the scribe. ‘Well, with your permission, of course,’ he said. 
 
    She frowned. ‘Why should I not permit it?’ she said seriously. Her eyes were big and oval and brown, her hair midnight black. Her skin was milky white, very pale considering the hot climate; a stark contrast to Ozymandias’ swarthy brown. Although the soul of impudence whenever she spoke to her brother, if she addressed Flaminius, she always did one of four things: either she shut her eyes and raised her eyebrows every time she opened her mouth; held her hand to her mouth and muffled most of what she was saying; rubbed at her earlobe, or blushed bright scarlet. It was strangely engaging. 
 
    ‘You must look after my brother,’ she said seriously, pouring Flaminius a jar of beer. As she handed it to the Roman, she gave him a grave look, her eyes closed. ‘Don’t let him get into any trouble.’ 
 
    Her voice was musical, vibrant, and despite the fact that she seemed serious, somehow seductive, playful. Flaminius felt a stirring in his breast. Drustica’s face flashed through his mind but he pushed away the memory for the moment. 
 
    ‘Me, get him into trouble?’ he laughed. ‘I think your brother can take care of himself, can’t he? He tells me he was a gutter thief before he took up tomb robbing.’ 
 
    Her finely drawn eyebrows contracted in a frown and she looked away. ‘It’s a dangerous path you’re taking,’ she said, covering her mouth with her hand. 
 
    When he waited for her to qualify her comment, she added, ‘Look what happened to that centurion! Be careful, Roman. And take care of my brother.’ 
 
    She turned back to him and, eyes shut, gave him a smile every bit as dazzling as the newly risen sun. ‘I wouldn’t want anything to happen to either of you.’ 
 
    Flaminius almost choked on his beer. Ozymandias came in with a leather pail of goat’s milk and gave him a quizzical look. As he cooked up some millet gruel in the cauldron, Flaminius’ coughing subsided. 
 
    ‘Very kind of you,’ he told Nitocris in a gasp. 
 
    ‘What have you been saying to him?’ Ozymandias asked, handing them both bowls of gruel. 
 
    ‘Your sister cares about your welfare,’ said Flaminius, ‘that’s all.’ After finishing breakfast, he struggled into his breastplate. Ozymandias offered to help him, but Flaminius shook his head impatiently. 
 
    They made their farewells to the Egyptian girl and Ozymandias and Flaminius walked out into the bright morning sunlight, leaving Nitocris behind to tend to housework. The heat was bearable at this time of morning, and a cooling breeze stroked Flaminius’ cheek. The streets were not unduly crowded; they were quite pleasant, in fact, and there was nothing to indicate that last night this had been a city in turmoil. Without a litter, it took some walking to get back to the palace of Hadrian, but within half an hour they were at its gates. 
 
    Ozymandias’ replacement, a short, squat, middle-aged Egyptian with a paunch that rolled over the top of his linen kilt, looked up from his abacus as they entered. 
 
    ‘You can’t go in,’ he said, shaking his head as if the very idea was absurd. ‘Not unless you’ve closed the case already. The commander is in urgent conference. You may not have noticed it, but there’s been rioting in the city.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, we did notice,’ said Flaminius. ‘I can’t say I was impressed by your commander’s response.’ He leaned over the sitting man. ‘It’ll all be going in my report.’ 
 
    ‘The tribune,’ said Ozymandias quietly, ‘reports directly to his imperial majesty.’ 
 
    ‘And by the way,’ Flaminius added, ‘I may very well have closed the case.’ Ozymandias shot a startled look at him. 
 
    ‘I’ll see what I can do,’ said the older scribe, getting unsteadily to his feet. He waddled into the inner office. 
 
    ‘I’ve been wanting to do something like that since I started here.’ Ozymandias clapped his hands. ‘He’s no fun to work with, that one.’ 
 
    Flaminius grunted, and gazed round the office. He didn’t want Ozymandias’ gratitude right now. 
 
    ‘Something’s troubling you,’ the Egyptian said. ‘What’s the matter? Is it the case? You really think you’ve solved it?’ 
 
    ‘It could quite well be,’ said Flaminius. ‘But I don’t want to discuss it until we’re speaking with Paulus Alexander.’ 
 
    Ozymandias stared resentfully at him. ‘Suit yourself,’ he said. ‘You’re better than I thought, if you’ve solved it without even seeing the body.’ 
 
    The scribe scurried back into the room. ‘The commander is not to be disturbed,’ he told them. ‘If you have a report to make, he says, after such a brief time, it can be committed to writing. You may dictate it to me.’ He sat down on his mat and dipped a reed into his inkpot before placing a new roll of papyrus on his writing board. 
 
    ‘It cannot be committed to writing,’ Flaminius contradicted him. ‘Paulus Alexander can listen to what I’ve got to say and he can listen now. Dealing with the riots now, considering he was so dilatory when they were raging, can wait.’ 
 
    ‘What’s got into you?’ Ozymandias demanded as Flaminius marched towards the inner office and the scribe struggled to get up again, squeaking warnings. ‘That blow to the head… are you feeling alright, Roman?’ 
 
    Ignoring him, Flaminius pushed his way into Paulus Alexander’s office.  
 
    Inside, the commander looked up irritably from the reports he was studying. ‘No, scribe. I told him. Keep him in the…’ He broke off, seeing the armoured figure. 
 
    ‘Reporting for duty, sir,’ said Flaminius with a smart salute. ‘Or at least, reporting. 
 
    Ozymandias appeared behind him, looking nervous. Paulus Alexander glanced from one to the other. 
 
    ‘What’s the meaning of this, tribune?’ he blustered. He gave Ozymandias a scowl. ‘Please show the tribune out.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, sir,’ said Ozymandias humbly. ‘We were caught in the riot. The tribune fought valiantly against the rioters, but he was hit by a flying cobble, and’—he lowered his voice— ‘I think it’s affected his wits.’ 
 
    ‘Take him to the medic,’ Paulus Alexander snapped. ‘Don’t let him wander round my headquarters making a nuisance of himself.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you worry about me, commander,’ Flaminius said cheerily, pulling up a stool and seating himself on it. ‘Ozymandias has been taking good care of me. Even introduced me to his sister.’ 
 
    ‘What is all this about, tribune?’ said Paulus Alexander frostily. ‘I have reports to read. I have also to prepare my report to the prefect. Haterius Nepos has taken a keen interest in these riots, and wants an explanation for them now that martial law has been lifted.’ He mopped his brow. ‘Frankly, your eccentric behaviour is not helping. Now will you please go to see the medic. A blow to the head could be serious. I’m surprised Ozymandias didn’t think of that beforehand, instead of taking you home to meet his sister. The pair of you! Get out. And send the scribe in. I have a report to write.’ 
 
    ‘I also have a report,’ said Flaminius, and he placed his plumed helmet on the marble surface of the desk. 
 
    ‘Nonsense,’ said the commander, looking at the helmet with distaste. ‘Your wits are addled. You’ve only been here a day and you’ve not had a chance to investigate due to the riots. Isn’t that right, scribe?’ 
 
    Ozymandias nodded. ‘We couldn’t get near the place,’ he admitted. ‘By the way, I have an expenses claim to file. For entertaining the tribune.’ He looked hopeful. 
 
    Paulus Alexander shook his head, thin lipped. ‘You took it on yourself to do that,’ he said. ‘You have no grounds for an expenses claim. Now get out of my office and take this witless fool to see the medic.’ 
 
    Taking umbrage, Flaminius leaned his elbows on the desk. ‘May I remind you that I am an agent of the emperor himself?’ 
 
    ‘How can I possibly forget?’ said Paulus Alexander. ‘So you outrank me. However, the prefect is equal in status to you. I wonder what Haterius Nepos will say about your conduct.’ 
 
    ‘Should I call for the guard?’ Ozymandias said nervously. He turned to go. 
 
    ‘You can stay here,’ Flaminius told him. Ozymandias hovered, looking resentfully from one to the other, then sat cross legged, his back against the frescoed wall. 
 
    ‘No, you don’t need to call for the guard,’ Paulus Alexander told the scribe. ‘I’m sure the imperial agent here can give good reasons for his conduct, although I do think, for his own safety, he should allow himself to be examined by the medic. You say you’ve got a report to make,’ he told Flaminius. ‘May I suggest you make it promptly, if it’s worth making?’ 
 
    ‘Not just yet,’ said the tribune. ‘Before I draw my conclusions, I wish to ask you a few questions.’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander was taken aback. ‘Me?’ he said. ‘How could I possibly aid your investigation? I’m the commander of the civic guard!’ 
 
    ‘You were the first to see the body, by your own account,’ said Flaminius. ‘Since I have been unable to visit the Old Judaean Quarter due to these riots, your own testimony will be invaluable.’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander subsided. ‘I see,’ he said. ‘Well, that’s perfectly reasonable. Yes, I was the one who found the corpse.’ 
 
    ‘Please tell me what happened,’ Flaminius prompted him. 
 
    ‘I told you yesterday,’ said the commander impatiently 
 
    ‘In detail, please,’ Flaminius said. 
 
    ‘On the evening of the Calends of November, Ozymandias brought me a message from Julius Strabo. It said he had confirmed all that he suspected, all that he had discussed with me. It vindicated him, he felt.’ Paulus Alexander looked away. ‘I had expressed… some scepticism about his claims. They were very wild, after all.’ 
 
    ‘This supposed Bacchic cult,’ said Flaminius. The commander nodded. 
 
    ‘Julius Strabo claimed he had infiltrated the cult, as he had intended to do, and that he finally had evidence that would persuade me. But that I was to meet him in the Old Judaean Quarter, at the ruined temple, in the second watch of the night.’ 
 
    ‘Just a moment,’ said Flaminius. ‘Ozymandias, come here.’ The scribe rose and came forward to the desk. ‘Where did you receive this message? What form did it take?’ 
 
    ‘I received it at my home,’ Ozymandias said. ‘It was on a scrap of papyrus. It said what the commander says it said, and urged me to take it to him.’ 
 
    ‘Who delivered it?’ Flaminius asked. 
 
    Ozymandias spread his hands helplessly. ‘I don’t know. I just found it on my threshold one morning. Nitocris said she had seen no one deliver it.’ 
 
    ‘I see,’ said Flaminius. ‘And you brought it to the commander straightaway?’ Ozymandias nodded. Flaminius turned to Paulus Alexander. ‘And you went to meet Julius Strabo, commander? Alone? Despite his claims?’ 
 
    ‘I had no reason to expect to find him dead,’ the commander said, ‘nor to be at any risk myself. I have no enemies in Delta Sector.’ 
 
    ‘Julius Strabo did,’ said Flaminius. ‘Julius Strabo had enemies who hated him so much they stabbed him at close hand and then carved a strange word into his brow. Go on. What happened when you got there?’ 
 
    ‘I rode down to Delta Sector,’ Paulus Alexander said, ‘with an escort. But I left them outside the Quarter. I went hurriedly through the streets. It was dark by then, and I was afraid I might meet thieves. At last I came to the ruined temple. There was no sign of Julius Strabo at first. Then I found him, or at least his body. It was as I have said, naked.’ 
 
    ‘And what did you do then?’ asked Flaminius, leaning forward. 
 
    ‘I raised the alarm, naturally,’ said the commander. ‘The body was taken away for embalming and I went for a long discussion with some of the inhabitants of the new Judaean settlement outside the city walls. They were shocked, as was I.’ 
 
    ‘Did you tell them what Julius Strabo had told you?’ Flaminius asked. ‘About this Bacchic cult?’ 
 
    ‘I did,’ Paulus Alexander replied. ‘Many of them were dismissive. Such rumours are disseminated all the time by the Greeks. One of them was more sympathetic, however. He had heard of various aberrant cults with a fascination with sorcery and diabolism. The others denied their existence. They seemed frightened.’ 
 
    ‘And then this riot,’ said Flaminius. 
 
    ‘That was nothing to do with it,’ said Paulus Alexander. ‘Both I and the Judaeans did our utmost to ensure that no word of the murder reached anyone’s ears. It was a coincidence. The Greens and the Blues, their usual hooliganism. Nothing to do with the murder.’ 
 
    ‘You’re probably right,’ said Flaminius. ‘But I don’t like coincidence.’ He was pensive for a while. Paulus Alexander and Ozymandias exchanged glances. At last the commander spoke. 
 
    ‘You say that you have a report to make?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ said Flaminius. ‘I think I know the identity of the murderer.’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander sat up, shocked. ‘After so short a time? With no real investigation?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ said Flaminius simply. 
 
    Paulus Alexander’s eyes narrowed. ‘Who killed Julius Strabo, then? Anyone we know?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ said Flaminius. ‘It was Ozymandias.’ 
 
    Astonished, the Egyptian scribe leapt to his feet, his brown skin glistening with a sheen of sweat. Paulus Alexander burst out laughing. 
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    ‘Sit down,’ Paulus Alexander told Ozymandias when he had regained control of himself. He turned to Flaminius, who was staring at him. 
 
    ‘I’m so sorry, tribune,’ he said. ‘But the whole idea is ridiculous. What evidence can you have to base this wild accusation upon? You’ve not even been near the body.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t need to,’ Flaminius said confidently. ‘Very well, I don’t have any solid evidence yet. But I know this much: Ozymandias is not what he seems to be. 
 
    The scribe had returned to sitting on the floor. At this, he looked up, puzzled. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Silence, scribe,’ said Paulus Alexander. ‘I’m speaking with the tribune. Flaminius, just what do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Ozymandias,’ Flaminius said, turning to the scribe, ‘what are your connections with the Old Judaean Quarter?’ 
 
    ‘Connections?’ said Ozymandias. ‘None! I was born and raised in Rachotis. When I was a slave, I worked in the Greek Quarter. Of course, I’ve visited Delta Sector in the course of business, with Julius Strabo for example...’ He looked from Flaminius to Paulus Alexander. ‘Just what is this about?’ 
 
    ‘What about your sister?’ Flaminius said. ‘What does she have to do with the Old Judaean Quarter?’ 
 
    ‘Even less,’ said Ozymandias with a snort.  
 
    ‘But she was late getting back home last night,’ Flaminius said, ‘because of the riots.’ 
 
    ‘I should think a lot of people were inconvenienced by the riots,’ said Paulus Alexander drily. 
 
    ‘But the riots were in the Old Judaean Quarter, Delta Sector if you’d prefer,’ said Flaminius. ‘So how could they make Nitocris so late unless she was there?’ 
 
    Ozymandias shook his head. ‘I don’t know where she goes,’ he said. ‘For all I know, maybe it is Delta Sector. But she’s not Judaean and nor am I. And nor are the people who live there these days. Besides, what if we were?’ 
 
    ‘Who knew where Julius Strabo was waiting?’ asked Flaminius. ‘When you brought the message to the commander here, this message that so mysteriously appeared, who else knew of the centurion’s location?’ 
 
    ‘Other than the commander?’ said Ozymandias. ‘Why, me alone.’ He put a hand to his mouth, as if realising he had just cast suspicion on himself. 
 
    ‘I see what you’re saying,’ said Paulus Alexander pensively, addressing Flaminius. ‘Ozymandias was the only other person who knew the location and time of the meeting. But how could he have gained access to the ruined temple? No non-Judaeans are allowed in there, even now it’s in ruins, even now the Judaeans have been relocated outside the walls. Ozymandias would only have been granted entry if he was Judaean.’ 
 
    ‘Just as his sister could only have been there if she was Judaean,’ said Flaminius. Paulus Alexander whirled round to look at Ozymandias.  
 
    ‘But he’s not Judaean,’ the commander said patiently. ‘How his sister got there, I don’t know. I don’t even know if she was there; the riots went on in adjacent sectors, not in the ruined temple itself. But Ozymandias is not Judaean.’ 
 
    ‘I know where the riots took place,’ Flaminius told him. ‘I was involved in fighting the rioters, if you recall. After the riots, Ozymandias was good enough to take me to a bathhouse and then to his home.’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander glanced at the Egyptian. ‘I knew nothing of this.’ 
 
    Ozymandias looked baffled. ‘He couldn’t get back to his camp, so I put him up for the night. He was filthy from the riots, and of course he had been knocked senseless, so I took him down to the bathhouse. Do a Roman a favour, and he accuses you of murder!’ he muttered bitterly. ‘And now I’m refused expenses, too!’ 
 
    ‘What has all this to do with the case?’ Paulus Alexander asked Flaminius, who had been listening patiently. 
 
    ‘When Ozymandias was in the bathhouse,’ said Flaminius, ‘he was naked, naturally, like everyone else. That was when I saw it.’ 
 
    ‘Saw what?’ said Paulus Alexander testily. ‘I can’t imagine there was much to see on his scrawny body.’ Ozymandias was glaring at Flaminius. 
 
    ‘This so-called Egyptian has been circumcised,’ said Flaminius. 
 
    Paulus Alexander stared at him in puzzled silence. 
 
    ‘He is not an Egyptian but a Judaean,’ Flaminius amplified his point. ‘Why he’s been posing as an Egyptian all this time, I don’t know. Or he’s a convert. But one way or another, your freedman has been concealing his Judaean connections so thoroughly that you, his patron, had no notion of them. He even has an image of Isis in his home. He has been thoroughly concealing his true affiliation. Why that should be so, I do not know. But it is in itself suspicious. And it also means that as a Judaean he could have gained access to the ruined temple and murdered Julius Strabo before you went there, Paulus Alexander.’ 
 
    Both men were staring at Flaminius open mouthed. Ozymandias opened his mouth to speak, but Paulus Alexander quietened him with a glare. 
 
    ‘Your contention, then,’ the commander began softly, ‘is that Ozymandias is in actual fact a Judaean, who for reasons of his own is posing as an Egyptian. That his sister is also Judaean. That Ozymandias, knowing that Julius Strabo wanted to speak to me to disclose what he had learnt, sneaked ahead and murdered the centurion beforehand, no doubt because he feared that Strabo would reveal unwholesome secrets of the Judaean people.’ He turned his eyes on the scribe. ‘What do you say in your defence?’ 
 
    Ozymandias shook his head. ‘With all due respect, the imperial agent doesn’t know what he’s talking about. I have an alibi; I was working in your outer office until late, while you went to meet Julius Strabo—as well you know, sir. The guards can back me up on that.’ 
 
    ‘Alibis can be faked,’ said Flaminius dismissively. ‘Why did you pose as an Egyptian?’ 
 
    Ozymandias shook his head. ‘I am a Roman freedman, an Egyptian by birth. And I have never converted to Judaism. As for my circumcision, you’ll find all male Egyptians are circumcised. It’s one of those Judaean customs that hark back to their Egyptian origins.’ 
 
    Flaminius struggled to keep calm. The whole solution to the problem had come to him last night, the moment he saw the Egyptian was circumcised. Now it was all falling apart. He put a hand to his brow, feeling an utter fool. He panicked. 
 
    ‘You’ve been under considerable strain recently,’ said Paulus Alexander, his voice dripping with condescension. ‘We all have. Also, you had that blow to your head, and you have been acting quite eccentrically. It’s heartening to know that even imperial agents can err! I think you would be well advised to apologise to the scribe, however.’ 
 
    Flaminius turned to Ozymandias, laughing nervously. ‘How can you ever forgive me? You offered me your hospitality, and I accuse you of murder and conspiracy!’ 
 
    Ozymandias gazed at the mosaic floor. ‘We all make mistakes,’ he muttered. ‘Think no more of it.’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander laughed. ‘The scribe’s a stoic,’ he said. ‘“Let the fool strike you, by Zeus, for you will come to no harm if you are a virtuous man”, as Socrates said.’ 
 
    ‘Truly magnanimous,’ Flaminius agreed. He couldn’t complain about Paulus Alexander’s quote: he had indeed been something of a fool. He rose. ‘If you don’t mind, commander, I will take you up on that offer. I’ll go and see the medic at once.’ 
 
    ‘Very well,’ said Paulus Alexander, and he picked up the report again. ‘I do have work to do,’ he added, with only the slightest note of reproof in his voice, and bent over the papyrus, not looking up again. ‘Ozymandias will take you there. If the medic thinks you’re in a fit state, you can continue your… investigations.’ The downturn of his mouth suggested to Flaminius that Paulus Alexander had little faith in his abilities. 
 
    As they walked down the corridor towards the surgery, Flaminius glanced worriedly at Ozymandias. The Egyptian noticed the look. 
 
    ‘You certainly made yourself look like an idiot there,’ he commented. ‘Me, I’m putting it down to the blow on the head. I’m sure an imperial agent wouldn’t make wild, baseless accusations under any normal circumstances.’ 
 
    Flaminius sighed. ‘Of course not,’ he murmured.  
 
    He remembered the chaos that had broken out in Britain, how the governor had held him responsible. This posting to Egypt was an opportunity for him to regain credibility in the eyes of Probus. And he was doing a good job of botching it. 
 
    The medic examined him, listened to Ozymandias’ account of his behaviour, and seemed very eager to carry out what he called a “craniotomy”. When Flaminius realised that this meant the trephining of his skull, he demurred, and the disappointed medic prescribed a solution in which soothing herbs had been steeped. It tasted foul, but Flaminius thanked the medic, and followed Ozymandias from the building. 
 
    Out in the sun he squinted painfully and placed his helmet on his head to avoid sunstroke more than anything else. They were on the edge of the wide street leading towards Delta Sector. None of the buildings round here showed any signs of involvement in the riots, but a subdued air hung over the city, and the heterogenous crowds that moved along its dusty streets looked wary and uncertain. 
 
    Patrols of legionaries stamped past, and civic guards stood on every corner. Flaminius felt a sense of foreboding, a sense of mystery. What had sparked off the riots? The rivalries of the different factions of chariot supporters? Ethnic hatreds? Or something else?  
 
    Again he was sure that someone was working against him. 
 
    He started walking and Ozymandias hurried after him. ‘Are we going to Delta Sector?’ the scribe asked. 
 
    Flaminius nodded. ‘If the gods allow it,’ he said ironically. He was beginning to understand something of that famous Eastern fatalism. ‘I don’t see any other way of solving this mystery.’ 
 
    ‘Do you realise what state Julius Strabo’s body will be in after more than a day in this climate?’ Ozymandias asked him. 
 
    Flaminius made a disgusted noise. ‘I suppose that’s why your people developed embalming,’ he said. ‘We won’t be able to get much information out of a rotting corpse. But I think I’d first like to have a look at this ruined temple. I’d also like to talk to some of these Judaeans.’ 
 
    He kept walking. Ozymandias scurried to keep up. 
 
    ‘Don’t you think they may not want a Gentile poking around in their temple?’ 
 
    ‘I will look forward to their cooperation with my own investigation,’ said Flaminius. ‘And I hope I’ll get it. I’d recommend it. Anything else will look very suspicious.’ 
 
    ‘Do you think the Judaean authorities were at the back of the murder now?’ Ozymandias asked as they strode down the dusty street. 
 
    ‘I’m not going to formulate any more theories based on sparse evidence,’ said the Roman wryly. ‘Just look where that got us this morning.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ said Ozymandias. ‘I still can’t believe you thought I was the murderer. Didn’t anyone tell you Egyptian men are circumcised? What were you doing looking, anyway?’ 
 
    Flaminius flushed. ‘I just happened to notice, that’s all,’ he snapped. ‘It got me thinking. I had just recovered from being knocked senseless, if you remember. Obviously, I’d not recovered all my senses.’ 
 
    ‘And you have now?’ Ozymandias asked. 
 
    Flaminius glanced at him. ‘Paulus Alexander doesn’t seem to think so,’ he said gloomily. ‘I don’t think he’s got a very high opinion of my abilities.’ 
 
    ‘You think he’ll try to get you replaced?’ Ozymandias asked. ‘Sarapis! Just when I’ve started getting used to you, crazy Roman! Nitocris likes you, too,’ he added. 
 
    ‘I hope he won’t try,’ said Flaminius. ‘This assignment is my last chance. Things went very badly in Britain, and I was held responsible by the governor for a lot of the mayhem.’ He found himself telling Ozymandias about his last assignment. When he had finished, the Egyptian nodded sympathetically. 
 
    ‘You’re under a lot of pressure. Paulus Alexander could run to the prefect or the legate and request you are replaced. Then where would you be? This Probus of yours sounds like he’s done his best for you, but even he can’t do magic. You’ll have to get results and get them fast. Real results, this time, not wild accusations.’ 
 
    ‘And the only place I’m likely to get them,’ said Flaminius, ‘is in Delta Sector.’ 
 
    ‘You know,’ said Ozymandias, as they walked on, ‘we’re not so unalike, you and me. We both have something murky in our histories. Me, with my tomb robbing and my time as a slave. You with your… activities in Britain. Yes, we’re alike in that much at least.’ 
 
    ‘If you think an Egyptian freedman has anything in common with a Roman equestrian who can trace his ancestry back to a hero of the Republic,’ Flaminius told him sternly, ‘you’ve got another think coming.’ 
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    Villa of Dionysius the Judaean, suburban Alexandria, November 3, 123 AD 
 
      
 
    Half an hour later they sat in a well-lit atrium in a pleasant townhouse in the new Judaean Quarter outside the city walls. Their host was Dionysius, one of the remaining Judaean elders of the Sanhedrin, the council that still governed the Judaeans. A tall, dignified man wearing a Greek chiton and the kohl that most Alexandrians wore as well as the native Egyptians, he knelt beside the pool in the centre of the atrium while Flaminius sat upon a couch, Ozymandias at his side. Dionysius’ servants and family had been banished to elsewhere inside the house. 
 
    ‘You must understand,’ said Dionysius, ‘that you do not see us at our best. Once a Judaean temple stood in every sector of the city, and a million Judaeans lived within the walls. Now we are outcasts here, in the suburbs, subject to the poll tax like the native Egyptians. And the Greeks and other people consider it their duty to persecute us. If it were not for Haterius Nepos, why, I believe we would have been entirely extirpated. 
 
    ‘My wife’s family has moved to Jerusalem as have many survivors who could afford to leave. It is the flight from Egypt all over again.’ He shook his head. ‘But I do not blame the Romans. I do not even blame the Greeks, despite their arrogance and their hatred of us. It was always the zealots among my own people who were to blame, the Pharisees, the sicarii, and all the new militants who refuse to even try to live side by side with the Gentiles. In particular, it is Lukuas the Cyrenaican.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I heard that things went from bad to worse when his rebel horde came to Alexandria,’ Flaminius said.  
 
    He was impressed by this Judaean elder, a thoroughly urbane and civilised man, whose wine, which Flaminius was now drinking, was a tolerable Falernian, or at least a very passable counterfeit. His father had a saying: You can always judge a man by his wine cellar. If that was any yardstick, this Dionysius was a decent sort. On the other hand, if the Judaeans were taxed as badly as the Egyptians, what was the source of all this wealth? 
 
    ‘What inspired the rebellion?’ Flaminius added. ‘Your people were privileged, and lived well, allowed to live by your own laws and so forth. The druids certainly didn’t get the same treatment in Britain and Gaul.’ 
 
    ‘I know nothing of barbarian lands,’ said Dionysius. The sentiment coupled with his name could have persuaded Flaminius that this man was as Greek as Agamemnon. ‘All I know is that my people have been angry with the Romans since the destruction of the Temple. That made you seem, in my people’s eyes, to be as bad as the Babylonians of old. They it was destroyed the First Temple, you understand, and took us into captivity. In those days, as now, Judaeans hoped and prayed for the coming of the Anointed One.’ 
 
    ‘The Anointed One?’ Flaminius’ Greek was rusty, and the man spoke little Latin. ‘I’ve not heard of this… Christus.’ And yet the name seemed oddly familiar from some other context. For a moment, the word “incendiaries” floated through his mind.  
 
    ‘The Christus,’ said Dionysius, ‘the Messiah, in Hebrew, is a saviour of our people whose coming was first foretold by Isiah, one of our prophets. Since then, the story has grown. He will be a descendant of our first king, David, and will reunite our people, defeat our enemies, rebuild the Temple, and begin a golden age for the Judaeans. Many men have claimed to be this Christus, mountebanks and bandits and warlords, Lukuas being only the most recent; yet none have succeeded in fulfilling the Prophecy.’ The elder looked mournful. ‘It is a story that has resulted in bloodshed and woe, particularly for our own people.’ 
 
    ‘Ironic,’ said Flaminius, ‘that this prophecy should cause such suffering. Thank you, Dionysius. I think I understand something more of your people and their ways.’ 
 
    ‘Would that all Gentiles were so understanding,’ said Dionysius heavily, ‘and yet would that my people were equally accommodating. Gentile and Judaean are locked in a war that will only end with the destruction of one side or the other.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t believe in this Christus?’ asked Flaminius. ‘As someone who will come to help your people in the future, I mean, not the likes of Lukuas.’ 
 
    Dionysius looked sadly into the distance. ‘We live now like beasts, on the edge of the city, hated and reviled. Can I truly believe that my people will ever become rulers of the world?’ 
 
    Ozymandias coughed and looked at Flaminius. The tribune had been so absorbed in the man’s story that he had almost forgotten his own mission. ‘We have yet to see the place where my late colleague’s body was found,’ he said. ‘I will have to ask you to take us there.’ 
 
    ‘Very well,’ said Dionysius, ‘although I did not see the body myself. It is being embalmed in the City of the Dead, I believe, and will be sent to the man’s family for burial.’ 
 
    ‘What do you know of Centurion Julius Strabo?’ Flaminius asked. ‘Did you know him in life?’ 
 
    Dionysius nodded vigorously, and his long beard shook. ‘He questioned me several times,’ he said, ‘and with considerably less tact than you, young man. He had some curious notions concerning Judaean cults dedicated to orgiastic rites and human sacrifice.’ He shook his head. ‘These fantasies are common among the Greeks, who believe that because we seek to live our own lives under our own laws, we must have something to hide.’ 
 
    ‘There are no Bacchic cults in existence among the Judaeans?’ Flaminius asked. 
 
    Dionysius shook his head. ‘Judaism is the antithesis of the ecstatic Greek cult of Dionysus,’ he said. ‘I say it as a man named after that false god.’ 
 
    ‘Why is that?’ Ozymandias asked suddenly. ‘I’ve been wondering why you’ve got a Greek name since we came here.’ 
 
    ‘The Greeks once tried to force us to worship that god,’ said Dionysius, ‘Dionysus, or Bacchus if you will. It did not succeed, but moderate Judaeans who would follow a middle way, not the antagonistic way of the zealots, often bear Greek names. We would rather not cut ourselves off from other people, but instead live in peace with the Gentiles.’ 
 
    ‘But others have different ideas?’ Flaminius suggested. 
 
    ‘Alexandria is a large city,’ said the elder, ‘and many cults and gods exist within its walls. Some Judaeans have taken to worshipping false gods, some Greeks have incorporated our own deity into their beliefs. Many cults and sects exist somewhere between Greek and Judaean, outcasts from both. There are the Therapeutae, who dwell upon a hill outside the city. And there are other cults. I have heard rumours of one sect that thrives in the Old Judaean Quarter.’ 
 
    ‘What is the nature of the cult?’ asked Flaminius, sitting up and placing his wine down on the ground beside him. This sounded like they were going somewhere at last. If Julius Strabo had been investigating strange Judaean cults, a chat with this cult leader could prove fruitful. 
 
    Dionysius looked weary. ‘I know very little about it,’ he said. ‘They have renounced many of our customs; circumcision, for example.’ Flaminius and Ozymandias exchanged rueful looks. ‘And they use many terms taken from Platonism, I believe.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ said Flaminius, even more interested. 
 
    ‘And they believe that the Christus has come and gone,’ said Dionysius; ‘absurdly, considering the state of the Judaean people. They think that he was not a war leader like Lukuas, but a wandering thaumaturgist who learnt magical arts here in Egypt, the son of a carpenter executed by crucifixion when Tiberius was emperor. They say that this Jesus, was the son of God as well as the Messiah, the Christus. Because of these strange beliefs, they are known as the tribe of Christians.’ 
 
    ‘Christians?’ Flaminius snorted. He had thought the Judaean elder could give him something to go on, and all he had to offer were Christians. ‘They’re nothing new. There are Christians all over the empire, in scattered groups. There were some in Rome, back in Nero’s day.’ Of course: incendiaries! ‘They were blamed for the Great Fire, and Nero had them all killed. But other groups crop up from time to time. Trajan of Blessed Memory had them investigated when they cropped up in Asia Minor, and he concluded that they were harmless.’ 
 
    ‘Harmless?’ Dionysius was indignant. ‘Not from what I have heard. Some of them say that the Lord God is no more than an inferior demiurge, a demon who has the world in his thrall. That is the excuse they give for committing every sin possible; they believe that somehow, in this, lies their salvation.’ Flaminius thought that Dionysius had kept quiet about this earlier, since it might bring the Judaeans into discredit by association. ‘And they have terrible orgies,’ Dionysius added, ‘in which men lie promiscuously with women, and… Thyestean feasts!’ 
 
    ‘Thyestean?’ Ozymandias queried. 
 
    ‘Named after Thyestes, who seduced the wife of his brother and in revenge was fed the flesh of his sons at a banquet,’ said Flaminius knowledgably. ‘Try to keep up.’ 
 
    Ozymandias pulled a face. ‘Anthropophagi? Osiris forbade the Egyptians to eat people long before Rome was even dreamed of.’ He frowned. ‘This is what you said the Greeks say about the Judaeans, though. How do you know it’s true about these Christians?’ 
 
    ‘It’s not,’ said Flaminius dogmatically. ‘Trajan had them investigated when they were reported in Bithynia. The Christians meet on a certain day to sing a hymn to this Christus, bind themselves by oath to commit no crime, then assemble to eat food; wholesome food, not human flesh. The emperor’s verdict was that although their beliefs were superstitious they should not be executed, merely given the opportunity to redeem themselves by offering sacrifices to the gods and himself. The current emperor says that being a Christian is not grounds for action, and that they must be proved to have committed illegal acts before they can be punished as any other criminal would be.’ 
 
    Dionysius said, ‘If they fornicate publicly and eat human flesh, surely that is grounds for prosecution!’ 
 
    ‘His Imperial Majesty has also indicated,’ Flaminius went on, ‘that slanders against the Christians are not to be tolerated, and that anyone making accusations without proof will be punished.’ 
 
    Dionysius went quiet. ‘I don’t think we have any more to discuss,’ he said eventually. ‘I will have my servant take you to the ruined temple where the murdered man was found. If you go on to the City of the Dead, you can examine the body—what’s left after the embalmers have finished with it.’ 
 
    He departed the atrium at a dignified hobble, leaving Flaminius and Ozymandias alone. 
 
    ‘That went well,’ said the Egyptian drily. 
 
    ‘A man in his position should know the law,’ Flaminius replied. ‘Eating people! You’re right, it’s exactly the sort of rumour the Greeks spread about the Judaeans. He went from denying these rumours to spreading them himself.’ He wondered briefly if the equally lurid stories about the druids might also have been exaggerated, but then he remembered his experiences in Britain. 
 
    ‘You’ve just managed to alienate our one friend among the Judaeans,’ Ozymandias said. He shook his head. ‘You’re as bad as Julius Strabo. Watch out, or you’ll end up with a dagger in your ribs too.’ 
 
    ‘Is that a warning?’ Flaminius’ eyes narrowed. ‘Or a threat?’ Ozymandias looked away with a snort.  
 
    The Egyptian had a point, Flaminius realised. This investigation needed to be carried out quietly and unobtrusively. But the emperor had forbidden the ill treatment of Christians simply because they were of that cult. Only actual lawbreaking was liable to be punished, although since this included refusing to worship the emperor’s image, Christians would have to compromise their principles to escape the penalty. 
 
    Flaminius felt a sneaking sympathy for them. They were often lumped together with Epicureans as ‘atheists’, refusing to believe in the gods. Flaminius wasn’t an atheist, he just didn’t think any god worth the name would spend their time in this appalling world, so sacrificing to them was pointless, particularly if a man could achieve what he desired by his own efforts. Also like Epicureans, Christians were willing to accept slaves and women into their ranks, unlike many other more self-important sects—Mithraism, for example, a cult Flaminius had joined against his will and under decidedly peculiar circumstances. There were too many cults in the empire, all offering salvation for the immortal soul, and all of them, to his mind, futile. 
 
    A big man in the drab clothes of a servant entered the atrium. He moved awkwardly, as if uncomfortable with his own size. 
 
    ‘My master asks that you accompany me to the ruined temple in Delta Sector,’ he announced. ‘He apologises for not seeing you out; he is indisposed. Please come with me.’ 
 
    Flaminius and Ozymandias exchanged wry smiles and followed the servant from the house. Soon they were back within the walls, traversing the dilapidated streets of the Old Judaean Quarter. Most buildings were falling into ruin, and people lived in slum conditions. Groups of ragged youths stood idly on street corners, their hostile stares only extinguished by sight of Flaminius’ breastplate, helmet, and sword. For the first time that day he was glad he had adopted so bellicose an outfit. 
 
    They came out into an open space in the middle of which stood a building even more ruinous than the rest. From its overgrown pillars and courts, such as still stood, Flaminius guessed it to be a temple of some kind. A high wooden fence surrounded it, containing a locked gate. 
 
    ‘The great temple of Alexandria,’ the servant called it, producing a key and unlocking the gate. Like the more famous Temple of Jerusalem, the Judaean holy building lay in ruins. It was a reminded of the Lukuas uprising, when Greek and Judaean fought for control of the city, and only Trajan’s legions could snatch Alexandria back into imperial control. 
 
    ‘Why has no attempt been made to rebuild it?’ he asked the servant as they walked between piles of rubble and thickets of weeds. 
 
    ‘We have not a drachma to spare,’ said the servant, ‘and besides, it serves as a reminder.’ 
 
    ‘A reminder of how you overreached yourself?’ suggested Ozymandias. ‘Of how you brought war down on the whole city?’ 
 
    The servant glanced sullenly at him. ‘A reminder of how we were wronged. How we were cast out of the city.’ 
 
    For all Dionysius’ talk of integration with Roman culture, his own servants had other ideas. This was the bitter soil where militants and zealots bred. This, and the Temple in Jerusalem. Every time a Judaean saw those ruins, they would be reminded, as Lukuas had been, of the prophecy of the one who would lead them to victory. The Christus. 
 
    ‘Where was the body found?’ Flaminius asked the servant.  
 
    The man took them both to a pile of rubble in the central nave of the building. Dark blood stains ran down the stones. ‘This was where the centurion lay,’ said the servant. ‘He had been stabbed, his body defiled.’ This said, he wandered away to stand near the gate. Flaminius examined the rubble pile. There were signs that it had been disturbed. Perhaps Julius Strabo had been climbing over it when he met his murderer. 
 
    Flaminius and Ozymandias climbed to the top of the mound and scanned the area. The temple lay in utter desolation. No one was to be seen except the bored-looking servant, waiting for them by the open gate. They went back down. 
 
    ‘A Roman!’ said a voice from behind them. ‘You must be brave. This has become a dangerous place for your people.’ 
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    Delta Sector, Alexandria November 3, 123 AD 
 
      
 
    Flaminius turned. Standing at the edge of the rubble was a tall old man with the beard and robes of an itinerant philosopher. He was watching the tribune and his Egyptian companion from the shadow of a half-toppled column, while leaning on a blackthorn staff. 
 
    ‘You say this place is dangerous for Romans?’ Flaminius asked, skidding across the rubble, Ozymandias behind him. ‘What do you know of the death of Commissary Centurion Julius Strabo?’ 
 
    The sophist, if such was his trade, spread wide his arms. ‘I know only what I have heard,’ he said, ‘even though I live beside these ruins.’ 
 
    ‘You live here?’ Flaminius approached him. ‘And where were you the previous night? When Julius Strabo was murdered? Perhaps in the first watch of the night.’ 
 
    ‘I heard of the murder yesterday morning, before the riots,’ said the old man evasively. ‘You must understand, sir, that I am a retiring soul. I turn my back on things of this world.’ 
 
    ‘What other world is there?’ asked Ozymandias. ‘Are you a necromancer?’ 
 
    ‘Ozymandias!’ Flaminius said. ‘I’m leading this investigation.’ He returned his attention to the sophist. ‘You’re an ascetic of some kind, I see. A Greek?’ 
 
    ‘I am an Alexandrian citizen,’ said the old man. ‘Yes, I am a humble seeker after truth.’ 
 
    ‘A Greek, then,’ said Flaminius, ‘and yet you live here in the Old Judaean Quarter. Why is that?’ 
 
    ‘Cheap rents?’ suggested Ozymandias. ‘But no, you’re an unworldly man., aren’t you…? What is your name?’ 
 
    ‘Basilides,’ replied the old man. ‘I am not a worldly man, as you say, though I have a small stipend from my family who dwell elsewhere in Egypt. I live here in the poverty of the Old Judaean Quarter because I have renounced the world and its distractions, but wish to bring my wisdom to those who most need it. Otherwise I would take to the desert as have many seekers after wisdom.’ 
 
    Like most of his contemporaries in Rome, Flaminius had affected an interest in philosophy when he was a student, often going to see some of the most popular philosophers of the day disputing their theories. He’d soon grown tired of it, though, and of the feeble wisp of beard he had grown in imitation of Socrates, realising that he preferred to read Milesian tales rather than philosophic treatises, and so he left it all behind—the beard in particular. 
 
    Only a belief in the maxims of Epicurus, and a working understanding of Pyrrho (very useful during investigations like these) still interested him. Many philosophers spoke as Basilides did, of renouncing the world. And many of them somehow seemed to remain the centre of attention amid civilisation rather than becoming Peripatetics or hermits. But this was getting away from the point. 
 
    ‘You live beside these ruins?’ he said. ‘And yet you saw or heard nothing at the time of the murder, you say.’ 
 
    ‘We have yet to establish when the man was killed,’ said Basilides. ‘But I was not here that night. I was speaking before a group of like-minded people in the Greek Quarter. The wife of a public dignitary takes an interest in my work, and she and her friends often ask me to address them. They are good enough to provide me with generous alms.’ 
 
    ‘That,’ said Ozymandias in a sardonic tone, ‘must make renouncing the world quite difficult.’ 
 
    ‘Very well, we’ll give you the benefit of the doubt for the moment,’ said Flaminius. ‘What can you tell me about these ruins?’ 
 
    Basilides looked at the toppled pillars and pediments that surrounded them. ‘It was once the main temple of the Judaeans in Alexandria,’ he said. ‘They had temples throughout the city, as I’m sure you’ve heard. Now only this one remains, and it lies in ruins, although the Judeans still regard it as holy ground. Much the same applies to the Temple…’ 
 
    ‘…in Jerusalem, yes yes,’ said Flaminius. ‘This is also the scene of a murder. You live next to it. Why would someone choose to murder a Roman centurion in the ruins of a Judaean temple?’ 
 
    Basilides looked guarded. He beckoned them closer. 
 
    ‘Sometimes, on certain nights, my meditations have been…disturbed.’ 
 
    Flaminius and Ozymandias exchanged glances. ‘Go on,’ said Flaminius encouragingly. ‘What causes these disturbances?’ 
 
    Basilides looked about him. Even though it was broad daylight, he seemed very nervous. He saw Dionysius’ servant standing nearby. ‘Who’s that?’ he hissed. 
 
    ‘He’s a friend,’ said Flaminius. ‘Don’t worry, you can trust him!’ 
 
    ‘Just like you can trust us,’ added Ozymandias. ‘Now, these disturbances?’ 
 
    ‘Chanting,’ said Basilides. ‘Not that there’s anything wrong with chanting. But in the middle of the night. And also wild yells, as if strange revels were being performed in the ruins.’ He shivered, looking considerably less philosophical about it all. ‘In this city exist all manner of creeds and religions and superstitions. Here are Greeks, here are Egyptians, here are Judaeans. Here are astrologers, Hermeticists, magicians. Such chaos can be expected in a world constructed by an inferior demiurge. Some outlawed cults are rumoured to exist; worshippers of demons such as Bacchus and Hecate. Since its destruction in the war, the ruined temple has become a haunt of such folk.’ 
 
    ‘We spoke with the chief elder,’ said Flaminius. ‘He mentioned cults he disapproved of. Perhaps you know of them.’ He looked closely at Basilides. ‘The tribe of Christians?’ 
 
    Basilides’ face changed. ‘I’ve never heard of such people. My apologies.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve never heard of the Christians?’ Ozymandias was incredulous. ‘And you such an expert.’ 
 
    Basilides shook his head. ‘I am unfamiliar with that cult,’ he affirmed. ‘Was there anything else you wished to ask me?’ 
 
    Ozymandias looked impatiently at Flaminius but the Roman shook his head. ‘I think I’ve heard all I need to,’ the tribune said. ‘Where do you live? We may want to question you again.’ 
 
    Basilides gave them his address down an alleyway nearby, and then hurried away past the servant and out of the gate. 
 
    ‘He’s hiding something,’ Ozymandias observed as soon as Basilides was gone. ‘Ha! Another one you’ve annoyed, Roman.’ 
 
    ‘Of course he’s hiding something,’ said Flaminius as they walked across to the servant. 
 
    ‘Is he the killer, this Greek?’ Ozymandias asked. ‘Or would murder be too worldly for a man like that?’ 
 
    ‘A man so unworldly that he gives performances at the houses of the rich,’ said Flaminius sourly, ‘in return for generous alms.’ 
 
    ‘Performances?’ Ozymandias said. ‘Talking philosophy? What kind of performance do you call that? Doesn’t he sing or dance?’ 
 
    ‘We should see if he can fit us into his busy schedule,’ Flaminius replied. ‘What really interested me was not his denial of ever having heard of Christians—I’d be willing to believe that such an unworldly man might not have heard of every minor cult in the empire if it hadn’t been for his reaction. He should cultivate a little stoic gravitas, that sophist. No, what interested me was one word he used.’ 
 
    ‘Word?’ said Ozymandias. ‘Only one? He used plenty—too many. Which one did you find interesting? I thought they were all pretty dull.’ 
 
    ‘He used the word ‘demiurge’ to describe the Creator,’ said Flaminius. ‘Now, where’ve we heard that before?’ 
 
    ‘Dionysius said something about a demiurge,’ said Ozymandias after a moment.  
 
    ‘So did Crazy Eyes,’ said Flaminius. ‘The leader of the rioters.’ 
 
    They had reached Dionysius’ servant now. Leaving Ozymandias to ponder what he had said, Flaminius hailed the bored looking man. 
 
    ‘Now I’d like you to direct us to the embalmers,’ he said. 
 
    ‘The embalmers?’ the servant asked, startled. He stared at Flaminius as if the Roman were mad. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ the embalmers’ workshop in the City of the Dead where Julius Strabo was taken,’ said Flaminius. ‘I want to see what we can glean from the murdered centurion’s corpse.’ 
 
    The servant shrugged sulkily, looked from one to the other, then started giving them directions. 
 
      
 
    The embalmers’ workshop was one of many in that expanse of gardens and groves and mausoleums known as the City of the Dead, beyond the Gate of the Moon on the west side of Alexandria. At first the embalmers were obstructive, refusing to allow Flaminius and Ozymandias entrance into the low stone edifice. 
 
    ‘This is the emblem of an imperial agent,’ said Flaminius, tiredly showing them his lance-head brooch. ‘Refuse entrance to me at your peril. I am a representative of the Emperor Hadrian himself.’ 
 
    ‘Very well,’ said the man who had been trying to stop them entering. Like Ozymandias, he had the linen kilt and kohl-rimmed eyes of an Egyptian. ‘If you put it like that, sir.’ 
 
    He led them down a short vestibule decorated with a fresco showing the joys of the afterlife, where the dead were judged by Osiris amid a reed filled marsh. They came out into a workroom. A heady, nauseating aroma was thick in the air. Corpses lay upon slabs on every hand, young, old, and middle aged. Cat footed attendants glided from one to another. 
 
    Directly ahead of Flaminius was the body of an attractive young woman, about Nitocris’ age, which had been negligently made decent with a linen shroud. Flaminius remembered what he had read in Herodotus about the habits of Egyptian embalmers. 
 
    The head embalmer, so Flaminius imagined him to be, led them past another body that was being methodically gutted by two lesser embalmers. One man reached inside the cut open corpse and removed a glistening rope of intestines, which he plopped into a nearby jar. 
 
    ‘Nothing can be left within the cadaver,’ the head embalmer explained, ‘or else the flesh itself will spoil. Here,’ he indicated another slab where a sickeningly aromatic fluid was being pasted onto another body, ‘we ensure that the corpse will not rot within the sarcophagus. It has to be eviscerated, embalmed, and filled with a mixture that ensures its continued existence. It is a similar process to tanning, in many ways. That was the trade I trained in as a young apprentice. After a few years I graduated to mastery of the more important process of embalming.’ 
 
    Ozymandias was holding his hand over his face. 
 
    ‘After the riots,’ the head embalmer added confidentially, ‘we’ve got a bit of a backlog.’ 
 
    At last, to Ozymandias’ relief, the head embalmer led them into a small, cluttered office off the main workshop. Its walls were lined with jars, and several rugs and cushions lay on the floor alongside an abacus. 
 
    ‘Is the embalming for a family member?’ the head embalmer asked, sitting down cross legged on a cushion. ‘It’s not for either of you gentlemen, I’m sure. You’re both in rude health, anyone can see!’ 
 
    Flaminius coughed. ‘We’ve not come to hire you,’ he told the man. ‘We want to question you about a body you were asked to deal with yesterday.’ 
 
    ‘I “deal with” any number of cadavers every day,’ said the head embalmer, ‘or at least my subordinates do. Be more specific.’ 
 
    ‘A Roman body,’ said Ozymandias. ‘Found murdered in the Old Judaean Quarter by Paulus Alexander.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t believe I know the gentleman,’ said the head embalmer. ‘Paulus Alexander, did you say?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ said Ozymandias impatiently. ‘The commander of the civic guard.’ 
 
    ‘And who found this Paulus Alexander?’ asked the embalmer. 
 
    ‘No one found him,’ said Flaminius. ‘He found Julius Strabo.’ 
 
    ‘So, he found Julius Strabo?’ The embalmer pointed at Ozymandias. ‘But who is Julius Strabo?’ 
 
    This was getting ridiculous. ‘The commander of the civic guard found the body of Julius Strabo yesterday,’ said Flaminius through gritted teeth. ‘You were asked to embalm the body. You ought to remember it; it had the word “Abraxas” carved into its brow.’ 
 
    The embalmer called a subordinate member of staff into the office and asked him about the delivery in question. The subordinate flicked through a sheaf of papyrus and confirmed that such a cadaver had been delivered. Flaminius said patiently, ‘And where is the corpse now?’ 
 
    ‘About to be gutted,’ said the subordinate. 
 
    ‘Please!’ said the head embalmer. ‘How many times! Eviscerated!’ 
 
    ‘Alright, alright,’ said the embalmer indifferently. ‘About to be eviscerated.’ 
 
    ‘May we watch this evisceration?’ asked Flaminius. Roman law forbade dissection, which he thought a pity; his reading of the old Greek authors persuaded him that it could yield all manner of secrets. 
 
    ‘It’s irregular,’ said the head embalmer airily. He dismissed his subordinate. ‘I might ask why you’re making so strange a request, but I wouldn’t be that indiscreet. You get some odd requests in my job. Yes, you get all sorts.’ He gave a greasy smile. ‘We don’t usually like to betray the secrets of our craft to the uninitiated, but of course, anything is possible. But it’s my boys, you see. They get thirsty.’ 
 
    ‘He’s asking for a bribe,’ Ozymandias whispered into Flaminius’ ear. 
 
    ‘I realise that,’ Flaminius whispered back. He fumbled in his belt as if about to pull out a money pouch. 
 
    Then he produced his lance-head brooch. ‘In the name of His Imperial Majesty,’ he said, ‘I demand to witness the evisceration of Centurion Julius Strabo.’ 
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    Flaminius regretted his decision soon after.  
 
    Grumbling, the head embalmer led them back into the workshop, where two of his subordinates hovered by a slab upon which lay a body. Letters had been cut into the brow, and going by this and the distinctly Roman cast to the middle-aged face, not to mention Ozymandias’ muted gasp, Flaminius realised that it was the mortal remains of Julius Strabo. 
 
    ‘You’ve got an audience today, friend,’ said the head embalmer. 
 
    One of the subordinates grunted, and opened a box of tools. Flaminius saw, a little queasily, that the man’s kilt was stained with blood and other body fluids, as was the other, younger embalmer, who stood back for the moment. From the box, the first embalmer took a jar, with whose contents he began to sponge down the body. He took a lot of care about this, as if he was washing a loved one. 
 
    ‘What’s he doing?’ Flaminius asked the head embalmer. 
 
    ‘Cleaning the cadaver with palm wine!’ said the head embalmer, as if this was something any fool could see. ‘Now he’ll wash the flesh down with Nile water.’ 
 
    ‘May I inspect the corpse before the evisceration?’ Flaminius asked. 
 
    The head embalmer shrugged, and spat. ‘You’re the imperial agent,’ he said resentfully. ‘You don’t need to ask.’ He gave Ozymandias a glower, as if it was the scribe’s fault. 
 
    Flaminius gently moved the lesser embalmer out of the way and examined the corpse of Julius Strabo. The centurion had been a thickset man in life, with the body of an athlete gone to seed. A typical Roman, Flaminius would have said, of the type destined to become a centurion. He hadn’t been circumcised. Flaminius would have expected this if the man had gone undercover with a Judaean cult. He was about to comment on this, but remembering his earlier mistake decided to keep quiet. 
 
    He inspected the brow, where the mysterious word Abraxas had been cut. Ragged flesh, torn as much as cut, as if whoever had done it had taken several attempts with a knife that had not been too sharp—a penknife, maybe. The head wore an expression of surprise. There was a curious burn mark on the right earlobe. The only other wound was the stab wound between the man’s ribs. This was about the width of a thumb, the right size for a legionary dagger. He compared it with the dagger in his own belt, a flashy affair with a pommel in the shade of a hawk’s head. The way the man had been stabbed could mean a great deal. He tried to work out the angle of the thrust. Had it been sustained in a fight, or had it been a sudden attack? 
 
    ‘There’s no way anyone could have done this,’ he told Ozymandias, ‘unless they could get right up to him. A close friend, perhaps.’ 
 
    Ozymandias went pale. ‘What are you saying?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not accusing you,’ said Flaminius soothingly. ‘Just making an observation. You don’t have a dagger, do you? No, just a penknife, although you used it to good effect in the riot. From the shape of the wound, the killer was armed with a legionary dagger, like this one in my belt. But I suppose they could have stolen it. Or maybe it was an heirloom.’ 
 
    He gestured to the embalmer to continue. The man grunted and produced water from a jar, with which he washed down the corpse. Now his younger companion stepped forward and took a blade from the box of tools. He made a swift cut in the left-hand side of the body, then inserted his hand and began to haul out organs. Flaminius saw the liver, lungs, stomach, intestines, and several other less identifiable viscera which the man cut from the membranes surrounding them and placed on the slab beside the corpse. Ozymandias gagged and looked away. 
 
    ‘Do you leave his heart in?’ Flaminius inquired, as the organs were packed away into jars filled with natron. 
 
    ‘Sarapis!’ Ozymandias complained. ‘Of course they do. He wouldn’t have much of a chance in the Afterlife without a heart.’ 
 
    One of the embalmers produced a long hook and advanced on the corpse. Flaminius looked on in fascination as the man thrust it up Strabo’s long nose, inserting it deep into the skull.  
 
    Ozymandias turned away. Flaminius could understand his squeamishness, but he forced himself to watch. He might learn anything about the process, and besides, it wouldn’t do for a Roman to lose face in front of these barbarians.  
 
    Or was he just being morbid? He wasn’t quite sure himself. 
 
    Slowly, bit by glutinous bit, accompanied by a ripping and crunching sound, the embalmer removed the grey matter of the centurion’s brain from inside the skull. The process went on for a surprisingly long time. 
 
    ‘I never knew centurions to have so many brains,’ Flaminius murmured. 
 
    ‘Sarapis!’ Ozymandias repeated indistinctly. 
 
    Flaminius looked at the Egyptian. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I forgot, you knew the man.’ 
 
    The embalmers began to paint the body with a whitish grey soap that Flaminius identified as more natron, while one of them stuffed a mixture of aromatic herbs into the slit in the left side, then sewed it up neatly. Everything else on the slab was gathered together, including several gory rags, and the bodily fluids were sponged up, and packed into the jars. 
 
    The head embalmer turned to Flaminius. ‘Alright, imperial agent,’ he said sardonically. ‘Show’s over.’ He clicked his fingers, and the two men who had done all the work, who were spattered with fresh bodily fluids, bowed ironically like actors at the end of a play. ‘Seen what you wanted to see?’  
 
    Ozymandias rushed outside, holding his hand to his mouth. 
 
    Flaminius nodded. ‘Thank you, it’s been very illuminating. Goodbye.’ He followed Ozymandias into the sunlight with rather more dignity. 
 
    Out in the fresh air of the City of the Dead, away from the smell of death and natron, Flaminius took a few deep breaths. Ozymandias was leaning against the wall, his head bent, brown skin pale, retching. Flaminius felt guilty. The Egyptian stopped retching and looked up. 
 
    ‘Had your fill now?’ he asked bitterly. 
 
    Flaminius shook his head. ‘You must have seen worse when you were a tomb robber. What about the bodies in those tombs you broke into?’ 
 
    Ozymandias wiped his lips with the back of his hand. ‘They were dry fellows, wittier than those comedians we were just watching,’ he said. ‘Come on, let’s get out of this hell.’ 
 
    They started walking. ‘Do you have enough to go on?’ asked the Egyptian after a while. ‘I hope you have. I’m getting tired of this place.’ 
 
    ‘You must have seen very little active work since Paulus Alexander took you on,’ Flaminius remarked. ‘You fight skilfully, but you don’t seem to be very good around gore.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been in fights since I was a boy,’ said Ozymandias. ‘I’ve seen dead men before. But that evisceration was more than I could cope with, by Sarapis. Maybe I’ve spent too long crouched over a scroll of papyrus.’ 
 
    Flaminius remembered his first sight of blood, other than cut fingers and the like, not long after he’d been posted to the Ninth, in Britain. A fight with rebel tribesmen. The Britons had put up a good fight, but poorly armed and poorly armoured they had been no match for a patrol of Roman auxiliaries on horseback. Flaminius had ridden down one woad painted warrior, cringing inwardly as he did. He’d been toasted in wine for it later on, in the mess, but it had not been intentional. The popping sound of breaking bones was still with him. And he’d made the mistake of inspecting the body after the fight. Very nasty. As nasty as the Britons’ habit of keeping the heads of their slain as trophies. 
 
    ‘It’s something you have to get used to,’ he said at last, a little feebly. 
 
    They had reached the Gate of the Moon. Flaminius led them back inside the city walls and down the busy Canopic Street. ‘Where to now?’ Ozymandias asked. ‘Back to the palace?’ 
 
    ‘I think so,’ said Flaminius. ‘We’ve seen where the murder took place, we’ve spoken to some of the people, we’ve even seen the body.’ He glanced at Ozymandias with a grin, and the Egyptian shot him a look of revulsion. ‘That gave me plenty to go on. Now all we need to do is speak to the man who found the body.’ 
 
    Ozymandias looked at him sidelong, but he was glancing back the way they had come. ‘The commander?’ 
 
    ‘Paulus Alexander, yes,’ said Flaminius. 
 
    ‘We’re reporting back to him?’ Ozymandias pulled a face. ‘You Romans are hard to read sometimes. It’s all this gravitas and stoicism. Do you think you have enough to report?’ When Flaminius didn’t answer immediately, he added, ‘Surely you’re not thinking of questioning him again?’ Ozymandias stared worriedly at Flaminius. ‘You’ve already done that, remember?’ 
 
    Flaminius wasn’t listening. Why was he so distracted? Ozymandias followed his gaze to see someone vanish down an alleyway. 
 
    Flaminius took his arm. ‘Come on,’ he instructed the Egyptian. ‘I think we’re being followed. I thought we were when we left the Old Judaean Quarter. Now I’m sure. Let’s make it difficult for them, whoever they are.’ 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    —14— 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Leave it to me,’ said Ozymandias confidently. ‘I’ve lived in this city all my life. You’ve only been here a day or two. Come on!’ 
 
    He led Flaminius down the street.  
 
    ‘Turning sharply westward will lead us in the direction of the Greek Quarter,’ Ozymandias droned in a lecturer’s drone. ‘Here the Ptolemies once reigned as kings of Upper and Lower Egypt, titles that went back millennia, to Menes, the first Pharaoh.’ In an undertone he added, ‘Are they still following us?’ 
 
    Flaminius gazed around him, as if fascinated by the architecture. He caught sight of a figure watching from around a corner. ‘Yes. Carry on.’ 
 
    They walked down the street in the direction of Hadrian’s Palace. A large public garden stood on one side of the wide thoroughfare, and Ozymandias took Flaminius in through the open gates. Gravel paths wound between beds of flowers and shrubs. Palm trees and tamarisks swayed in the breeze above them. 
 
    A deep pool shone brightly in the middle of the small park, beside which sat couples gazing entranced into the waters where exotic fish swam and darted, while small packs of Greek children and their Egyptian nurses roamed the surroundings. It looked to Flaminius like a smaller scale version of the gardens of Sallust in Rome. 
 
    ‘You think we can lose them in here?’ asked the Roman.  
 
    Ozymandias nodded. ‘Don’t forget, I know the ins and outs of this place,’ he said. ‘I used to come here with my sister all the time. Very romantic.’ 
 
    Flaminius followed him down a narrow pathway until it opened out into a small glade between plane trees. Here a seat sat unoccupied and away from the eyes of all. Graffiti covered the trunks of the trees. It was a trysting place. Luckily no one was trysting at this hour.  
 
    ‘We can sit here,’ said Ozymandias. ‘Nice and quiet. Pray no one finds us; that would be embarrassing. But no tail will expect us to go here.’ 
 
    ‘I hope you’re right,’ said Flaminius, sitting down on the stone bench. ‘I don’t much care for being followed. That said, I’d like to find out who exactly it is who’s tailing us.’ 
 
    ‘If they’ve followed us all the way from the Old Judaean Quarter,’ Ozymandias said, sitting next to him, looking around surreptitiously as he did so, ‘Someone who lives there.’ 
 
    ‘I’d never have guessed,’ said Flaminius. ‘What luck that Paulus Alexander partnered me up with such an observant fellow.’ He frowned. ‘Obviously, it’s someone from the Old Judaean Quarter, but who and why?’ 
 
    ‘That Basilides wants to keep an eye on you,’ Ozymandias said. ‘Perhaps he’s sent his fellow cultists to follow us.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose that’s possible,’ said Flaminius, ‘Assuming he has fellow cultists. But what would he get out of it?’ 
 
    ‘Well, maybe Dionysius told his servant to follow us,’ said Ozymandias. ‘Did it look like that gangling lout?’ 
 
    ‘Dionysius?’ Flaminius said. ‘Why would he want me tailed? I’m no threat to him, am I?’ 
 
    ‘No threat?’ said Ozymandias. ‘Your investigation could lead to serious trouble for his people. They’ve been decimated in this city. If it gets out that Roman citizens are being murdered in their ruined temple, there would be more riots, and even the prefect couldn’t put up with it.’ He adopted the pompous tones of a Roman official. ‘What Greeks and Egyptians and Judaeans get up to in their spare time is one thing, but Roman citizens cannot be murdered willy-nilly.’ 
 
    Flaminius tapped his lips with his fingertips. ‘I suppose he might well feel threatened,’ he said. ‘His people are on a knife’s edge at the moment. This might tip the scales, to mix metaphors. But surely you can’t think he’s responsible for the murder.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t know who killed Julius Strabo,’ said Ozymandias, ‘but he was investigating sinister cults in the Old Judaean Quarter.’ 
 
    ‘Dionysius seemed to think it was the Christians,’ remarked Flaminius. 
 
    ‘Who knows what those eaters of men could be up to?’ said Ozymandias. 
 
    ‘Now, now,’ said Flaminius. ‘You know the emperor doesn’t approve of these slanderous accusations. Christians are to be treated like everyone else. They have rights in accordance with their status…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I think we must have shaken off pursuit,’ said Flaminius a while later, ‘whoever it was. Let’s see if we can make it to the palace of Hadrian and speak to Paulus Alexander.’ 
 
    Ozymandias peered out of the trees. ‘No one’s around,’ he said, ‘but it’s not surprising seeing as it’s noon. Everyone is out of the sun, apart from crazy Romans like you.’ 
 
    ‘All the easier to spot our tails, if they’re still about,’ said Flaminius. ‘We can go to the palace and wait for Paulus Alexander to wake up from his nap.’ 
 
    ‘With nothing to report,’ Ozymandias grumbled, as they stepped out into the blazing light. He mopped his brow with the hem of his kilt and looked around him. ‘Well, it’s not far to go.’ 
 
    As they left the gardens, a bird hung in the sky overhead, a tiny dot. Flaminius thought it must be a hawk, or a solitary vulture. The street was deserted except for a few stray cats nosing around some rubbish. The Egyptians revered cats even more than most beasts. As they crossed the sun-drenched roadway, he heard a noise from behind and looked over his shoulder, expecting more feline antics. 
 
    A man dodged into the cover of a colonnade. 
 
    ‘We haven’t shaken them off,’ said Ozymandias. He glared up at the sun. ‘Ra’s not exactly helping,’ he added bitterly. 
 
    ‘We can’t go back to the palace,’ Flaminius decided. ‘I don’t want anyone knowing my business, if it’s a nosy Judaean elder or something more sinister, and anyway, I don’t think I want to talk to Paulus Alexander anymore now.’ 
 
    Ozymandias looked curious, but Flaminius would say no more. They started walking, Ozymandias still in the lead. The sun baked the dusty street. The silence—an hour earlier the city had been bustling—was eerie. 
 
    ‘Something more sinister?’ Ozymandias said. ‘Don’t tell me you’re believing in these scary Christians with their orgies and Thyestean feasts?’ 
 
    Flaminius frowned. ‘That sophist Basilides knows more than he’s saying,’ he said. ‘He seems to be well connected, but who knows what he gets up to? Why does he live in such a down at heel area if he’s receiving generous alms from highborn women?’ 
 
    ‘He said he knew nothing about the Christians,’ Ozymandias commented, ‘but it was obviously a lie. Why should he deny knowledge of the cult?’ 
 
    Flaminius shrugged. ‘Because he’s one of them. He spoke of the demiurge. That links him, in my mind, with the leader of the rioters.’ 
 
    ‘Riotous sophists?’ Ozymandias said. ‘Or riotous Christians?’ 
 
    Flaminius glanced over his shoulder. Three men were following them down the street, in open sight. His eyes narrowed. 
 
    ‘Haven’t we seen their sort before?’ 
 
    Ozymandias followed his gaze. ‘They look like the Greens who were rioting the other day.’ He shivered despite the heat. ‘Let’s get away from them.’ 
 
    After reaching a crossroads they passed the palace of Hadrian. Flaminius didn’t want to shelter there. It seemed like a bad idea to lead their followers to the centre of operations, if that was what it was. Of course, he could have challenged them. But here, in the middle of a deserted city, the mysterious pursuers would have no compunction against attacking them, and they now outnumbered Flaminius and Ozymandias. It seemed better to shake them off. 
 
    They came out onto the Canopic Street, the main east-west boulevard Flaminius remembered from first coming here. In the noonday sun it was deserted, apart from a patrol of legionaries ambling lazily towards them. Flaminius saluted the men, who had not noticed him until the last minute, and they snapped hastily to attention. 
 
    ‘Is all well?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Yessir,’ said the first legionary. He took off his helmet and dabbed at the sweat on his brow with a linen cloth. 
 
    ‘Put your helmet back on, man,’ barked Flaminius. ‘We’ve seen some dubious characters lurking about round the palace of Hadrian. I want you to go that way and monitor the situation. If they’re up to no good, arrest them and take them to the camp for questioning. They may be connected with the riots.’ 
 
    The legionary replaced his helmet and snapped a salute. ‘Sir!’ Hurriedly, he led his two companions north up the side street. 
 
    ‘Well,’ said Ozymandias admiringly, ‘that’s got rid of them. There’s some good in walking round dressed like a lobster.’ 
 
    Flaminius fanned at his face. He’d been too hard on that legionary. It really was very hot in this armour.  
 
    ‘Now we’ve dealt with them,’ he said, ‘I think we’d better find shelter before I pass out.’ 
 
    Ozymandias led him up the steps of a temple and they recovered in the shade of its forecourt. Flaminius removed his helmet. 
 
    ‘All very impressive, this,’ he said, ‘and useful in a fight, but I’d prefer even my toga under these conditions.’ 
 
    Ozymandias fussed around him. ‘You Romans must come from the frozen north not to realise how foolish it is to go out in this heat. We Egyptians know better.’ 
 
    They dozed in the shade of the temple until the sun began to descend and people came out from their houses and shops. In a short time, the city was bustling again; camel trains and elephants passed, Greeks and Egyptians and Romans busied themselves in the street. 
 
    ‘Do we go to Hadrian’s Palace now?’ asked Ozymandias. 
 
    Flaminius tensed. ‘No,’ he said, waving the Egyptian back into the cover of the colonnade. ‘Get back.’ 
 
    They watched as the men they had seen before pushed their way through the crowded street, eyes taking in everyone in sight.  
 
    ‘They must have got away from those legionaries,’ said Ozymandias with a curse. ‘I say we wait until they’ve gone and then head straight back to Paulus Alexander.’ 
 
    Flaminius shook his head. ‘I don’t want to talk to the commander right now. We need to lead them off the trail.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve shaken them off now,’ said Ozymandias.  
 
    Flaminius shook his head. ‘We thought that earlier. We’ll not lose them here in the Brucheium. We need somewhere with narrower streets. A maze, a warren of them.’ 
 
    ‘The Egyptian Quarter?’ Ozymandias asked. 
 
    ‘The very place,’ said Flaminius, smiling. ‘That’ll confuse them. We can lie low at your house. Then, when the coast’s clear, tomorrow probably, we can speak to Paulus Alexander.’ 
 
    ‘Nice of you to invite yourself,’ Ozymandias commented. ‘But it could be dangerous. We don’t get many of your helpful Roman patrols down in Rachotis.’ 
 
    ‘You just don’t trust me with your pretty sister,’ Flaminius said with a laugh. ‘Come on, let’s lead these fools so far astray they’ll never bother us again.’ 
 
    He led them down the temple steps and they threaded their way along the busy street heading in the general direction of the Gate of the Moon. Ozymandias took them south west into the area beside the Canopic Canal, a waterway busy with traffic heading from the commercial port in the Haven of Happy Return towards the famous resort of Canopus, east along the shore from the city. 
 
    At first it seemed that they had shaken off their mysterious pursuers, and Flaminius was confident that they would reach Ozymandias’ house without incident. Most of all, he needed somewhere to think. And time to think in. 
 
    He had a glimmering of what might be going on, but most of the pieces of the mosaic were still missing, and he was unwilling to speak with the commander until he had something more substantial. The pursuit intrigued him. Their investigations had worried somebody. Somebody connected with the riots, perhaps even their instigator. Could this person also be responsible for the murder? Somehow it seemed very likely. In which case, this way they could force the pursuers to reveal their identity. He entertained the idea of turning the tables, pursuing his pursuers. If they could shake them off, then follow them back to wherever they were based… 
 
    His scheming reached a sudden end as they turned up an alleyway leading in the direction of Ozymandias’ house. A group of men detached themselves from the shadows and strode towards them. It was dark in the alleyway and it was hard to make out who they were, Greek, Egyptian or Judaean. Ozymandias gave Flaminius an angry look, then turned back the way they had come, only to halt in his tracks. 
 
    More men were approaching from the canal side. Leading them was the wild eyed, wild haired, wild bearded man Flaminius had privately dubbed Crazy Eyes.  
 
    In his hand he carried a military issue sword. 
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    ‘Do you think you really want to do this?’ Flaminius said, concentrating on the wild-eyed man as he bundled his cloak around his fist to form an impromptu shield. ‘I’m a Roman citizen, you realise. You’ll be in a lot of trouble if you kill me.’ 
 
    Ozymandias produced his knife from the folds of his kilt, standing back to back with his Roman companion. ‘And I’m just a humble Egyptian,’ he told them all, ‘but you’re still in a lot of trouble!’ 
 
    Crazy Eyes lunged. Flaminius brought his blade overhand as he shifted position, bashing the man’s sword downwards and following it up with a circular parry that almost knocked the weapon from the man’s hand. Two men came at Ozymandias, swinging clubs and axes. The Egyptian dodged a blow from one of them, stabbed at the other, drawing blood from the man’s forearm, then kicked out at his first attacker so the man went staggering backwards into the grimy wall. But a third figure replaced him and Ozymandias was sorely pressed. 
 
    Two men came up on either side of Crazy Eyes. Flaminius was a highly trained Roman legionary, and he knew he was a better fighter than any of these back-alley assassins. But surrounded and with nowhere to go, it was just a matter of time. He cut down one, stabbed another so the man lost all interest in the fight, sitting down abruptly, and clutching at his wound. Crazy Eyes fought on, though, and the ones who fell were soon replaced. 
 
    The clash of blade on blade rang down the alley. Flaminius glimpsed boats passing on the canal. Surely this fight would not go unnoticed in a city so large. But they were in the neglected Egyptian Quarter. Here in Rachotis, fights like this must break out daily, and go unreported. Flaminius fought on, grimly. 
 
    Ozymandias slipped in a pool of blood, and crashed into Flaminius. The Roman staggered forwards, and Crazy Eyes’ sword thumped into his armoured breast. Flaminius wheezed with pain, half turning to hep Ozymandias regain his balance.  
 
    ‘Fight your own battles, by Sarapis!’ the Egyptian cried. Flaminius turned back, panting, to parry another attack from Crazy Eyes. 
 
    The blow to his chest had not hurt him directly; the sword was not sharp enough to pierce his breastplate. But there had been force behind that lunge, and now Flaminius was weakening and in pain. Had it broken a rib? He knew there was no way out of this situation unless Fate flung something weighty into their pan. 
 
    Men lay dead or dying at the feet of Flaminius and Ozymandias both. Over the fallen, Flaminius faced Crazy Eyes. 
 
    ‘I’m going to die,’ he said conversationally to his wild-eyed attacker. ‘I’m going to die, here and now, unless things change. But I won’t even know what I’m dying for. What is all this about?’ 
 
    ‘You’ve been marked for death,’ said the wild-eyed man. ‘No man spies on our affairs and lives.’ 
 
    ‘You murdered Julius Strabo?’ Flaminius asked.  
 
    The man shook his head. ‘He was dead when we found him.’ Crazy Eyes laughed. ‘I carved the name of the great god into his brow so he would not return to haunt us.’ 
 
    ‘You really believe that?’ Flaminius asked, as they fought on. 
 
    ‘No!’ laughed Crazy Eyes. ‘I know he’ll return. He was a “virtuous” man, who obeyed the laws of the god of this world, the demiurge. Of course he will return—but in another life. No, I cut the bornless god’s name into his brow because it is said to be wrong to desecrate the dead.’ 
 
    Flaminius found it harder to follow the man’s labyrinthine arguments than to fight him. ‘You did it because it’s wrong?’ 
 
    Crazy Eyes came on in a whirlwind of blows but the Roman parried each one. The wild sophist leapt back. Panting, he said, ‘Here is a mystery: a man cannot escape the cycle of reincarnation unless he breaks each one of the demiurge’s laws.’ 
 
    ‘Cycle of reincarnation?’ said Flaminius. Ozymandias was struggling desperately behind him as Crazy Eyes’ comrades closed in again. ‘You talk like a Pythagorean—or a druid!’ 
 
    ‘I’m no Gentile,’ Crazy Eyes gasped as he closed in for the kill. ‘I’m a true believer, one of the Enlightened. I’m bound for a life beyond the spiritual sky. I will fight my way past all the Archons of the universe and reunite myself with my redeemer…!’ 
 
    Shouts rang out from down the alleyway, followed by the thunder of booted feet. The men who had been fighting Ozymandias blundered past Flaminius towards the canal. Crazy Eyes halted and peered into the gloom. A man passing him shouted, ‘Quick, Carpocrates. It’s the law! Get running!’ 
 
    ‘We’ll meet again,’ the man told Flaminius, ‘and I’ll end your current incarnation.’ 
 
    With this the sophist—Pythagorean? Platonist? Druid? —turned and ran after his bloody handed fellows. 
 
    ‘Tribune Flaminius!’ 
 
    Flaminius saw legionaries flooding into the alley. Ozymandias gripped the hand of the officer who led them, greeting him eagerly. It was Marcus Pertinax. 
 
    ‘Oh, thank you,’ Flaminius said ironically. 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ Marcus Pertinax spluttered, puzzled. ‘I must say I’m surprised to find you again, old man. Didn’t think you’d survive that head wound. This Egyptian took care of you, eh? When you didn’t return to camp…Well, I told the legate you were missing, presumed dead.’ 
 
    ‘The legate?’ Flaminius said. Surely Avidius Pollio was elsewhere. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ said Marcus Pertinax. ‘The legate. He returned today, after hearing about the riots. He was saddened to hear that you had been and gone. He told me that if you turned up again, you were to report to him at once. I said you were probably dead. He does seem to put a lot of importance on the grain supply.’ 
 
    ‘But what were you doing here?’ Flaminius asked. ‘I didn’t think patrols ever came into these areas. The civic guard doesn’t.’ 
 
    ‘Normally not,’ said Marcus Pertinax as his legionaries hurried after Crazy Eyes and his crazy cohort. ‘But in the aftermath of the riots, patrols have been increased in all areas, and the legion has been called in to help out. Oh, even though I thought you were dead, I was wondering if I might meet you,’ he added. ‘Earlier this afternoon we had a report that a man of your description had been expressing concern about rioters during siesta time. The legionary thought he’d had a touch of sun. But I said it sounded like you. Especially since there was an Egyptian with him.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, that was me,’ said Flaminius. ‘I’ve been followed by them all day. I wish you hadn’t interfered, though.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll leave you to get your throat slit next time, shall I, old man?’ Marcus Pertinax said with an incredulous laugh. 
 
    ‘Their leader had vital information in the investigation I’m carrying out,’ said Flaminius. ‘Of course I’m glad you saved me and Ozymandias here from a sordid death in a back alleyway. I’d really got some interesting information out of the fellow. But I need more before I can complete the case.’ 
 
    ‘Did he murder Julius Strabo?’ asked Ozymandias. ‘Crazy Eyes?’ 
 
    ‘Carpocrates, his friends call him,’ said Flaminius. ‘No, I don’t think he did. He certainly said he didn’t.’ 
 
    ‘And you believed that?’ said Marcus Pertinax. ‘Not that I can see what all this has to do with keeping the legion granaries full.’ 
 
    ‘I believed it,’ said Flaminius, ‘because I don’t think he had any reason to lie. He admitted desecrating the dead. That’s an offence according to Roman law. But he said he found the body already dead before desecrating it.’ He cursed. ‘I’d say he and his kind were topping my list of suspects, too.’ 
 
    Marcus Pertinax shook his head. ‘I don’t understand half of what you’re saying, and I’m not completely sure about the other half, old man. But I know one thing; you’d better get back to camp. There’s that wound to have looked at, and besides, I told the legate that if I saw you I’d make sure you reported to him.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ said Flaminius, shaking his head. ‘I’ve got no time for reporting to legates. He can wait.’ 
 
    ‘Avidius Pollio?’ said Marcus Pertinax, genuinely shocked. ‘Wait? The Avidius Pollio, wait? I don’t think we’re thinking about the same man. He never waits. We wait for him, as a rule.’ 
 
    ‘Give my compliments to Avidius Pollio,’ said Flaminius curtly, ‘and tell him that I will report to him just as soon as I have anything to report. I am currently investigating the death of my predecessor, Centurion Julius Strabo, and that will have to take precedence.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll at least come back to camp to get that wound seen to,’ said Marcus Pertinax, almost pleading. ‘Can’t the civic guard investigate Julius Strabo’s murder?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ said Flaminius firmly. ‘Then I’d get tied up in Avidius Pollio’s bureaucracy. I’ll report in when I have anything to report. Tonight, I’m staying in the city.’ 
 
    The legionaries returned from the canal side. Marcus Pertinax looked up. ‘Any joy?’ 
 
    ‘No sir,’ said a centurion. ‘They vanished into the hovels.’ 
 
    Marcus Pertinax took a sharp breath. ‘Well, we’ve got their deceased comrades,’ he said. ‘We can get some sense out of the dead, if that’s not an impious thing to say.’ He gestured to his legionaries. ‘Search the bodies. Anything you find that might identify them, tell me. Anything interesting, or that might shed light on why they attacked our new commissary officer and his little Egyptian chum, tell me…’ 
 
    Already Ozymandias was looking through the tunic of one man he had killed in the fight. As the legionaries searched the other bodies, Flaminius knelt beside Ozymandias. 
 
    The Egyptian looked up, holding something towards the light in triumph.  
 
    ‘What’s that?’ asked Flaminius. His eyes narrowed. ‘Is it…?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ said Ozymandias. ‘Identity tags.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ said Marcus Pertinax, joining them. He took the tags and examined them. ‘No,’ he said with a relieved look. ‘I thought for a moment he was a deserter. No, these aren’t legionary identity tags.’ 
 
    ‘I never said they were,’ said Ozymandias. ‘They’re the sort I wear.’ He tapped the identical tag that hung round his neck. 
 
    ‘You mean he was in the civic guard?’ asked Flaminius quietly. 
 
    ‘You don’t need to sound so shocked,’ said Ozymandias ironically. ‘No,’ he added. ‘He wasn’t.’ 
 
    ‘How can you be so sure?’ Marcus Pertinax wanted to know. 
 
    ‘I’d have known him,’ said Ozymandias. ‘You don’t become personal scribe to the commander of the civic guard without knowing who’s who. No,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘I’d know him if he was still working for us. He must have left under a cloud, before my time. Taken to daylight robbery to make ends meet, it seems.’ 
 
    ‘He’s fallen in with some strange friends,’ said Flaminius darkly. 
 
    ‘Well, this is all very interesting,’ said Marcus Pertinax, puzzled. ‘My men have found nothing much else. We’ll be taking the bodies to the public embalmer. If anything turns up, you’ll be the first to know. Can you give me an address where I can contact you?’ 
 
    Ozymandias complied. 
 
    ‘Now then,’ Marcus Pertinax added, ‘I can’t let you wander the streets unescorted. It could be dangerous,’ he said, kicking one of the dead bodies, ‘for some fine upstanding citizen. So, I’m detailing two of my best men to make sure you get home in one piece. Understood?’ 
 
    ‘Very well,’ said Flaminius resignedly. ‘And what are you going to do once you’ve delivered these mortal remains to the embalmer?’ 
 
    ‘We’re returning to patrol, of course,’ the tribune told Flaminius. ‘Go and see the legate soon, won’t you? Good luck with your investigation. You’ll find out who it is stealing all this grain sooner or later.’ 
 
    He turned and with his men, weighed down as they were with corpses, marched away. 
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    ‘Do you really think this is wise?’ asked Ozymandias, as the two legionaries escorted them back to his house. ‘You reckon you should disobey the legate’s orders?’ 
 
    ‘I’m the equal of Avidius Pollio,’ Flaminius reminded him. ‘I’m the emperor’s representative, just the same as the legate of any legion, or a provincial governor, for that matter.’ 
 
    ‘You told me about your troubles in Britain,’ the scribe said. ‘You’re here to redeem yourself, after the governor threw you out.’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t exactly throw me out,’ Flaminius argued. ‘But yes, I’m here to get results. I’m here to get to the bottom of the murder of Julius Strabo. I’m not intending to stay in Egypt very long. After I find out who killed the commissary centurion, I hope to see the back of this province.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ said Ozymandias, hurt. ‘Haven’t we done our best to make you welcome here?’ He laughed. ‘All this roughhouse stuff, it’s not an everyday occurrence, you know. Some days we don’t see any riots at all.’ 
 
    That blow to his head… Flaminius’ memory was fragmented. There was a very good reason to get this job over and done with and then leave. But for the life of him he couldn’t remember it. He rubbed tiredly at his forehead, then inspected his bandaged wounds. 
 
    ‘You should get them looked at properly in the camp, sir,’ said one of the legionaries respectfully. ‘You don’t want them going bad in this climate.’ 
 
    ‘It’ll keep, legionary,’ said Flaminius. ‘I’ve got an investigation to carry out in the city. The camp can wait.’ 
 
    ‘As you say, sir,’ the legionary grunted, but he rolled his eyes at his comrade. Flaminius ignored this act of gross insubordination. 
 
    At last they came to the alleyway where Ozymandias lived. ‘This is where I take my leave of you, men,’ Flaminius said. ‘Thank you for accompanying me. Now get back to Tribune Marcus Pertinax at the double, and be careful. There are some indignant customers at large in Rachotis.’ He saluted them smartly, and they returned it before marching away. 
 
    ‘Come on,’ said Ozymandias, opening the gate and leading Flaminius into the small yard beyond. The nanny goat greeted them with a derisive bleat. As they crossed the yard, the bead curtain shimmered and Nitocris was there, looking worriedly from her brother to Flaminius. 
 
    ‘Oh!’ she said, her hand over her mouth. ‘You’ve been fighting again! Has there been another riot? I heard nothing.’ 
 
    Ozymandias allowed her to fuss round him as they entered. ‘Not another riot, no,’ he said indistinctly. ‘Just a bit of a scuffle in the alleys.’ 
 
    She put her hands on her slender hips. ‘You’re too old to be getting in fights with other boys,’ she remonstrated. ‘And you!’ She wagged a finger at Flaminius. ‘Stop getting my brother into trouble!’ 
 
    Laughing, the two men sat on the floor and allowed her to examine their wounds. 
 
    ‘So what’s the plan now?’ Ozymandias asked. ‘You don’t want to report to the legate of your legion; you don’t want to go to the commander yet, either?’ 
 
    ‘Paulus Alexander interests me more than Avidius Pollio,’ said Flaminius. ‘But I think we need to take stock and decide where this investigation is going before we approach him again. What have we got so far?’ 
 
    Ozymandias summarised their findings. Nitocris listened. ‘You think the Christians are involved?’ she asked. 
 
    Flaminius shook his head. ‘I doubt it,’ he said. ‘Christians are peaceable people, for all that they denied the emperor’s divinity, and refuse to make offerings to the gods. They swear oaths to do good and righteous acts.’ The druids made similar oaths, he remembered. 
 
    ‘When we were young,’ Nitocris murmured, glancing at Ozymandias, ‘we were told that the emperor is the same as the Pharaohs of old, that he is an incarnation of Horus.’ 
 
    Flaminius shifted a little. ‘We don’t really believe that in Rome,’ he said. ‘We don’t think anyone can be a god in this life. But in the East, everyone believes in his divinity. So it’s a little disturbing to meet a cult that so obstinately refuses to do so. The Christians are an offshoot of the Judaeans, of course, so we’re accustomed to the same thing from them.’ 
 
    ‘But anyone can become a Christian,’ Nitocris murmured. ‘The Judaeans are less welcoming.’ She went to the container of beer and poured jars for all of them. 
 
    ‘Right,’ said Flaminius, when she returned. ‘In some provinces of Asia Minor, the cult is quite widespread. It’s caused governors in the past considerable concern. The Christians first came to Roman attention when they were held responsible for the Great Fire of Rome, but no one believes that they were incendiaries these days. Emperor Hadrian isn’t exactly the life and soul of any gathering, in my experience, but he’s not a tyrant like Nero. He’s much more reasonable, and sees no reason to persecute people for following a different way of life—as long as it doesn’t affect the stability of the empire.’ He sipped at his beer. 
 
    ‘You’ve met the emperor?’ Nitocris’ big eyes grew even bigger with awe. 
 
    Flaminius nodded. ‘Once or twice,’ he said. ‘In the line of duty.’ He laughed. ‘I once rescued him from an assassin’s blade, so we’re quite well acquainted, you could say.’  
 
    He was showing off, he knew it. It was childish of him. But seeing the Egyptian girl’s astonishment, it was somehow irresistible. He was beginning to feel light headed. Perhaps it was just the beer, but he wondered if the blow to his head might not be troubling him again. 
 
    ‘No,’ he said. ‘I don’t think any Christians have anything to do with it.’ Nitocris hung on his every word, although her eyes darted away whenever he looked at her. ‘I think I have a good idea who murdered Julius Strabo, though.’ But he shook his head when they tried to get him to identify the killer. 
 
    Ozymandias was examining his wounds. Nitocris had bound them with clean linen after applying bread poultices. Now there was hardly any food left in the house.  
 
    He had been given the place by his patron, the commander, after his manumission. He could hardly complain, since it gave him and his sister somewhere to live. Their father had died while Ozymandias was a slave and by the time of the scribe’s manumission, Nitocris had been dependent on the charity of others. His work as a scribe provided for both of them, both a roof over their heads and money for life’s necessities. 
 
    Abruptly Flaminius keeled over. 
 
    Nitocris knelt over him, placing a hand on his brow. ‘He’s feverish,’ she said swiftly. ‘Get blankets. These Romans aren’t used to our climate; they often catch fever when they first come here. And he’s been wounded several times.’ 
 
    Concerned, Ozymandias complied. This favourite of emperors was proving something of a liability. As he wrapped the tribune in blankets until he looked like an occupant of the tombs he had robbed, he wondered what this would mean. Nitocris dabbed at Flaminius’ brow. 
 
    ‘How long do you suppose he’ll be like this?’ he said. ‘I’m sure he was close to solving the case. If only he’d been less close mouthed. Now we’ll have to wait until this fever breaks, Sarapis curse it, before we know.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure you want to know?’ Nitocris asked. 
 
    ‘Of course I do,’ said Ozymandias impatiently. ‘Don’t you? They killed Julius Strabo, whoever they were.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, yes, you’re right,’ said the girl. ‘We must cure this fever as best we can. Then you and this Roman can continue your investigation.’ 
 
    Ozymandias wrung his hands. ‘But what can we do? We’re not medics. I could go to the medic in the palace, but he would charge a fee.’ 
 
    ‘You can borrow money from your patron,’ she said. 
 
    ‘You don’t want me to get into debt with the commander,’ Ozymandias said. ‘You know what a usurer he is.’ 
 
    Sighing, Nitocris sat back on her heels. ‘Then we shall have to wait until this Roman shakes off his fever. Assuming he lives.’ 
 
    Ozymandias stood up. ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘You’ve convinced me. I’ll go and speak with the commander. I want Julius Strabo’s killer found, and I really think the only man who can do that is Flaminius. Look after him while I’m gone.’ 
 
    He hurried through the dusty streets. It was cooler now, and people of a dozen races thronged the thoroughfares, many of them doing their afternoon shopping. Roman patrols were to be seen on every corner, legionaries reinforcing Paulus Alexander’s civic guard. Nervous to be out alone, Ozymandias was glad of the sight of so many legionaries, although he heard grumbling from some of the passing citizens. Having been pursued and attacked by mysterious thugs already, he was happy to see order restored in the city. 
 
    Reaching the palace of Hadrian, he went looking for the medic. Walking down a corridor he saw Paulus Alexander, speaking with one of his chief officers. 
 
    ‘…Haterius Nepos is very insistent that we see no more rioting, and now he has recalled the legate of the Twenty Second we have enough men to patrol the whole city. But we don’t want to spark off any more rioting even if…’ He paused, seeing the scribe. ‘Ozymandias,’ he said. ‘Where is Gaius Flaminius Drusus? I’ve been too busy to concern myself with the case, but I was hoping for a report.’ He frowned. ‘I did hear a peculiar account about some kind of trouble in the Egyptian Quarter, although how your investigation took you so far across the city…’ 
 
    ‘We were attacked, sir,’ said Ozymandias. ‘We don’t know who they were, but they were seen creating a disturbance during the riots. As you can see, I was wounded.’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander’s eyes widened. ‘And Flaminius? You’ve not come to tell me of his death?’ 
 
    Ozymandias shook his head. ‘No, sir,’ he said, ‘but he was also wounded, and it seems his wounds have turned bad. He’s not used to the climate, of course. He’s suffering from fever.’ 
 
    ‘Fever? In Alexandria? How unusual. Have him brought to the palace,’ said the commander, turning away. ‘I’m sure the medic Achilles will deal with him.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think it would be a good idea to move him,’ said the scribe, trotting after him. ‘He’s in my house in Rachotis.’ 
 
    ‘Very well, I’ll send Achilles back with you to tend to him,’ said Paulus Alexander. ‘Go and give him my orders.’ 
 
    Ozymandias hurried away. 
 
      
 
    Flaminius woke from wild, lurid dreams of the horrors of Egypt to see Nitocris’ concerned face gazing down at him. He was hot, hotter than the sands of the Libyan desert. A cooling hand caressed his brow, and a soft wet sponge dabbed at his sweat soaked scalp. 
 
    ‘Maybe there’s nothing for me in Britain,’ he found himself saying. ‘Maybe I have all I need here in Egypt.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t understand you,’ said Nitocris, scowling and looking away. ‘You’re making no sense. Try to get back to sleep. You’re feverish.’ 
 
    Flaminius raised an aching hand to wipe the sweat from his face. He took hold of Nitocris’ slim hand. ‘Have I been raving?’ he said. 
 
    Carefully, she took her hand from his. ‘You have indeed,’ she affirmed, blinking delicately. ‘I don’t know what about. Murder, and druids, and… I really don’t know what else. Do you truly know the emperor?’ 
 
    ‘Hadrian?’ he said vaguely. ‘We’ve met a couple of times. We… didn’t really get on.’ 
 
    ‘I was raised to believe that the emperor is a god,’ she said. ‘I don’t believe that now, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Hadrian’s no god,’ Flaminius assured her, ‘or if he is, he’s one of those capricious ones, prone to flinging lightning around the heavens.’ She laughed, and he added, ‘How long have I been feverish?’ 
 
    ‘A few hours,’ she told him gently. ‘Try to get some rest. My brother has gone to get you a medic.’ 
 
    ‘Not that fool from the palace of Hadrian,’ he complained, ‘who wanted to open up my skull?’ 
 
    She shrugged. ‘I suppose so. We’re worried he will charge a fee. Physicians often do.’ 
 
    ‘He can send the reckoning to the Peregrine Camp in Rome,’ Flaminius said, ‘if he’s needed. I’ve done very well under your own ministrations.’ He ached all over, and his hair was slick with sweat, but he knew he was on the mend. ‘You’re a very skilled healer.’ 
 
    ‘My father was a scribe,’ she said, ‘but my mother learnt something of herbalism and the healing arts from the priests of Imhotep.’ 
 
    ‘Imhotep?’ 
 
    ‘The Aesculapius of my people, Roman,’ she told him. 
 
    ‘Talented as well as beautiful,’ he grinned, and she looked away, flustered. ‘Call me Gaius.’ 
 
    ‘You’re getting better, certainly,’ she said, not meeting his gaze. 
 
    ‘I just don’t understand why such a beautiful woman isn’t married. Was there anyone?’ 
 
    She stared at him, her big eyes wide. ‘What do you mean?’ she said. ‘I am married! Didn’t you know? Ozymandias is my husband.’ 
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    Was he still in a fever dream? 
 
    ‘Ozymandias is your brother,’ Flaminius argued. ‘How can he be your husband if he’s your brother?’  
 
    Odd things happened in the more barbarous corners of the empire, but brother marrying sister? The authorities wouldn’t allow it, surely. It must be one of the oldest taboos; incest. Oedipus had been punished horrifically for committing incest unwittingly with his mother. In Rome, it was held to be against the laws of god and man and nature. And Ozymandias had boasted that Osiris civilised the Egyptians long before Rome was founded! 
 
    ‘It’s a well-established custom,’ Nitocris told him defensively, and he could tell she had met criticism before. ‘In ancient times, it was only Pharaoh and his sister who married. But in more recent centuries, when we have been ruled by foreigners, the custom has spread among the Egyptian people. We must keep our blood pure.’ 
 
    Flaminius felt sick, and it wasn’t just his fever. His friends and acquaintances in Briton had possessed some strange customs, certainly, and he had seen some odd things in Caledonia. But this...! Out of Africa, always something new. Who was it who had said that? Some Greek, probably. Egypt wasn’t exactly what they’d have had in mind, but what Flaminius had heard was very new, coming from this oldest of countries. And he had thought the customs of the Judaeans peculiar. 
 
    ‘I see,’ he said tiredly, remembering how brother and sister had embraced last night. Something had nagged at his mind even then. ‘I see.’ He closed his eyes for a moment. 
 
    He was woken by a shaking at his arm. His eyes cracked open gummily and he saw Ozymandias and another man gazing down. Sunlight filtered painfully in through the doorway.  
 
    The newcomer looked familiar. He was proffering a phial containing some kind of cordial. ‘Drink this, tribune,’ he said. ‘It will make you feel better.’ 
 
    As Flaminius complied instinctively, the man reached out and examined his head. ‘I would still prescribe a craniotomy,’ he said enthusiastically. ‘Your recent skull trauma has undeniably weakened you.’ 
 
    It was the medic from the palace of Hadrian. ‘No thank you!’ Flaminius said.  
 
    The medic produced a leather bag which he opened to reveal a set of sharp knives. ‘We don’t know if it will turn out to be ephemeral, tertian or quartan fever,’ he said, ‘but if we want to ensure that it does not become serious it will be necessary to bleed you.’ 
 
    ‘I think I’ve lost enough blood already,’ said Flaminius faintly, indicating his bandages. 
 
    The medic shook his head humourlessly. ‘Not under controlled conditions,’ he said, ‘nor let by a qualified phlebotomist. Your work will deteriorate if you suffer recurrent attacks of fever.’ He looked round Ozymandias’ hovel. ‘This situation is too close to the Delta marshes,’ he added. ‘Fever is caused by miasmas from swamps. Bad air, you know. You should relocate to your legion’s barracks.’ He shook his head. ‘A craniotomy is also indicated.’ 
 
    ‘No!’ said Flaminius firmly. ‘No craniotomies. No relocation.’ 
 
    ‘Very well,’ said the medic with a mournful sigh. ‘A simple bleeding it is.’ 
 
    Flaminius did not enjoy being bled. Despite facing death on the battlefield numerous times without betraying any sign of cowardice, he still disliked the idea of having his blood let by some oleaginous Greek. But after some urging from Ozymandias and Nitocris, he relented. 
 
    Not long afterwards, Flaminius found that he was on the mend. Whether it was the departure of the medic, the effects of the cordial, or even the bleeding, he was soon feeling more himself. Enthusiastically he tucked into the food Ozymandias had brought back along with the medic. 
 
    ‘I’ve learnt a lot today,’ he said. ‘I hope you two are happy together.’ He nodded significantly at Ozymandias and Nitocris. 
 
    The scribe looked to Nitocris for an explanation, and she pointed at them both. He gave an embarrassed grimace. 
 
    ‘You must find our Egyptian customs strange,’ Ozymandias said. ‘I know full well that brother-sister marriage is seen as a vile act in other countries. But neither of us had anyone else to turn to. We married when I received my manumission and moved here.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not for me to criticise local customs,’ said Flaminius. ‘I’m sure a good night’s sleep will do us both some good. Tomorrow we can begin again.’ 
 
    ‘Carpocrates must be found and interrogated,’ said Ozymandias. ‘Even if he was not the murderer, he has admitted to mutilating the body. He’s also guilty of assault. I spoke to the commander and he has given the man’s description to the patrols. Unless Carpocrates flees the city, it’s just a matter of time.’ 
 
    ‘You have been busy while I’ve been suffering from fever,’ Flaminius said approvingly. Whatever his notions of a suitable marriage partner, Ozymandias was efficient. ‘I don’t believe that Carpocrates was the killer, and whatever you might say about him, maniac, fanatic, robber, braggart, I don’t think he’s a man who would lie—not about murder. So unless he knows who killed Julius Strabo, the whole enterprise could well be a waste of our time.’ 
 
    ‘The man’s a criminal,’ said Ozymandias. ‘He must face justice.’ 
 
    ‘But he’s not significant to my investigation,’ said Flaminius, ‘except as a material witness. I don’t want to waste time searching for a man who may only be able to confirm what we already know about the case.’ 
 
    ‘Then what do you suppose we should do?’ Ozymandias said. ‘We’ve gone up a blind alley.’ He frowned. ‘Before your attack of fever you said you thought you had a good idea of who the killer could be. I hope you haven’t forgotten.’ 
 
    Flaminius sat back against the wall. 
 
    ‘It would have been convenient if the killer was this Carpocrates,’ he admitted regretfully. ‘Very neat, it would have been. Julius Strabo investigates strange cults in the Old Judaean Quarter. Carpocrates is a fanatic. He believes that his salvation lies in flouting the laws of the gods, if I gathered correctly from our little chat. What has led the man to such a strange conclusion I couldn’t say…’ 
 
    ‘If the world is ruled by a false god,’ said Nitocris quietly, ‘then his laws would be evil.’ 
 
    She began to fill bowls with lentil stew, which she handed to them. As they ate, Flaminius scratched his head. ‘Yes, I suppose so. You’ve missed your vocation; you should become a sophist yourself. All this is by the by, though. The man has no scruples; in fact, even worse, he believes that morality is the law of a false god. He would have killed Julius Strabo if he had learnt that the man was a spy, he’d have revelled in it. He’d even have thought that it would aid his salvation, according to his twisted logic. But he denied killing Julius Strabo, admitting instead to mutilating the body. That puts him in the clear, to my mind.’ 
 
    Nitocris filled jars with beer and gave them to the two men. 
 
    ‘He had the motivation,’ said Ozymandias. ‘Who benefits, yes? He would have benefited. He doesn’t want his cult spied upon by representatives of the law. He was bluffing when he said that to you. Double bluff, maybe. Anyway, he is an evil man and deserves to be crucified for what he has done.’ Absently, the scribe rubbed at his bandaged wounds. ‘Justice has to be seen to be done. To discourage others of his bent.’ 
 
    ‘A civic guard’s solution,’ Flaminius scoffed. ‘Crucify Carpocrates and no one will dare murder another imperial agent! Would that work? No, it would make a martyr of Carpocrates and incite his followers, and meanwhile the real murderer would be free to murder again.’ 
 
    ‘If I might make a comment,’ said Nitocris quietly, ‘you seem to be going around in circles. It’s late. Sleep on it and continue your investigation in the morning.’ 
 
    Flaminius glanced at her, this grave young woman who had been so kind during his attack of fever. He had come to care for her, almost forgetting that other barbarian woman who waited for him on the far edge of the world. His mind was still reeling from what he had learnt, but he was grateful to this couple, despite their outlandish customs, for providing him with help and shelter. 
 
    ‘Speaking with Paulus Alexander again is our first priority in the morning. We must go over his account of the finding of the body, make sure we know just when it all occurred. Then we can get a better idea of what happened to Julius Strabo. If the patrols find Carpocrates, we may be able to get information out of him, but I wouldn’t trust him to speak truth even under torture.’ 
 
    Flaminius rolled himself in his cloak and lay on the ground by the fire. As the embers glowed in the gathering darkness, he thought about Nitocris, and fell to wondering if he would ever see Drustica again. 
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    Rachotis, Alexandria, November 4, 123 AD 
 
      
 
    As Flaminius and Ozymandias were leaving the alleyway the following day, they saw a patrol of Romans marching towards them. 
 
    The morning sun was still cool enough to be pleasant and much of the dusty street lay in shadow, but the light glittered harshly on the helmets and armour of the approaching legionaries. Locals scurried to get out of the way of the marching men; patrols were a new sight in this part of town, and they were treated with due deference. At their head was a man in the plumed helmet of a tribune, and with his grim-faced men at his back he strode straight up to Flaminius and gave him a smart salute. It was Marcus Pertinax. 
 
    Flaminius sketched a salute in return. ‘Good morning, tribune,’ he said, smiling in welcome. ‘What’s the occasion?’ 
 
    But Marcus Pertinax was not smiling. ‘Legate’s orders,’ he rapped. ‘I’m to take you straight to his presence. He wants to discuss your investigation.’ 
 
    Flaminius exchanged uneasy glances with Ozymandias. ‘You can tell Avidius Pollio,’ he murmured, ‘that I’ll be happy to discuss it with him—when I’ve got something to discuss. For the moment, may I ask to be left to complete said investigation?’ 
 
    Marcus Pertinax’s whole demeanour had changed overnight. He shook his head, his mouth downturned. ‘I was told not to accept any excuses,’ he replied. ‘You’re to come with me.’ He nodded at the six heavily armed centurions who accompanied him. ‘I’m authorised to use force, if necessary.’ 
 
    Flaminius’ eyebrows shot up in surprise. He looked at Ozymandias again, spread his arms, then clapped his hands. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘you leave us with little choice!’ 
 
    ‘Not the Egyptian,’ said Marcus Pertinax. ‘He’s to report at once to the commander of the civic guard in the palace of Hadrian.’ He jabbed at Ozymandias with a finger. ‘You understand? Chop-chop!’ 
 
    Ozymandias shrugged, and turned to Flaminius. ‘It’s been an interesting partnership,’ he said. ‘But it looks like it’s coming to an abrupt end. Bear in mind that I want to see Julius Strabo’s killer caught just as much as you do—if not more. Hopefully I’ll see you around.’ He strode away up the street. 
 
    Flaminius drew closer to the tribune. ‘You can drop the brusque manner, friend,’ he said. ‘It impresses the barbarians, but I know the real Marcus Pertinax. What’s all this about?’ 
 
    Marcus Pertinax grimaced. ‘I told you. Legate’s orders. He’s had reports about you, and they’ve not been good ones.’ His glance turned to Flaminius’ bandaged wounds. ‘Are you fit to travel? It’s quite a march to the camp. Word is that you’ve been under the weather.’ 
 
    Flaminius wasn’t feeling his best, but he wasn’t going to reveal that to Marcus Pertinax or anyone else. ‘A touch of fever. I’ve become more accustomed to a colder climate. The wounds, well, they go with the job, of course. I’m fit to walk to the camp. I won’t be borrowing anybody’s litter on this occasion.’ 
 
    Marcus Pertinax’s lips didn’t even twitch. They marched in silence. 
 
    By the time they reached the camp of the Twenty Second Legion, the sun was riding high in the sky, shining down on the groves, temples and tombs that dotted the plain lying between the city walls and those of the fortress. Out of the city and away from the marshes, with the cooling sea breeze on his face, Flaminius began to feel much better.  
 
    Marcus Pertinax and his men marched Flaminius up to the gates in the southern wall, where they gave the password to the legionaries on duty, then led him through the gates and up the Praetorian Way to the headquarters building in the middle of the camp. 
 
    Long rows of barrack blocks and granaries stood on either side of the roadway, their red tiles glowing dully in the late morning sun. The gravel beneath the legionaries’ feet crunched and hissed as they marched. A lot more legionaries were at large in the camp than on Flaminius’ earlier visit, and he realised that they must have returned with the legate. At last they halted to salute the legionaries on guard in the entrance to the headquarters block. 
 
    ‘Tribune Marcus Pertinax reporting. Bringing in Gaius Flaminius Drusus, as requested.’ 
 
    The centurion in charge saluted. ‘The legate awaits your prisoner in his office,’ he barked. ‘Pass through.’ 
 
    At the double, Marcus Pertinax and his men marched Flaminius into the courtyard beyond, before Flaminius had any opportunity to query the centurion’s phrasing. Prisoner? Surely there was a mistake here. He had been brought here under duress, but he hadn’t been arrested! He wasn’t a prisoner! 
 
    Was he? 
 
    He was marched along the echoing marble corridors of headquarters, across a cool, shady peristyle and up to a most imposing doorway where two more legionaries stood on guard, their armour and weaponry polished until they gleamed, while a military clerk sat at a desk, writing busily on a waxen tablet. This wasn’t where he had been taken when he first came here; when Marcus Pertinax had been duty officer in the legate’s absence, he had been stationed out in the main courtyard, dozing a little in the sun. But the legate was back now, and the running of the camp was now going smoothly. 
 
    Marcus Pertinax saluted the legionaries then identified himself and his prisoner. One of them opened the door quietly and slipped inside. Flaminius stood to attention with his escort. Silence fell. He glanced at the remaining guard, who was staring forwards, face immobile as if he was paralysed. Flaminius shifted his feet and coughed. He glanced at Marcus Pertinax, who gave every indication he had just seen a gorgon. 
 
    He remembered how much he hated military routine. And now, having demanded his presence so peremptorily, dragging him away from his investigation, the legate was keeping him waiting. Just to prove a point. Just to prove how terribly important he was.  
 
    Of course, in many ways Avidius Pollio must be an important man. He was a senator who the emperor trusted sufficiently to permit him entrance into Egypt, with a legion at his command. No one was going to take over the empire with a single legion, even from Egypt. But the emperor had to choose particularly trusted senators to serve as legates in the Twenty Second. 
 
    The guard reappeared at last. ‘Tribune Flaminius?’ he said deferentially. ‘This way, sir.’ 
 
    Mollified a little by this show of respect, Flaminius followed the guard into the office of the legate. 
 
    The room beyond was high roofed, large and lavishly furnished, with a wide green porphyry desk in the middle, piled with papyrus sheaves of reports, and marble busts lining the walls. A mosaic depicting the war between the Lapiths and the Centaurs took up much of the floor. Highly polished armour and a red cloak hung on a stand in one corner. 
 
    Lounging in front of Flaminius, leaning against the desk with his arms folded, was a short, fat man with iron grey hair and a cold face dominated by a proud, arrogant nose. A grizzled beard jutted from his chin, and he wore a toga emblazoned with the thick purple stripe of a senator. 
 
    ‘So glad you could drop by, tribune,’ he said, shaking Flaminius by the hand. ‘I’m Avidius Pollio, legate of the Twenty Second Legion. My apologies for not being here to greet you in person on your arrival, but I had been detained by troubles in the Thebaid.’ He went back round his desk and sat down, then signed to the guard to leave. 
 
    ‘This isn’t going to be a reprimand, of course,’ he said, fidgeting absently with a large signet ring on his left hand. ‘But I did ask you to report to me yesterday.’ 
 
    Flaminius’ heart pounded. Anything that began with the dread phrase “This isn’t going to be a reprimand” was bad news; he knew that from his days in the Ninth. He reminded himself that he was now an imperial agent, not a junior tribune of auxiliary cavalry. 
 
    ‘I was unavoidably detained, sir,’ he said. ‘As you can see, I was in a fight. Wounded. Also, I had a touch of fever. And of course, there was my investigation.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes, your investigation…’ said the legate. ‘It doesn’t change the fact that you directly disobeyed an order, but we’ll put that issue to one side for the moment.’ He gave a mirthless grin. ‘Now, before he vanished, your predecessor became… obsessed isn’t too strong a word, yes, obsessed with these strange cults. This corner of the world seethes with them. Some of them, of course, are dangerous; they’re sometimes a front for anti-Roman sentiment… 
 
    ‘The legion has more important matters, however. Military concerns. That’s what we’re here for, young man. That’s what we in the legions are here for. Military, not civil, concerns. I don’t know how much you are aware of the political situation in these parts, but the civil side of things is handled by a prefect appointed by His Imperial Majesty, d’you see, young man. Responsibility for the policing of the province is divided between military police at their various stations in the nomes—the nomes being a local name for subdivisions of the province, young man—and an array of civil guards, day guards, night guards, desert guards, river guards, canal guards, caravan guards, rural and civic guards, all levied from the native Egyptians as part of this blasted system of forced labour, and employed to counter the depredations from the borders: in the east Arabs, in the south Nubians, Egyptians in the inaccessible regions of the Delta and the desert…’ 
 
    ‘Egyptians?’ Flaminius asked. 
 
    Avidius Pollio nodded. ‘Oh yes, native Egyptians on the run from this cursed system of forced labour. I know, it’s a bit of a mess. “Who guards the guards?” eh? It’s been like this since the Judaean revolt. To cut a long lecture short, the policing of this particular very important city is in the able hands of the commander of the Alexandrian civic guard.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I’d gathered,’ said Flaminius, nettled both by the legate’s allusion to his youth and the wearisome lecture on local policing. ‘I’ve had dealings with Paulus Alexander and some of his men.’ 
 
    ‘I, too, have spoken with the commander of the civic guard,’ said Avidius Pollio. He lay his hands on the desk. ‘The situation on the frontier is difficult now. That in Judaea and Syria is also problematic. I need a good man in intelligence. When Julius Strabo developed his eccentric obsessions, when he finally vanished from sight, I was…inconvenienced. You imperial agents seem to think you are a law unto yourselves! When the centurion vanished, it came as something of a relief, if I’m entirely honest. I was glad to see the back of the fellow, to have an excuse to send to Rome for a replacement. And so I got you.’ He glanced at a report. ‘Tribune Gaius Flaminius Drusus. Any connection with the Gaius Flaminius of the histories?’ 
 
    ‘My family considers him to be a distant ancestor,’ said Flaminius, and saluted again. The moment seemed to call for some such action. 
 
    ‘When I was notified of the riots in Alexandria, thank all the gods I was within a day’s march. Such of my men I could spare I marched through the night to ensure that we could reinforce the civil power here. Speaking with the prefect and his subordinates I could discern no very good reason for the riots. Then I learnt of the murder of Julius Strabo, and your arrival. I heard from the commander that you had been speaking with the Judaean elders.’ 
 
    ‘Yes sir,’ Flaminius replied. ‘One of them, at least.’ 
 
    ‘Continuing Julius Strabo’s investigation?’ 
 
    ‘No sir,’ said Flaminius. ‘Investigating his murder. To determine how he died, I have been forced to follow up his own investigation. As you say, he was obsessed with these obscure cults. My own investigations suggest that the same cults had some connection with the riots…’ 
 
    ‘Yes yes yes,’ said Avidius Pollio, cutting ruthlessly through his explanations. ‘But all this is irrelevant! Had I wished Julius Strabo’s death to be investigated, and I am not saying I do not, but it’s hardly top priority, had I wished it I would have discussed the matter with the commander of the civic guard. It is not a matter for my commissary officer.’ 
 
    ‘Sir.’ Flaminius saluted again. 
 
    ‘Stop doing that,’ said the legate irritably. ‘Young man, I have need of you on the frontier. All manner of things are going on, and I lack intelligence. I need someone to coordinate my scouting and my spying. Why else are you here?’ 
 
    Flaminius was about to salute, but restrained himself. ‘Sir, I was sent here under orders to determine if Julius Strabo was alive or dead, and if dead to bring his killers to justice.’ 
 
    The legate shook his head. He had an ugly look on his face. 
 
    ‘Not by me you weren’t,’ he snapped. ‘Are you or are you not my commissary officer, sent here from the Peregrine Camp in Rome? You seem to think you’ve been seconded to Paulus Alexander’s mob! If I order you to give over this investigation to the civil power, then you will do so at once, is that understood?’ 
 
    Flaminius had had about as much as he could take of this soft voiced bully. ‘Sir, may I remind you that I am an imperial agent?’ 
 
    ‘I know exactly what you are, young man! According to the reports I’ve received, you have been exhibiting signs of eccentricity and instability. And even,’ the legate paused to root through a sheaf of papyrus scrolls, ‘according to the recommendations of the medic Achilles, are in severe need of a craniotomy; whatever that might be! Whether that precludes your ability to carry out your tasks as an agent of the commissary I am not qualified to decide. However, you are…’ 
 
    Flaminius overrode him. ‘However, I am a direct representative of the emperor, just as you are. I was sent here by my chief, Commissary Centurion Probus, to investigate Julius Strabo’s disappearance, and bring those responsible to justice. Only once I have fulfilled that mission will I be in a position to assist you in gathering military intelligence.’ 
 
    Avidius Pollio sat back in his chair, gripping its arms as if afraid he would fall off. ‘I’ve never heard the like,’ he muttered. ‘Even from Julius Strabo, who was capable of remarkable insubordination when the fancy took him. By all the gods! A centurion’s orders, even a chief centurion’s orders, are preferred over mine, I, Avidius Pollio, senator of Rome and legate of the Twenty Second Legion.’ 
 
    Flaminius wondered where exactly this senator had been recently. The power of the senate was a thing for the historians, people like his old acquaintance Suetonius. The emperor had absolute power. And the commissary was one way in which he wielded it. Imperial agents were outside the law, and their orders countermanded those of even the most pompous legate. But Flaminius was only one man. Whatever his authority, vested in his lancehead brooch, it was not enough to stop this legate imprisoning him for insubordination. Even if Avidius Pollio received an official reprimand later on, it wouldn’t help Flaminius in the here and now. He would have to tread carefully. 
 
    But the legate was thinking along similar lines. 
 
    ‘What we seem to have here,’ Avidius Pollio said, ‘is a conflict of interests. I requested a replacement for my missing commissary officer; I need someone trained to give aid in coordinating military intelligence. You, however, have been sent here to investigate a murder. It would make a lot more sense to me to avoid wasting important manpower on such a trifling matter and to hand over the whole business to the civil power. But I will give you until noon tomorrow to solve the case, after which point, you will be assigned to more fitting duties in the field, whether or not you succeed.’ 
 
    ‘And if I don’t succeed?’ Flaminius asked. 
 
    ‘Then the murder investigation will be placed in the hands of those best suited to carry it out,’ said the legate, ‘the civic guard.’ 
 
    Flaminius had been sent here to investigate Julius Strabo’s disappearance. If he brought the man’s killers to justice nothing could stop him requisitioning a berth on the next ship to Rome. Then he could report to Probus, and then—return to Britain, and Drustica. But in the meantime, he would have to stay on the right side of the legate. 
 
    ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘I’d like to request the continued assistance of the scribe Ozymandias.’ 
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    An hour later Flaminius strode into the antechamber where Ozymandias sat on his rug, reed pen poised over a sheaf of papyrus. He looked up guiltily as the Roman entered. ‘Coming, Ozymandias?’ Flaminius said. 
 
    Ozymandias darted a glance towards the inner office. ‘I’ve been reassigned to other duties,’ he hissed. 
 
    ‘Such as?’ 
 
    Ozymandias gestured at the papyrus, inadvertently spraying its creamy surface with ink. ‘My usual job. Scribe to the commander of the civic guard.’ 
 
    Flaminius folded his arms. He tapped the brooch that he now wore attached to his breastplate. ‘You’re back with me, friend,’ he said. ‘We haven’t finished our investigation. Come on.’ 
 
    He turned to leave. Ozymandias put down the ink spattered papyrus and clambered obediently to his feet. 
 
    ‘Where are you going, scribe?’ 
 
    Flaminius turned. Standing in the door to the inner office was Paulus Alexander, looking questioningly at the Egyptian. 
 
    ‘Oh,’ said Ozymandias. ‘I… er, that is…I was just going…’ 
 
    ‘…to finish off those requisition orders like I told you half an hour ago,’ said the commander. As Ozymandias sank back down onto his reed mat, Paulus Alexander turned to Flaminius. ‘Please join me in my office, tribune,’ he said. 
 
    Flaminius followed him inside. Paulus Alexander sat down behind his desk, where the fan slave stood looking bored. Flaminius kicked over a stool and sank down onto it. The older man regarded the younger man with distaste. 
 
    Flaminius broke the silence. ‘I was surprised to find you’d reassigned Ozymandias.’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander called another slave who brought them cups of Greek wine. ‘I understood that the legate has spoken to you,’ he said. 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ said Flaminius. ‘I’ve just come back from his office.’ 
 
    ‘Well?’ said Paulus Alexander. 
 
    ‘Avidius Pollio’s in perfect health,’ Flaminius said, and took a sip of his wine. ‘Fighting fit, I assume. I’ve never met him before, of course. He was out on manoeuvres when I came here, you know.’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander pursed his lips. ‘Did he not speak to you about your conduct?’ 
 
    Realisation dawned. Flaminius eyed Paulus Alexander. ‘You made a complaint?’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander coughed. ‘The legate consulted me, in fact,’ he said. ‘I understand he ordered you to present yourself to him and you did not obey. He was considering putting you on a charge for insubordination. I spoke up in your defence, explaining that according to my medic that you suffered concussion during your valiant defence of property during the riots, and that you also contracted fever. I hope it has not recurred?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet…’ said Flaminius quietly. 
 
    Paulus Alexander was clearly fishing. ‘He didn’t recommend that you yield the murder investigation to my office?’ 
 
    ‘He said something about that,’ Flaminius said. ‘I disagreed. He seemed to think I was here to help coordinate his intelligence operations while dealing with some kind of border incursions. That was not why I was sent here.’ 
 
    ‘Surely you have been assigned to the commissary of the Twenty Second Legion?’ Paulus Alexander looked puzzled. He sighed. ‘Although he was older than you by two decades, you do remind me in many ways of your predecessor. He was equally… ah… independent in his attitudes.’ 
 
    ‘I was sent here from Rome,’ Flaminius said, ‘to investigate Julius Strabo’s disappearance. Yes, I was assigned to the legion; yes, I was to be the centurion’s replacement, temporarily at least. But my priority is to learn how he was murdered. You of all people should understand that it may compromise the security of the empire if imperial agents can be murdered and their killers escape justice.’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ said Paulus Alexander. ‘Your mission is very important. Which is precisely why I am suggesting that you should stand down, perhaps make a request for leave, while other, more…competent agents complete your work.’ 
 
    Flaminius shook his head savagely. ‘This is my case,’ he said, and banged on the desk. ‘Avidius Pollio has given me until noon tomorrow to complete it and I will not waste any more time in discussion with you.’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander sat back, looking disapprovingly at Flaminius’ fist on his desk. He spread his arms. ‘I’m not hindering you,’ he said. ‘Simply giving you my own professional opinion, reinforced,’ he added, holding up a papyrus sheet, ‘by that of the medic Achilles. You’re unbalanced, in his opinion, and only surgery will restore your humours to their correct equilibrium.’ 
 
    Flaminius gritted his teeth. He was certainly not feeling in good humour right now. He was sweating freely. Was that the heat, or was his fever manifesting itself again? The gods of Egypt forbid he should spend the next two days struck down by disease. If he had been a superstitious man, he’d have vowed an offering at the nearest temple of Aesculapius. Hecatombs of oxen would be worth it if he could just get this case completed before Avidius Pollio hauled him off to some flyblown desert fortress to fight barbarians. 
 
    ‘I’m glad to hear that you’re not stopping me,’ he said. ‘In that case, let me go about my business.’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander pointed at the exit. ‘My door is always open,’ he said. 
 
    ‘And your scribe?’ Flaminius asked. 
 
    ‘My scribe?’ Paulus Alexander seemed to have forgotten the starting point of the discussion. ‘The Egyptian Ozymandias? Who at one point you accused of murdering Centurion Julius Strabo? What of him?’ 
 
    ‘Ozymandias was working closely with Julius Strabo,’ Flaminius said, not liking to be reminded of his earlier blunder. ‘He has also been invaluable in my investigation.’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander smiled. ‘He’s a very useful fellow,’ he said. ‘He’s my scribe.’ 
 
    Flaminius was starting to feel heated again. He didn’t know if it was latent fever or justifiable exasperation. ‘You can get another one for the duration, surely. He can’t be the only scribe employed by the civic guard.’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander sighed. ‘It will be inconvenient,’ he said, ‘but since this investigation is so important, very well, I’ll second him to you for the duration.’ 
 
    Flaminius couldn’t understand the man’s attitude. The implications of Julius Strabo’s murder could affect the security of the empire. His own future also depended on his success. If he could wrap this case up neatly in the next two days he would be able to justify it to Probus if he got on a fast ship to Ostia and left this province for good as soon as the case was closed. Otherwise he might be stuck in Egypt, at the beck and call of Avidius Pollio, fighting desert raiders for years. Of course, the security of the empire was his main concern. 
 
    ‘Will you ask the scribe to join us?’ Paulus Alexander asked. The commander was too important to get out from behind his desk and do it himself. 
 
    Flaminius went to the door and called Ozymandias. The scribe came in, looking worriedly from one to the other. Paulus Alexander began glancing through a sheaf of reports. Flaminius was sure the one on the top was his own medical report. Without looking up, the commander said, ‘You’re now reassigned to Tribune Flaminius, scribe. Until tomorrow. Then you’re back with me.’ 
 
    He glanced up and flashed Flaminius a curt smile. ‘Was there anything else, tribune?’ 
 
    ‘Not for the moment,’ Flaminius said. ‘Ozymandias, come with me.’ He led the Egyptian from the office. 
 
    ‘Well, this is flattering,’ said Ozymandias as they came outside in the bright glare of the late morning sun. ‘I don’t know if I’m coming or going, but having all you gentlemen fighting over me is a novelty. Wait until Nitocris hears about this! She’ll laugh.’ 
 
    Flaminius took them to the shade of a wineshop. The Phrygian tapster brought them two beakers of cheap wine at an obol a beaker and they sat down at the bar. Ozymandias ordered some flatbread and olives as well. 
 
    He leant against the bar. ‘So, back to the investigation,’ he said. ‘What’s all this about only having until noon tomorrow?’ 
 
    Flaminius sipped his wine irritably and explained. Ozymandias shrugged. ‘I thought you were equal to the legate, a direct representative of the emperor.’ 
 
    ‘And so I am,’ said Flaminius. ‘Unfortunately, Rome is a long way away, and the emperor is currently bumming around Bithynia from the last I heard. Avidius Pollio has an entire legion at his back, but I’ve only got you, as long as Paulus Alexander lets you come out to play.’ He bit a chunk out of a piece of flatbread and added indistinctly, ‘So we’d better get Julius Strabo’s killer identified and brought to justice.’ 
 
    Ozymandias nibbled at an olive. ‘The patrols are still searching for Carpocrates,’ he said. ‘As soon as they bring him in, we can pin it on him, have him crucified, end of story.’ 
 
    Flaminius was tempted. Apart from the uncertainty of Carpocrates’ arrest, it would get him off the hook and out of Alexandria. Nothing to turn his nose up at. But even if Carpocrates was captured, it wouldn’t change the man’s innocence—of Julius Strabo’s murder, that is. 
 
    ‘Another civic guard trick?’ he said. ‘Can’t find the real killer so pin it on the first bystander so justice is seen to be done? You worked with Julius Strabo a long time. Don’t you want his killer identified?’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ protested Ozymandias, ‘if it’s possible. I was just thinking of you, that’s all.’ 
 
    Flaminius shook his head. ‘We do this by the book,’ he said. ‘We find out who killed Julius Strabo, whatever it takes. Now, we know it wasn’t Carpocrates, so who could it be?’ 
 
    ‘Basilides,’ said Ozymandias. ‘If Carpocrates didn’t do it, the killer was someone involved with some kind of strange cult, the cult Julius Strabo was investigating. The centurion mentioned a man with a Greek name like that; Basileus, Basilides. Maybe it was the same man. And Basilides may be a sophist, but he used the same word that Carpocrates did, didn’t he? Demiurge. They’re both believers in the same superstition.’ 
 
    ‘Basilides denied any knowledge of the Christians,’ said Flaminius. 
 
    ‘Obviously a lie,’ Ozymandias said scornfully. ‘You could tell by the way he said it. And that’s suspicious. I think they’re both in it, Carpocrates and Basilides. Basilides befriended Julius Strabo when he learnt that he was investigating them, then stuck a dagger in his ribs when they were together. Then Carpocrates turned up and carved a meaningless word into Julius Strabo’s brow. For reasons best known to himself.’ 
 
    ‘A dried-up stick like Basilides killed a tough centurion of the commissary?’ Flaminius looked thoughtful. ‘He must be stronger than he looks.’ 
 
    Ozymandias shook his head. ‘Strength’s nothing to do with it. You saw from the body that whoever did it must have got right up close. They must have been friends. All they needed was to stick the dagger in with enough force. Julius Strabo wouldn’t have been expecting it. Look.’ 
 
    He got up and urged Flaminius to join him. Then he took his reed pen from behind his ear and used it to show how Basilides could have stabbed Julius Strabo. Flaminius nodded. 
 
    ‘You’ve got a point there,’ he admitted, fastidiously brushing ink off his breastplate. Some of the other customers were watching them idly. ‘Well, I think it’s high time we went back and asked a few probing questions.’ 
 
    ‘Of Basilides?’ 
 
    Flaminius shook his head. ‘Of Paulus Alexander.’ 
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    Palace of Hadrian, Alexandria, November 4, 123 AD 
 
      
 
    The commander looked up as the new scribe showed them both in. ‘Tribune,’ he said. ‘This is unexpected. Have you had second thoughts? Your place is with your legate, of course. Police matters are for the civic guard, I’m sure you agree.’ 
 
    Flaminius shook his head. ‘I’m not one to give up that easily,’ he said. ‘No, Ozymandias and I came back because we agree that you are the one we should be questioning.’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander spluttered, ‘Surely you can’t be suggesting that I had anything to do with Julius Strabo’s death?’ 
 
    ‘Of course not,’ said Flaminius. He called to Ozymandias, who was chatting quietly with the scribe who had taken over his duties. ‘We’re not suggesting anything of the sort, are we, Ozymandias?’ 
 
    Ozymandias looked up. ‘What’s that? Oh! No, no we’re not. Of course not!’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander sighed heavily and flapped a hand at the new scribe for him to leave. Once the Egyptian had returned to the outer chamber, the commander gestured to Flaminius to sit down. The Roman did so, but Ozymandias was left standing. After a while, he sat down on the floor. 
 
    Flaminius sat back, arms folded, and gazed at Paulus Alexander. The commander stared at him. ‘Just what is this?’ he asked. ‘I’m beginning to wonder if I shouldn’t request that you take the medic Achilles’ advice.’ He picked up the report and studied it. 
 
    Flaminius shifted. ‘Aren’t you going to offer us wine?’ he asked. 
 
    Paulus Alexander clapped his hands to call the wine slave, who provided the requested refreshment shortly after. As his two guests sipped their wine, Flaminius on the stool, Ozymandias sitting quite happily on the mosaic floor, the commander inspected his reports. 
 
    He looked up finally. ‘What exactly can I help you with, tribune? You wish to question me.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ said Flaminius. ‘We want to go back over Julius Strabo’s death.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve told you all I know,’ Paulus Alexander said dismissively. 
 
    ‘But I want to know more,’ said Flaminius, leaning forward. ‘I want to know more about Julius Strabo.’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander indicated Ozymandias. ‘The scribe here worked more closely with your predecessor than I,’ he reminded the tribune. ‘You should speak with him.’ 
 
    ‘I already have,’ Flaminius said. ‘But I want your own account. When did the commissary centurion first approach you about these cults?’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander shrugged his shoulders. ‘Sometime in the summer, I think. He was posted to the legion the previous year. I had little to do with him; military intelligence is not my field. Then he approached me with wild claims concerning Bacchic cults in the Old Judaean Quarter.’ 
 
    ‘You say “wild claims”,’ said Flaminius. ‘You doubted him?’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander drew himself up. ‘The Judaean people are not Greeks,’ he said. ‘Nor are they Thracians, or any other wild and ecstatic people. Their religion is sober and god-fearing. They do not hold orgies.’ 
 
    Flaminius waved a hand to acknowledge this. ‘I’ve spoken with Dionysius,’ he said. ‘Ironically enough, considering his name, he’s a most temperate man. He also denied that the Judaeans have such cults. But he put the blame upon a splinter group, a breakaway cult known to their enemies as Christians. They believe, if I’ve got this right, that a sorcerer crucified in the days of the Emperor Tiberius was this Christus, or Messiah, who the Judaeans say will become king of the world.’ 
 
    ‘That’s utter nonsense,’ said Paulus Alexander. 
 
    ‘No doubt,’ said Flaminius. ‘Dionysius said that this group have orgies, that they break the laws of the gods in the belief that they will be able to escape this fallen world and attain a spiritual existence elsewhere… if I’ve got this right.’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander grimaced. ‘I really couldn’t say, tribune,’ he replied. ‘You seem to know all there is to know about this obscure cult.’ 
 
    ‘But Julius Strabo knew a lot about them,’ Ozymandias said. ‘He spoke about them all the time. He told you about them.’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander gave the scribe a haughty look. ‘I don’t believe you were invited to give your contribution,’ he said. ‘Julius Strabo certainly made some wild claims. These Christians were never mentioned by that name.’ 
 
    ‘And you doubted what he had to say,’ Flaminius said. ‘Of course, quite correct of you. His Imperial Majesty has indicated that Christians are not to be treated as criminals per se, and that slander about them is not to be taken as fact.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly,’ said Paulus Alexander eagerly. ‘It seemed to me that Julius Strabo had been listening to much the same slander that His Imperial Majesty alluded to. Naturally, I was sceptical.’ 
 
    ‘And yet you allocated Ozymandias to help him in his investigation,’ said Flaminius. 
 
    Paulus Alexander shrugged. ‘I could have been wrong,’ he said. ‘I helped him, yes. I did not hinder his investigations. Why should I? But I had my doubts.’ 
 
    ‘And yet Julius Strabo was murdered while investigating them undercover,’ Flaminius pointed out. 
 
    Paulus Alexander shook his head and pursed his lips. ‘Going undercover was very rash of him,’ he said disapprovingly. ‘Had he consulted me, I would have advised against such a course. As it was, he vanished from everyone’s sight, even that of the scribe here. Months later I received a message from him, asking him to meet me, since he had evidence that these rumoured cults did indeed exist. Naturally, I went to meet him. And found him dead.’ He shook his head again. ‘Such a waste. He was a good man in his own way. We shall not see his like again.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure, wherever he is, he appreciates the eulogy,’ said Flaminius. ‘I didn’t ask for an oration; I want facts. What did he tell you originally, and who did he say were his informants?’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander looked pensive. ‘He first came here in the summer, as I said. He looked feverish. Foreigners tend to develop fevers not long after coming here. And the fevers tend to breed crazy notions. It seemed that this was exactly what happened to Julius Strabo. He said he had been approached by an informant. The man was afraid, Julius Strabo said, but felt it was his duty to speak out. An underground cult had grown up in the ruins of the Old Judaean Quarter. The nameless informant ascribed it to the after effects of the rebellion, and the slaughter of the Judaean militants. Whether that is true or not, he claimed that this misguided cult believed it to be a positive virtue to break the laws of god and man, that in this perverse way they could somehow achieve salvation.’ Paulus Alexander shook his head. ‘Needless to say, this is entirely contrary to the beliefs of the Judaean religion.’ 
 
    ‘Who was this informant?’ Flaminius asked. His wounds were starting to itch, and he rubbed surreptitiously at them. 
 
    Paulus Alexander shook his head. ‘I never knew. Julius Strabo would not say, and besides, the man was a fantasist, or so I thought at the time. I told him that he was listening to slander, that there was nothing behind it. He, it seems, decided to find proof. He wanted me to believe.’ 
 
    ‘Why you, in particular?’ Flaminius said. 
 
    ‘Because, in my position as commander of the civic guard, I was best placed to extirpate any cult of this nature. I did not believe him. Now he is dead. Perhaps we will never know what really happened.’ 
 
    ‘We know there is a cult,’ said Flaminius, rubbing frantically at his itching wounds. ‘They believe that the world is ruled by a demiurge whose laws they must break.’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander glanced at his reports again. ‘I’m sure you think there is such a cult,’ he said soothingly. ‘Perhaps Julius Strabo could also have benefited from a craniotomy. Perhaps we should call Achilles here straightaway.’ 
 
    ‘There is the man who attacked us,’ said Ozymandias. ‘I told you about him. You said you would give the patrols a description of him. We think he’s implicated.’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander consulted another report. ‘Ah, yes. I have a note of that discussion here. Yes, I passed on your concerns and your description, but we have had no news of such a person, should he exist.’ 
 
    Flaminius leapt to his feet and tore off one of his bandages. The sword-cut was inflamed and it seeped pus. ‘Look!’ he shouted. ‘Do you think I did this to myself?’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander sat back, eyes wide. He looked meaningfully at Ozymandias. The Egyptian took Flaminius by the arm and rewrapped the bandage. ‘This isn’t the way to convince the commander that you’re sane,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Go on,’ Flaminius muttered obsessively. ‘Wrap me up in your bandages. You’ll make a mummy of me, won’t you? I know this dark land, Egypt. You’re obsessed with death. Why else did you build all those pyramids? It’s morbid, that’s what it is.’ He was flushed and his brow glistened with sweat. 
 
    Ozymandias led Flaminius back to his stool. He hissed urgently in Flaminius’ ear. ‘Stop acting the fool, Roman. We’ll never get anywhere with you like this.’ 
 
    Flaminius gave him a glassy stare, then a cunning look stole over his face. He tapped a nose. ‘Don’t let the commander think I’m mad, eh?’ 
 
    Ozymandias glanced at Paulus Alexander, who was scrawling hastily at the bottom of one of his reports. ‘Sarapis forbid! But it’s too late for that. We’ve got to do something right now, something that’ll impress him persuade him that we’re turning up results, not going out of our tiny little minds. Calm down, Roman, calm down and let’s think.’ 
 
    ‘Play for time,’ Flaminius gasped. ‘You question him. I’m feeling out of sorts.’ 
 
    ‘You’re telling me,’ Ozymandias muttered. He rose and turned to his patron. ‘Sir, may I ask you a few questions?’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander looked up. ‘Yes, scribe, what is it? I was about to ask you to summon the medic.’ 
 
    Ozymandias coughed. ‘The tribune is feeling unwell,’ he said, as Flaminius sat there sweating and panting. ‘Maybe a visit from Achilles wouldn’t hurt. In the meantime, however, he has asked me to continue questioning you.’ 
 
    ‘Questioning me?’ said the commander. ‘Interrogating me more like. Next you’ll want to put me to the torture.’ He barked a laugh. 
 
    Ozymandias laughed politely in return. ‘We’d established that Julius Strabo came to you with his concerns because you were best placed to deal with these strange cults. That you refused to believe his frankly wild claims, but nevertheless assigned me to shadow him—that is, to help him. That he vanished from sight and yet you made no attempt to find him…’ 
 
    ‘I passed on my concerns to the legate,’ Paulus Alexander said. ‘He sent for the young tribune here. Don’t get above yourself, scribe.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, sir,’ said Ozymandias. ‘Then I found the message from Julius Strabo in the house you gave me. I passed it onto you and you went to find him and found him dead.’ 
 
    ‘And found him dead,’ Paulus Alexander echoed. ‘Proving only that he had crossed one or other ruthless person who did not care for his investigation. It all adds up to... nothing very much. You have given me nothing to work with. Flaminius here is a sick man. It seems very doubtful that he will be able to complete his commission by the end of tomorrow. The civic guard will complete his work, and I have no doubt that in lieu of any more compelling evidence they will find that Julius Strabo was killed after probing dark secrets that will no doubt remain hidden. You have nothing else in the way of evidence, do you, scribe? Nothing to suggest who it was who murdered the commissary centurion?’ 
 
    ‘Well, no, not really.’ Ozymandias looked desperately at Flaminius, who was muttering deliriously and shaking. Paulus Alexander began to roll up the scroll he had been reporting. ‘Wait!’ said the Egyptian hastily. ‘There is one lead. We have one suspect.’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander looked up and the scroll slipped from his fingers. ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘A man we encountered during our investigations,’ said Ozymandias. ‘With your permission, I’ll have him brought in for questioning.’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander sighed. ‘If you really think this will help you,’ he said, ‘bring this man in. Question him. You have my authority to employ the interrogation division.’ He glanced pityingly at Flaminius, slumped shivering on his stool. ‘But I doubt your partner will be able to help you.’ 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    —21— 
 
      
 
      
 
    Flaminius woke from fevered dreams into sweat soaked horror. Where was he? Where was Ozymandias? And who was this, peering down at him? 
 
    ‘Tell me about your condition. I find it fascinating.’ The voice was reedy yet authoritative. 
 
    Flaminius blinked the sweat from his eyes. It was the medic, Achilles, who had treated him the other day. Flaminius was back in the surgery, lying on a pallet. His clothes had been removed and he wore only a loincloth, which was soaked with perspiration. Sweat stood out on his skin. His body was a mass of aches. 
 
    ‘What was that you said?’ he asked. ‘Where’s Ozymandias? What happened?’ 
 
    ‘You suffered a relapse of your fever,’ said Achilles, absently making a note on a wax tablet. ‘Ephemeral, it seems. That’s unusual. It’s also unusual that you should have contracted it in Alexandria, of all places. The city was founded because of its location, with cooling winds from the sea driving away such miasmas as bring fever. Of course, you’ve spent time near Lake Mareotis, an unhealthy spot. But you’ve only been here for a very short time, I understand. Were you suffering from fever before you came?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ said Flaminius through gritted teeth. ‘Now where is Ozymandias?’ 
 
    ‘Nevertheless,’ the medic went on, ignoring his question, ‘I’m concerned by your increasingly eccentric behaviour. I really do believe that you have also contracted brain fever, which will only be alleviated by a craniotomy.’ He gestured at the tray that lay on a low table near the pallet. ‘I have all my surgical tools ready.’ Flaminius saw a nasty jumble of wicked little knives and saws glinting in the lantern light. 
 
    ‘Thank you!’ said Flaminius wildly. ‘But no! Where is Ozymandias?’ 
 
    The medic peered thoughtfully at him. ‘Fascinating how certain stimuli can trigger more serious bouts of the brain fever,’ he murmured, making another note. ‘Ozymandias? The ancient Egyptian king and conqueror?’ 
 
    ‘No, you fool,’ Flaminius said, ‘the scribe. He works for Paulus Alexander.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I don’t know the names of these people,’ Achilles said. ‘The scribe you were with is still working on your case, I believe. The commander has allocated him men of the interrogation division and they have brought in a man for questioning.’ 
 
    Flaminius sat up. ‘They’ve captured Carpocrates?’ 
 
    ‘I do not know the names of criminals, either,’ grumbled Achilles, ‘I have my own sphere.’ He picked up one of his surgical instruments. To Flaminius’ horrified eyes it resembled a chisel, and he realised that it was the trephine with which he planned to make his craniotomy. ‘Now, if you would like to lie back down, I shall begin surgery.’ He peered at Flaminius. ‘I could budget for a draught of poppy juice should you wish to sleep through the operation.’ 
 
    ‘No thank you!’ Flaminius leapt to his feet and Achilles clutched the trephine as if it was a weapon. He drew himself up to his full height, which was not very impressive.  
 
    ‘I wish it to be on record that I am giving it as my medical opinion that you should be restrained, for your own good and that of society as a whole.’ 
 
    Flaminius found his clothes and hastily pulled them on, though they stank of sweat. The breastplate and helmet he left where they lay, but he strapped on his sword belt, noting that the dagger was missing, and transferred his brooch to his tunic. He turned to see the medic standing before him, still clutching the trephine. 
 
    ‘Where is the interrogation room?’ he asked.  
 
    ‘I believe it is in the cellars,’ Achilles spluttered. ‘But you can’t go there now…’ 
 
    Flaminius shook his head. Wildly, he tapped the lance-head brooch. ‘On the contrary, I can go anywhere I like,’ he said. 
 
    ‘I shall call for the guard,’ Achilles snapped. ‘You are in no fit state to be out of bed.’ 
 
    Flaminius drew his sword. ‘Out of my way!’ he barked. 
 
    Achilles cringed away, dropping the trephine in the process. Flaminius brushed past him and ran from the room. 
 
    In the corridor outside, he sheathed his sword. It would only lead to more trouble if he was seen roaming the place fully armed. If patrolling guards saw him, they would ask awkward questions. Perhaps they wouldn’t even get that far; they’d draw swords and cut this maniac down. The medic seemed ready to give it as his professional opinion that Flaminius should be locked up in a madhouse. He had no real idea of how long he had been in a state of fever, but the previous time it had lasted for hours. None of this was helping him complete his investigation in time for noon tomorrow. 
 
    And what had Ozymandias been up to while he was unconscious? Flaminius hurried down the passage, looking for a stairway leading down to the cellars. Was he intending to torture a confession out of Carpocrates, even though Flaminius was sure the man was not the killer? In which case, Carpocrates would be crucified—no great loss to society—but the real killer would go scot free. 
 
    Two guards appeared ahead, their spears aslant over their brawny shoulders as they walked with the slow, purposeful gait of men on patrol. Flaminius slowed down, and gave them both a salute. They saluted in turn, pausing to eye him dubiously, but continued on their way. Flaminius glanced over his shoulder, then dodged around a corner. He must look a sight. His hair was plastered to his head and he knew he must be whey faced and bright eyed. He needed a wash and a brush up, a dip in the pool at the nearest bathhouse. 
 
    But all that would have to wait. Somewhere in this building Ozymandias was carrying out an interrogation, and it was imperative that Flaminius should also be present. 
 
    He found a flight of steps leading downwards, and took them. A single cresset flickered on the wall, but all else was dark and shadowed. There was a door at the bottom. From somewhere ahead he could hear people talking. Warily, he tried the door. It was not locked. He pushed it open and entered. 
 
    It was cool and dark in the cellar. More cressets flickered on the walls. A rank smell of burnt flesh hung in the air. Dark, brawny figures stood together on one side, while on the far side of the room, an old, bearded man hung in chains from the walls. Sitting cross legged before him, gazing up eagerly, was a younger man in white kilt and black skull cap. 
 
    The younger man was talking. ‘…and I’ll ask you again. Why did you deny any knowledge of the Judaean cult referred to by its enemies as Christians?’ Flaminius realised with a shock that it was Ozymandias. 
 
    The old man raised a weary head. It wasn’t Carpocrates. It was the sophist Basilides. 
 
    ‘I told you. I felt nervous, scared. Common, unenlightened people have such prejudices against the Elect. Naturally enough; those who remain in thrall to the Archons and follow their laws despise those who have learnt the truth…’ 
 
    ‘Enough of your sophistry, old man,’ Ozymandias said. He rose and gestured to the burly guards. ‘Will you speak plainly, or shall I let my friends here spend more time with you?’ 
 
    Flaminius noticed fresh burn marks on Basilides’ chest. 
 
    ‘All I am saying is that I lied to you and the Roman tribune,’ Basilides said, ‘because I was afraid you might connect me with the killing of the centurion.’ He looked rueful. ‘I am not a believer in martyrdom. I see no reason to die for my beliefs! It seems I was unsuccessful in my endeavours to distance myself from the crimes of others. I spoke to you at the ruins only to warn you about the dangers you faced!’ 
 
    ‘Don’t give me that nonsense,’ said Ozymandias. ‘You have no respect for the laws of god or man, and none for their representatives. You have no respect for the laws of Menes, or Numa, or of Moses, or the Medes and the Persians, for that matter. You think this conjurer who claimed to be the Judaean Christus liberated you from all such laws.’ 
 
    Flaminius listened, perturbed. Was Ozymandias saying that this sophist was a Christian himself? 
 
    Painfully, Basilides shook his head. ‘You’re confused, I’m afraid. I believe that Christus descended from the true god, Abraxas, who exists far beyond this world, that he showed we mortals how to liberate the divine spark and return to its origin.’  
 
    Flaminius remembered that Abraxas was the word that had been cut into Julius Strabo’s brow. 
 
    ‘That process of salvation can only be achieved through knowledge,’ Basilides went on, ‘the hidden wisdom hinted at in Christus’ parables and teachings. I myself received this wisdom from Mathias, who was Christus’ apostle. It is the key to salvation. Salvation cannot be achieved by that sin which comes into the soul like a serpent.’ 
 
    ‘In one breath,’ Ozymandias said scornfully, ‘you admit to belonging to this perverted cult of this demon Abraxas and yet you deny that you believe its precepts. You’re clearly not opposed to lying.’ He shook his head. ‘Maybe I should let the interrogators at you again.’ 
 
    Flaminius had seen enough. 
 
    ‘I see you’ve begun without me,’ he said affably, strolling into the middle of the room. Two men, civic guards, came up on his either flank, swords drawn. He flashed them his brooch and smiled. ‘I’m with the scribe,’ he said. 
 
    Ozymandias turned to stare at Flaminius’ shadowy figure. ‘Let him past,’ he told the guards. The tribune brushed past them and stepped out into the torchlight. He looked up at Basilides’ chained form. The old man’s chest was raw with burns. 
 
    ‘I assume this man is not a Roman citizen,’ he said. 
 
    Ozymandias shook his head, offended. ‘You asked Basilides his background when we first met him,’ he reminded Flaminius. ‘I had it checked and double checked. He is a Judaean with Alexandrian citizenship. He is not exempt from torture.’ 
 
    ‘Very well,’ said the tribune. Basilides was bearing up well under his ill treatment at the hands of the guards, showing a stoic fortitude that would have not surprised Flaminius if he had truly been a sophist. ‘You’re a Christian?’ 
 
    Basilides gave him a weary look. ‘That is not what we call ourselves.’ 
 
    ‘But you believe that this conjurer Jesus was the Judaean Christus?’ 
 
    ‘He was the Logos incarnate,’ Basilides said. ‘He descended from Abraxas the bornless god to the terrestrial plane to liberate us from the demiurge, and bring us into Eternity, which is represented by the serpent Ouroboros.’ 
 
    Flaminius glanced enquiringly at Ozymandias. The Egyptian made a face. ‘He’s been talking like this since we brought him in. I can’t make head nor tail of it. But he denies any connection with Julius Strabo’s murder.’ 
 
    Some of Basilides’ jargon was familiar to Flaminius. ‘It sounds much like the peripatetic sophists I listened to when I was a student,’ he muttered. ‘But he seems to have incorporated some Judaean notions. Much the same as Carpocrates.’ He looked Basilides in the eye. ‘You belong to the same cult, then? Is Carpocrates a Christian too?’ 
 
    ‘That’s not what we call ourselves,’ Basilides repeated, but broke off abruptly when Ozymandias struck him across the mouth. 
 
    ‘Enough!’ Flaminius said, and Ozymandias sat down again sullenly. ‘I’ll ask you again, Basilides. Do you follow the same Bacchic cult?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ said Basilides wearily. ‘I do not belong to the same cult as Carpocrates! I have been explaining this to your colleague for several hours.’ 
 
    ‘Not explaining it very well, it seems,’ said Flaminius heavily. ‘You deny all connection with Carpocrates, and yet you certainly speak in the same way he does, this bizarre mishmash of Judaism and marketplace sophistry. I thought you were a philosopher yourself, but now it seems that you’re a member of some cult; the same orgiastic cult of this crucified conjurer.’ 
 
    He tapped his lips thoughtfully. 
 
    ‘Carpocrates denies that he murdered the centurion, and for a variety of reasons I’m inclined to believe him. You live near the ruined temple where the body was found, you belong to the same cult Julius Strabo was investigating, and we first met you when we were inspecting the scene. The name of your bornless god was cut into the brow of the murdered man. You’re an intelligent man: you can see how it would make you look suspicious. You befriended Centurion Julius Strabo while he was undercover investigating your cult, then learnt who he was and murdered him. After all, murder is only illegal under the laws of the demiurge, who you despise.’ 
 
    Flaminius heard the cellar door open again, but he was intent on Basilides’ reaction to this accusation and did not turn to see who had joined them. The man shook his head wearily. 
 
    ‘You claim that you were not present that night,’ Flaminius added. ‘You say you were at the house of a Roman. Are there any witnesses of this?’ 
 
    ‘I can confirm that Basilides was present at my house on the night when Julius Strabo was murdered.’ 
 
    Flaminius turned on hearing the familiar voice. The commander of the civic guard stood in the doorway to the cellar. Two guards loomed on either side of him.  
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    Flaminius’ head pounded. Wiping sweat from his brow, he stared at Paulus Alexander. 
 
    ‘This Christian was in your house?’ he echoed. ‘When Julius Strabo was murdered? How can you be so sure? Weren’t you in the Old Judaean Quarter when the centurion was murdered?’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander shook his head. ‘I found the body,’ he said. ‘But some time had elapsed before he was killed.’ 
 
    ‘And you say that the sophist Basilides was in your house at the time?’ Ozymandias asked. ‘How can you be certain?’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander turned to the civic guards. ‘Take Basilides down,’ he instructed them. ‘Give him recompense, and healing salve for his injuries.  
 
    ‘You,’ he said, turning to Ozymandias, ‘I want to see in my office. And I would request your presence, Tribune Flaminius, accompanying the scribe under guard. The medic Achilles came to me only moments ago, telling me that you had forced your way out of his care. You really are a sick man, tribune. First you break free from your physician, then you subject a respected citizen of Alexandria to this ordeal.’ 
 
    Before Flaminius could protest, the two guards seized him. The commander departed the cellar as the interrogators set Basilides free, and the guards marched Flaminius and Ozymandias up the steps after him. 
 
    Passing scribes and guards watched as the Roman tribune was led up the main staircase. Ozymandias walked nearby, and Paulus Alexander strode at the head of the little procession.  
 
    ‘What did you think you were doing, interrogating Basilides?’ Flaminius hissed to Ozymandias. The Egyptian shot him a glance. 
 
    ‘I thought we’d agreed that Basilides must have been the murderer,’ he said. ‘You keep insisting it couldn’t have been Carpocrates.’ 
 
    ‘Basilides is an old man,’ Flaminius said. ‘That was the main problem with that theory. Anyway, I wouldn’t have sanctioned torture of an Alexandrian citizen. That kind of thing creates a terrible scandal, you know, even if it is permissible by law. The city has seen enough riots. I just wanted him questioned.’ 
 
    Ozymandias shrugged. ‘That’s how we question people in the civic guard,’ he said. ‘How else can you be certain that you’re getting an honest answer if you don’t apply a little encouragement?’ 
 
    Flaminius shook his head wearily. He still seemed to be suffering from the fever; his limbs shook almost as if he was afraid of the two civic guards who marched on either side of him. ‘If I’d known what you were doing, I would have stopped you.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you didn’t,’ said Ozymandias spiritedly. ‘You were dead to the world. I was carrying on your work, alright? Julius Strabo was my partner. I want justice to be done. And the commander himself gave me permission to use whatever means necessary, although he seems to have forgotten that.’ 
 
    They had reached the office. Paulus Alexander turned and gave Ozymandias a cold look. He led them inside. 
 
    Paulus Alexander sat behind his desk, his anger barely cooled by the fan-slave’s best efforts, but his guests were not accorded such a dignity. Ozymandias went to sit on the floor but one of the guards cuffed him and he rose smartly to his feet again, cringing. Flaminius was held by the other guard. 
 
    ‘I did indeed give you permission to use whatever means necessary,’ the commander said to Ozymandias. ‘But that does not include torturing people as eminent as Basilides.’ 
 
    ‘You know him?’ asked Flaminius. ‘You can provide him with an alibi? He is one of our chief suspects, you realise.’ 
 
    ‘Between my wife Clara and her friends,’ Paulus Alexander said, ‘and myself, an alibi can be provided for him for the night of Julius Strabo’s death. 
 
    ‘Clara and her circle of friends take a keen interest in spiritual matters. I, of course, am an initiate into the mysteries of Sarapis and Mithras, but most cults will not accept women into their ranks. Naturally, that makes women like my wife insanely curious as to the nature of such groups. 
 
    ‘As a result, when she learnt that a group existed in Alexandria that accepted women, she was immediately interested. I was doubtful myself, and would have forbade her to join it, headstrong woman that she is, but after much discussion and investigation I decided that the group was harmless. 
 
    ‘She attended several of their rituals, accompanied by a growing number of women of her own sort, and even asked me for permission to invite a leader of this group to my villa one night. I often include philosophers and poets among my guests; it’s what’s expected of a man in my position. I made no distinction between them and this sophist. 
 
    ‘As it happened, the night I had arranged for Basilides to visit was precisely the night when I received Julius Strabo’s message via Ozymandias. Explaining that business affairs took me away from them, I departed my villa after dinner and went at once to the ruined temple, where I found Julius Strabo’s mutilated corpse. On my return later that night, Basilides was just leaving.’ 
 
    ‘So you were the public dignitary the sophist mentioned,’ Flaminius said. ‘He claimed that he had an alibi for the murder; I now see that it is a watertight one.’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander shook his head. ‘I find it necessary once again to question your competence, tribune. No doubt under better circumstances you would not make such a blunder, but with this brain fever…’ 
 
    ‘The mistake was mine,’ Ozymandias said loyally. ‘Tribune Flaminius wasn’t responsible for what went on. As you say, he’s suffering from fever.’ 
 
    ‘Fever during which he was so irrational as to threaten the medic Achilles with his sword,’ said Paulus Alexander sadly. ‘I will be speaking with the legate about this matter. I doubt he will be willing to employ you further on when he hears of your eccentric conduct. I shall, of course, explain that the fever is to blame.’ He shook his head. ‘It is vital that this murder is investigated, but I doubt your competence. Do you not have any other suspects?’ 
 
    Ozymandias blurted out, ‘The guard is looking for another man. Carpocrates, who attacked us in Rachotis, near the canal. He is clearly connected with this cult.’ 
 
    ‘You mean the cult that my wife belongs to?’ Paulus Alexander said. ‘You really intend to haul another citizen off the streets and subject him to torture?’ 
 
    ‘With respect,’ said Flaminius, ‘Carpocrates is an entirely different matter from Basilides. I still think there is a connection between them; they use the same mystical jargon, but while Basilides is to all intents and purposes as harmless an old Greek sophist as ever bored his audience rigid, Carpocrates is a nasty piece of work. I first met him at the forefront of the riot.’ 
 
    ‘Carpocrates,’ said Paulus Alexander slowly, as if tasting the Greek name. ‘That is the man who attacked you? You suspect he was Julius Strabo’s killer? He sounds a likely fellow, if he was involved in the riots and later attacked you in the street! Much more plausible than Basilides. I’m glad you are looking for him. If you can find him, have him brought here and my men will question him thoroughly.’ 
 
    The commander was changing his tune. ‘Even if he is an Alexandrian citizen?’ Flaminius asked. ‘I don’t know if we’ll be able to find him. He is particularly elusive. But this is all by the by. I don’t think he is the murderer.’ He explained the situation in some detail. 
 
    Paulus Alexander shook his head. ‘No,’ he said. ‘You’re making too much of a few technicalities. If we can find Carpocrates, he will be tortured until he confesses, then crucified. Not only for murder, you understand. You are a witness that he was a ringleader of the riots, and he also assaulted you. Isn’t that right, tribune?’ 
 
    Flaminius nodded slowly. ‘Certainly he was in the riot,’ he said. ‘He should be brought to justice. And I am a witness, as is Ozymandias here, of that and his attack on us in an alleyway off the canal in Rachotis. But I don’t think he murdered Julius Strabo. I think the killer was another man entirely.’ 
 
    ‘Who, then?’ said Paulus Alexander. ‘And where is your proof?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t have any—yet,’ said Flaminius. ‘I am not going to accuse anyone without proof. But when I get it, I will be sure to tell you.’ 
 
    The commander shook his head. ‘I will give orders to the guards to increase the search for Carpocrates. We can arrest him on rioting charges even if you fail to provide evidence that he killed Julius Strabo. I request that you also join the search. You’ve seen the man recently. You must have some idea of where he can be found. Do this,’ he added, ‘and I will reconsider my intention to inform the legate of your treatment of Achilles.’ 
 
    He picked up a report. ‘Dismissed,’ he said without looking up. The guards marched them out of the office. 
 
    ‘Paulus Alexander wants Carpocrates caught,’ said Flaminius as they departed the palace a short while afterwards. 
 
    ‘Don’t you?’ Ozymandias asked. Flaminius didn’t answer. Hobbling down the steps just ahead of them was an elderly man, aided by one of the civic guard.  
 
    ‘I think we should have a quiet word with Basilides,’ the tribune  said. 
 
    Flaminius set off after the old man. Ozymandias caught him by the arm. ‘After we tortured him?’ 
 
    Flaminius shook his head. ‘All a mistake. And not by my orders.’ He pulled free and went up to Basilides, nodding to the guard. 
 
    ‘I’d just like to extend my apologies, sir,’ he said as Basilides cowered back. ‘Terrible mistake. I hope the civic guard has recompensed you for your trouble.’ 
 
    Basilides drew himself up bravely. ‘No coin could compensate me for what your men did,’ he said. ‘It is valueless, dross, like all material things. Happily, I know that the same applies to this envelope of flesh that imprisons the divine spark, which cannot perish or be harmed in any way, but yearns to return to the highest god down from which it was drawn.’ 
 
    ‘I see…’ said Flaminius. ‘I just wanted to apologise. You were in the wrong place at the wrong time. High-handed action was taken. We’re now searching for Carpocrates.’ 
 
    Basilides looked down his nose. ‘Carpocrates? You think he was the killer of the centurion?’ 
 
    ‘Personally no,’ said Flaminius. ‘He is guilty of assault, however, and was involved in the riots. He, er, seems to be a co-religionist of yours. Certainly he says a lot of the same things. This business about the demiurge, for example.’ 
 
    Now Basilides drew himself up. ‘By no means do we follow the same religion! My teachings are mystical doctrines the apostle Mathias learnt privately from the Christus himself, Jesus; he who people believe was crucified when in fact it was Simon of Cyrene who was crucified in Jesus’ shape with Jesus looking on and laughing. The teachings of Carpocrates are warped and perverted imitations of my own and those of others who heard the word of Christus from his own lips. Considering his evident moral decay I am not surprised that Carpocrates is guilty of assault and riotous behaviour. I am not at all surprised that he is suspected of murder. He does not even observe the same days of worship as I! It is quite possible that he killed the centurion that night. Would you believe it, his cult meets tonight? The day of Mercury rather than the day of the Sun?’ 
 
    Flaminius frowned. ‘They meet tonight?’ 
 
    ‘As far as I understand,’ said Basilides. ‘It is certainly the night when I have heard the sounds of their revels. I explained all this to the centurion when I first approached him about the matter, during the summer…’ 
 
    ‘I see,’ said Flaminius. So it was Basilides who had put Julius Strabo on the road to his death. ‘Thank you.’ He signed to the civic guard. ‘Help him home now.’ 
 
    As Basilides hobbled off down the street, assisted by the two guards, Flaminius turned to Ozymandias. 
 
    ‘What now?’ the Egyptian said. ‘Night is falling. And all that interrogation has given me quite an appetite.’ 
 
    Flaminius looked around him. It was growing dark. He was weak and tired, but he only had another day left before he was sent to some desert outpost to spy on barbarians. 
 
    ‘That’s a very good question,’ he said. ‘I also need food—and rest. And we need to talk over everything we’ve learnt. Somewhere private, where there aren’t too many people listening.’ 
 
    ‘I suggest we return to my house,’ Ozymandias said.  
 
    ‘It was down in your end of town that I seem to have met the miasma that gave me this fever.’ Flaminius’ limbs were still shaking from the last attack. 
 
    ‘You’d spurn my old fashioned Egyptian hospitality?’ Ozymandias looked disappointed. ‘Nitocris will be cooking lentil stew again. And I know how much you like her lentil stew.’ 
 
    Grimacing, Flaminius followed the Egyptian down the street. 
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    But when they reached Ozymandias’ house Nitocris was mysteriously absent. 
 
    ‘Where is she?’ Ozymandias said, as the freshly lit lamp sent shadows skipping into every corner of the deserted room. ‘I wonder what’s up with the girl.’ 
 
    He poured them beer and stirred the contents of the cauldron. Flaminius sat down on the paillasse with a thump. 
 
    ‘Is she often out at night?’ he asked. 
 
    Ozymandias could make a better effort to control his wife. A Roman husband would; at least all the Roman husbands he’d cuckolded had done their best. 
 
    ‘She often isn’t home,’ Ozymandias admitted. ‘She has these groups she goes to. Women, you know? I don’t ask. It does her good to get out, and not sit around at home all the time.’ 
 
    Flaminius stared at him. ‘Groups? Do you mean cults?’ 
 
    Ozymandias shrugged. ‘We Egyptians are a highly religious people. I don’t know what they are.’ 
 
    ‘Jove’s sake, man!’ Flaminius said in horror. ‘She’s going out at night and you don’t know where? You Egyptians know nothing about security!’ 
 
    ‘What are you trying to say?’ Ozymandias loomed threateningly over him. ‘What are you implying about my wife? You’re worse than Julius Strabo!’ 
 
    ‘You can’t trust anyone in this line of work.’ Flaminius remembered Medea, how she had betrayed him. How he had killed her. ‘That’s the first rule: trust no one.’ 
 
    Ozymandias tried to grab him by the tunic, haul him to his feet. With barely a struggle, Flaminius disengaged himself from the man’s scrawny arms.  
 
    He remained sitting, and gestured for the Egyptian to sit beside him. Sullenly, beaten, Ozymandias sat on the packed earth floor. 
 
    ‘The message that appeared so mysteriously,’ Flaminius said. ‘The one from Julius Strabo, asking Paulus Alexander to meet him in the Old Judaean Quarter. How did that get into your house?’ 
 
    Ozymandias gazed at him, breathing harshly as he regained his temper, the kohl and the shadows from the lamp transforming his eyes into dark pits, dark abysses. 
 
    ‘I’d always wondered,’ he admitted. ‘Do you think she brought it?’ 
 
    Flaminius nodded. ‘It would make sense, wouldn’t it?’ he said. ‘If she is a member of the cult. One of these Christians. Remember what we’ve learnt today. Paulus Alexander’s wife is a Christian. That’s how they work, these people; everyone knows it. They go for women, children, the poor, the weak. People who have no hope of gaining salvation by joining a mystery cult.’ 
 
    ‘But the Christians are harmless,’ Ozymandias said. ‘You’ve said so yourself. It’s the official imperial position. It’s what Trajan of Blessed Memory said, what Hadrian himself says. They can’t be prosecuted simply for being Christian.’ 
 
    ‘Only for the crimes they commit,’ said Flaminius pensively. ‘But I wonder. Having met this Carpocrates, I really wonder.’ He remembered his last conversation with that pompous fool, Hadrian. ‘Far be it from me to criticise the emperor, or question his views.’  
 
    Flaminius was an initiate into the cult of Mithras, a soldier, as they called it, for all the good that brought. He had been accepted into an influential body of men, although he had seen in Britain how the cult’s power could be abused. Like all mystery cults, it offered salvation in the afterlife; after initiation into the cult, and progress through the levels of enlightenment, all that would lead the soul into heavenly bliss once this life was ended. Flaminius didn’t believe a word of it. Yet, membership of the cult benefited men in this world. 
 
    Few mystery cults accepted women, as Paulus Alexander had said, or poor men for that matter. No wonder this subversive Christian cult had become so popular. And yet, its teachings were questionable to say the least. But was it surprising that a cult of the underdog like Christianity should teach ideas that were so warped? 
 
    ‘This is exactly what Julius Strabo believed,’ said Ozymandias. ‘He said that the cult was subversive, seditious; that unchecked it might bring down the empire. Paulus Alexander wouldn’t listen. He assigned me to aid him, but told me in confidence that I was not to believe his words without full proof.’ He looked Flaminius in the eye. ‘Julius Strabo certainly didn’t trust anyone. He didn’t even trust me, it seems. He went undercover without telling me, and I was his partner.’ 
 
    ‘But when he sent the commander a message,’ said Flaminius, ‘he went through you. And how did he get that message to your house?’ 
 
    ‘He had been here before,’ said Ozymandias. ‘I invited him home as I did you. He was very friendly with Nitocris,’ he added ruefully. 
 
    ‘This is what I think,’ said Flaminius. ‘Julius Strabo decided that the only way he could find the truth was to go undercover. At some point, he reencountered Nitocris, and gave her the message to leave in a place where you could find it. I can’t imagine that even undercover he could have gained access to your house.’ 
 
    ‘How did he reencounter my wife?’ Ozymandias asked. 
 
    ‘I think he met her at one of these meetings,’ Flaminius said. ‘A ritual of the Christians. He went undercover and joined them. Your wife was already a member.’ 
 
    ‘Without my knowledge?’ 
 
    ‘Do you know where she goes?’ Flaminius challenged him. ‘You’ve already admitted that you have only the vaguest idea. Now she’s missing again. And Basilides said that tonight is the night Carpocrates and his gang meet.’ 
 
    ‘You think she’s with Carpocrates,’ Ozymandias said flatly. 
 
    Flaminius gripped him by the shoulder. ‘It’s a possibility,’ he said. ‘We don’t even know if she is a Christian, let alone if she is with Carpocrates. But she’s not here.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, Roman,’ said Ozymandias. ‘That’s set my mind at rest. We don’t know where…’ He halted. ‘The ruined temple.’ 
 
    Flaminius nodded. ‘That’s where Basilides thinks Carpocrates’ cult meets.’ 
 
    Decisively Ozymandias rose to his feet. ‘We’ll have to go there straightaway.’ 
 
    Flaminius tugged him back down. ‘Not yet. What Basilides said suggests they meet later at night. Anyway, how can we infiltrate them as we are?’ 
 
    ‘Julius Strabo infiltrated them,’ said Ozymandias. 
 
    ‘Yes, but that was over a period of months,’ said Flaminius. ‘And it’s possible he had insider help.’ 
 
    ‘Insider help?’ Ozymandias was baffled. 
 
    ‘You told me he was friendly with your sister,’ Flaminius pointed out. 
 
    Ozymandias shook his head. ‘Like you say, we don’t even know if she’s part of the cult. If they’re not going to meet until the middle watches of the night, where is she now?’ 
 
    Flaminius shrugged. ‘With you out all day, she could be anywhere. Maybe she is at the house of a friend. Is there anyone in the Egyptian Quarter she goes to see?’ 
 
    ‘Plenty of women she talks to down at the well,’ Ozymandias says. ‘Gossips with, more like it. Who knows, maybe some of them are in the cult too. But she has friends in the Greek Quarter, or she did. She could be anywhere in the city.’ 
 
    Flaminius got to his feet and began striding up and down the small room. ‘We could go to the ruined temple and see if she’s there. If Carpocrates is there! We could arrange it with Paulus Alexander to have men on hand to arrest him.’ 
 
    ‘And arrest my sister?’ Ozymandias said. ‘No you don’t!’ 
 
    Flaminius turned to face him. ‘We can only arrest them if they’re breaking the law,’ he reminded the Egyptian. ‘Nitocris won’t be, will she? Carpocrates’—he rubbed his inflamed wounds— ‘certainly has done.’ 
 
    ‘No, I don’t like it,’ said Ozymandias. ‘Besides, there’s no reason to think they’ll be there until later.’ He pounded his fist into his palm. ‘I just wish I knew where she was.’ 
 
    ‘Could she be down by the well?’ Flaminius suggested. ‘Maybe she got talking to some of her friends.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ said Ozymandias. ‘I just don’t know! Don’t keep asking me!’ 
 
    Flaminius strode towards the door. 
 
    ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘We’ll give it a try. We need to talk to her one way or another.’ 
 
    He stepped out into the warm evening air. Cicadas chirped among the tamarisk trees in the street down the alley. The goat was asleep on her feet. Flaminius reached the alleyway and looked back. Ozymandias had followed as far as the door and was watching him in silence, a dark shadow against the blackness of the doorway. 
 
    The city night was a soft susurrus of sound. Flaminius peered down the alleyway towards the better lit street that led to the Serapeum. Small groups of people were passing. It was hard to believe that a night or two before parts of the city had been under martial law. Now everything was quiet and peaceful. 
 
    A patrol marched past, spearheads glinting in starlight, and he smiled grimly. That was why it was so quiet. 
 
    ‘I don’t think we’ll find her at the well.’ Ozymandias had joined him in the archway. ‘Not at this time of night.’ 
 
    ‘We might find someone who has seen her.’  
 
    Flaminius raised an eyebrow of invitation. Ozymandias led them into the street and then to a small square where a well was located. The area was deserted. No women stood beside it with brimming buckets and clattering tongues. The night hung heavy. Flaminius sat on a kerbing stone and looked up at Ozymandias. 
 
    ‘We could try the Old Judaean Quarter,’ he said. ‘Or we could ask the guards to look for her.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll not bring them into it,’ the scribe said with a shudder. ‘My sister is not going to get into their filthy hands.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe we should divide our forces,’ said Flaminius. ‘One of us would be better at infiltrating the cult than two. You wait for her at your house. I’ll go to the Old Judaean Quarter and try to get into the ritual.’ 
 
    Ozymandias shook his head. ‘You’ll go on your own to the ritual? Julius Strabo took months to infiltrate it and you know what happened to him. Do you think you’ll do better in one night?’ 
 
    Maybe it was the fever that lurked within him, making his bones ache and his muscles throb. But as long as Flaminius had been in Alexandria he had been feeling a mounting frustration. Everything was working against him. Nothing seemed to be proceeding according to plan.  
 
    He had suspected Ozymandias at the beginning. Now, that seemed absurd. The man wanted to bring Julius Strabo’s killers to justice as much as he did, even if his methods were dubious. But was his sister-wife really mixed up in all this? Had they been jumping to conclusions? All because of a mysterious message. But who else couldhave delivered it? 
 
    ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘We’ll go back to your house, see if she’s there. If we can talk to her… maybe she could help us infiltrate the ritual.’ 
 
    Together they made their way back through the dusty night-time streets and up the alleyway, passing a robed man heading back towards the street. Ozymandias, in the lead, paused. 
 
    ‘Did I leave the lamp burning?’ he muttered. Flaminius saw over his shoulder a light coming from the house. ‘Was I so forgetful in my anxiety? The house could have burnt down!’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ the tribune said. ‘I left before you. Don’t you remember?’ 
 
    ‘I thought I extinguished it,’ said Ozymandias. 
 
    ‘Nitocris must be back, then,’ said Flaminius excitedly. ‘Quick, we can talk to her.’ 
 
    He brushed past the scribe and found the gate was bolted. Unbolting it, he hurried through the yard. The goat bleated.  
 
    A slender figure appeared in the doorway, limned with lamplight. 
 
    ‘Nitocris!’ said Flaminius. Her face was flushed and she seemed to be reeling 
 
    ‘Sister,’ said Ozymandias, pushing his way past. ‘What is the matter with you?’ 
 
    Nitocris clung to the doorjamb. ‘Nothing,’ she said in a high pitched, tremulous voice. ‘I was worried about you. You’re late home.’ 
 
    ‘So are you,’ said Flaminius grimly. ‘Where have you been?’ 
 
    ‘This is my affair, Roman,’ said Ozymandias curtly. He led Nitocris inside and sat her down on the paillasse. ‘You seem upset,’ he said soothingly. Flaminius watched from the doorway. ‘Has something happened?’ 
 
    Nitocris took a moment to gather her thoughts. ‘I had a visit,’ she said. ‘I was with some of my friends. Then I came back here. Someone followed me. They spoke to me.’ She shook her head. ‘I can’t speak of it.’ 
 
    Ozymandias shook her. ‘Tell me!’ he said. ‘What have you got yourself mixed up in?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t say,’ she told him furiously, and struck him across the face. 
 
    Confused, Flaminius took a step into the room. Rubbing at his face with one hand, Ozymandias seized his sister’s wrist with the other. ‘Are you part of this Judaean cult? Are you a Christian?’ he demanded. ‘Answer me, by Sarapis. Answer me! Is that it? You’ve joined the Christians!’ 
 
    Nitocris began to sob. 
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    ‘Our father,’ said Nitocris when she had composed herself, ‘was with Osiris. Our mother soon joined him, and we were alone in the world, our other siblings having died in infancy. For a while you sustained us, Ozymandias, though I did not know how. I thought you had found yourself work as a scribe…’ 
 
    ‘Employment was hard to find,’ Ozymandias said defensively, ‘if you had no friends and no influence.’ 
 
    ‘But you were robbing tombs,’ Nitocris murmured, ‘stealing from the dead. And then you were found out, and you were made a slave as a punishment.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve apologised for this,’ Ozymandias said testily, ‘many times.’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ said Nitocris. ‘I only mention it because it is part of why I went to the bad.’ 
 
    ‘You’re laying the blame at my door?’ Ozymandias said bitterly. ‘I shouldn’t be surprised. It was always your way…’ 
 
    ‘Enough,’ said Flaminius. The last thing he wanted to see this night was a domestic quarrel. ‘Let Nitocris tell her story.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, Gaius,’ she said, turning her grave dark eyes upon him for a moment and rubbing at her earlobe. Flaminius noticed a small scar or burn mark on it. ‘I’m not proud of what I have done. 
 
    ‘I was alone,’ she went on, ‘no family, no real friends. Our family home was taken away. I had not an obol to pay the rent. There was a way, but I suppose I was too proud for that. I was cast out, into the street.’ 
 
    ‘You weren’t living in the street when I was manumitted,’ Ozymandias said. ‘You were living with those women. I had no idea about this. You never said anything…’ 
 
    Her quiet, serious tones cut him off. ‘This is how I came to live with “those women”, brother. 
 
    ‘At first, I managed to find a place to sleep at the Serapeum, in the temple forecourts at night. But there was a man there, among the other sleepers… I ran away from him. I slept in other temples, where the priests sometimes fed me, spent the day in the gardens or down by the canal. I was at a loss, out in the cold, without a friend. The man in the Serapeum said he wanted to be my friend, but I could see what he truly desired.  
 
    ‘At last, I had to turn to begging in the Greek Quarter. I was so hungry, I can still remember it.’ Her face was pale and distant. ‘Even now, when we have enough to eat lentils every day, and a goat to provide milk I can still remember the hunger. The slop the priests doled out was not enough for a whole day. 
 
    ‘Then I met the women. They were Greeks, most of them, some of them Judaean. None Egyptian, but they helped me when they found me in the gardens, unwashed and half starved, took me home. I was given food and new clothes, and they wanted nothing in return. Not at first. I was happy to serve them, but they would not let me. There were men there too, but they were not like the man in the Serapeum. It was a long time before I learnt the truth about them. It was long before I learnt that they had renounced the gods, renounced Pharaoh—his imperial majesty, I should say—and taken to worshipping the one they called the Christus. Naturally I was horrified.’ 
 
    ‘You fell in with Christians,’ Ozymandias muttered. He was furious, but his anger was with himself more than with her. ‘If only I had been there to help you. I wouldn’t have become a tomb robber if I could have found myself an Egyptian master to take me on….’ 
 
    Flaminius lifted a hand for silence. He wanted to hear the whole of Nitocris’ story. This might just be the solution to all their problems. What she had told them so far was of a piece with everything he had heard about Christians as a whole, that they took advantage of the dispossessed and the disenfranchised, luring them away from the mainstream of society.  
 
    He had been born into a well-off family, and although he had had little say when it came to joining the legions he had never lacked for money or friends. He had no idea what it would be like to be homeless, family-less, on the street, without any of the advantages of his social connections. Being in that situation would make one ideal fodder for a subversive cult like the Christians. Even if they were not criminally inclined like Carpocrates, they were certainly anti-social and irreligious. 
 
    ‘You say you were horrified,’ he prompted her. ‘Why was that? What did they make you do?’ 
 
    She shrugged. ‘They weren’t like the man in the Serapeum,’ she repeated, ‘if that is what you mean. But they wanted me to join them in renouncing the gods, renouncing sacrifices. We all know that the world depends on the gods, that the empire depends on the emperor. If people were to stop sacrificing to the gods, what would happen? If this cult was ever to take hold, it would be the downfall of the empire, the end of the world.’ 
 
    ‘You mean you didn’t join them?’ Ozymandias looked relieved at the idea. 
 
    The girl shook her head. ‘I was weak. I had nowhere else to go. And they had been kind to me. They weren’t monsters, whatever they believed.’ She looked downwards. ‘I joined them.’ 
 
    ‘You renounced the gods?’ Ozymandias said. 
 
    She nodded, looking about to cry again. ‘And the emperor. I said I would not offer sacrifices to either. And there were other strictures, but most of them made sense. Not to lie, not to bear false witness… But I did lie. I lied when I said I believed. I went along with everything they wanted to make them happy.’ She shrugged. ‘It seemed that they were good people, if misguided, and likely to anger the gods.’ 
 
    ‘Basilides told lies,’ said Flaminius. ‘Out of pragmatism, of course. That’s understandable. But he seemed unwilling to become a martyr. No one was ever executed for being a Christian if they agreed to make sacrifices to the emperor. No one cares what people believe as long as they don’t threaten the social or cosmic order.’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ said Nitocris, ‘I told lies too. I told lies because I wanted to live. I said I would renounce the gods. If only it had gone no further than that.’ 
 
    Ozymandias’ voice was bleak. ‘What did they make you do?’ 
 
    Nitocris said nothing for a while. ‘There were men who came to talk to us,’ she said. ‘Sophists and the like. One was the man you mentioned, Basilides. I couldn’t understand what he said most of the time, but everyone thought he was a very wise and holy man. For some time, it was all as Basilides said it was. Basilides was the one they all listened to. 
 
    ‘I didn’t mind, he seemed a nice enough old man. He was like a priest of the gods. And yes, he said it was fine to make sacrifices if the Romans insisted. He said that people who wanted to die for their beliefs were fools. I remember that because it was the only thing he ever said that made any sense. But then he no longer visited us. Another man took his place.’ She shivered. ‘I didn’t like him.’ 
 
    Flaminius was filled with foreboding.  
 
    ‘This man. Was his name Carpocrates?’ 
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    Nitocris nodded quickly. ‘I don’t want to think about what we did after Carpocrates came.’ She gagged. ‘It was not long after that that I met my brother and learnt that he had been freed. And because he was freed, so was I.’ 
 
    ‘I went looking for you all over the city,’ Ozymandias told her. ‘Whenever I could, I searched for you. No one in Rachotis had heard anything of you since I was enslaved. Luckily, I was working for the commander of the civic guard, and had access to all sorts of information. They had had their eye on your friends for some time, it seems, even if they did not know the half of it.’ He shook his head ruefully. ‘If you’d told me, it would have made a very satisfactory report.’ 
 
    ‘They had been good to me,’ Nitocris said. ‘The people I lived with and the ones who visited. There was one lady named Clara who became my close friend. I did not wish to betray them. Then I was so happy because my brother had found me, and he was a rich man now. And so we married and came to live here together. It seemed that the nightmare was over.’ 
 
    ‘Clara?’ Flaminius said thoughtfully. ‘Paulus Alexander’s wife is called Clara.’ 
 
    Nitocris nodded. ‘The same lady. She was good to me. And she was happy that I was happy, but she did not want me to stop attending the rituals of the cult, even though I had married someone who was not one of them. So I kept going. For her sake.’ 
 
    Her brother gaped at her. ‘For the sake of the commander’s wife?’ Ozymandias shook his head. ‘So that is where you were going. But Carpocrates…’ 
 
    Flaminius had been horrified to learn that she had entered into that evil man’s ambit. ‘What of Julius Strabo, though?’ he asked her. ‘You had dealings with him?’ 
 
    She nodded. ‘Last summer, when my brother was assigned to him as his partner, he came here,’ she said. ‘I knew what they were investigating. I did not want my brother to learn what had happened to me. I thought he might cast me out into the street. But when the chance came, I spoke to the centurion, swore him to silence. I brought him with me to the rituals. He posed as a poor man who wanted to gain salvation. No mystery cult would accept a man so poor, he said, so he wanted to join the Christians. That was how he went undercover.’ 
 
    ‘He gave you that message?’ Ozymandias shook his head when she admitted this. ‘All this time and my own sister has been working behind my back. I wouldn’t have cast you out, girl! I love you! But…’ 
 
    Flaminius shifted uncomfortably. ‘You helped Julius Strabo get into a ritual,’ he said, interrupting. ‘There’s one tonight. Could you get me into it?’ 
 
    Nitocris regarded him doubtfully. ‘I think so,’ she whispered. 
 
    ‘Get him into it?’ Ozymandias said. ‘What about me?’ 
 
    ‘There would be less chance of us being caught if only one of us went,’ Flaminius told him. 
 
    ‘I’m supposed to trust a Roman with my own wife, my own sister?’ Ozymandias said. ‘In a place like that?’ He added, ‘But what do you expect to accomplish? Surely you’re not going to attend this ritual out of simple prurience?’ 
 
    Flaminius shook his head. ‘Not at all. We can arrest Carpocrates on charges of riotous behaviour and assault, but it doesn’t look like Carpocrates was the murderer. Yet it must have been someone in the group who murdered Julius Strabo. How he was exposed, I don’t know. But who else had any reason to murder him? Why else would he have been murdered? 
 
    Ozymandias was quiet. 
 
    ‘Besides,’ Flaminius added, ‘I want you to go to Paulus Alexander, or whoever is present in the palace at this late hour. He’ll know what to do. But I must have had enough time to gather evidence. If no wrongdoing has been done, no one can be arrested other than Carpocrates and anyone else we recognise from the riot or the fight. It’s possible the murderer will slip through. If we net them all, then we will be able to question them.’ 
 
    ‘What if Paulus Alexander’s wife Clara is present?’ asked Ozymandias. ‘He won’t like it if we lock his own wife in a cell.’ 
 
    Flaminius shrugged. ‘He can like it. If she’s a lawbreaker, the emperor will want her to face justice.’ 
 
    ‘Clara?’ Nitocris shook her head, hearing the name. ‘I don’t think Clara will be there. She went back to Basilides in the end. She didn’t like Carpocrates. Nor did I.’ 
 
    ‘Then why did you keep going to his rituals?’ Ozymandias wanted to know. ‘A man like that!’ 
 
    Again Nitocris shook her head. ‘At first because all the others did. Then after Clara left, it was because Julius Strabo wanted me to spy on them.’ 
 
    ‘My own sister, a spy,’ Ozymandias said bitterly. 
 
    ‘Well done,’ said Flaminius approvingly to Nitocris. ‘I never suspected you were on the payroll! It’s a credit to your skills.’ 
 
    ‘Payroll?’ Nitocris rubbed pensively at her ear. ‘The centurion didn’t pay me a drachma!’ 
 
    ‘You weren’t even paid,’ said Ozymandias incredulously. ‘Why do it, then?’ 
 
    ‘I wanted them exposed,’ she said, and bit her lip. ‘Carpocrates and his friends. I feel no loyalty towards them. The things they expected us to do.’ She shuddered. 
 
    ‘Nitocris,’ said Flaminius quietly, ‘When I get back to Rome I will ensure that you are suitably rewarded for your work.’ 
 
    She shook her head. ‘I don’t want anything. But I’m willing to help you just as I helped the other Roman.’ 
 
    ‘Please, call me Gaius,’ said Flaminius. 
 
    Ozymandias looked uneasily from one to the other. ‘I want Julius Strabo’s killer arrested,’ he said. ‘But I don’t see how this will help.’ 
 
    Flaminius was impatient. ‘I’ve already explained. If we can legally round them all up, we stand a better chance of learning who the killer was. You want him found, don’t you?’ 
 
    ‘How do you know it was a man?’ Ozymandias asked. 
 
    Flaminius was dumbfounded. ‘Are you accusing your sister? Or Paulus Alexander’s wife?’ 
 
    Ozymandias shrugged. ‘I suppose we’ll never know until we get enough evidence,’ he said grudgingly. 
 
    ‘Good man,’ said Flaminius. ‘Now, will you go to the palace? Meanwhile, your sister and I shall go to the Old Judaean Quarter.’ 
 
    Ozymandias nodded unwillingly.  
 
    ‘Very well,’ he said, and rose to his feet. 
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    Ozymandias reached the palace of Hadrian just in time to find Paulus Alexander outside the main doors, getting into his litter. 
 
    ‘Sir! Sir!’ He ran up to the commander, his bare feet slapping on the cold cobbles. 
 
    Wearily, Paulus Alexander motioned to the slaves to remain where they were. 
 
    ‘You have news of Carpocrates, scribe?’ he asked, one hand on the side of the vehicle. ‘It’s been a long day and arranging all the new patrols is taxing.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir,’ said Ozymandias. ‘You’re right, we’ve had news of Carpocrates.’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander gripped his sword hilt. ‘You have?’ he barked. ‘Where is he? Call out the guard at once.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ said Ozymandias, flapping a hand. ‘Tribune Flaminius says we must proceed with caution. We can’t arrest them without evidence of wrongdoing. Imperial directive.’ 
 
    ‘We can arrest them,’ said Paulus Alexander. ‘Particularly if they’re not Roman citizens. We just won’t be able to hold them long without charging them. And if we have no evidence…’ 
 
    ‘That’s what the tribune is obtaining,’ Ozymandias said. ‘He’s going to infiltrate the Christians and gather evidence against them. He wants us to surround the ruined temple while the ritual is being performed inside, then raid it and arrest them all.’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander turned to the slaves. ‘Wait here,’ he instructed. Then he took Ozymandias up the steps and back into the palace. 
 
    All was quiet at this late hour, although guards still stood at the main doors. The corridors and stairwells lay in shadow and silence. Slaves were mopping the mosaic floor. In Paulus Alexander’s office, dust danced in the dim light from shuttered windows. The commander lit a lamp and settled himself behind his desk. Ozymandias sat cross legged on the floor. 
 
    ‘We need to plan this properly,’ Paulus Alexander said. ‘You’re certain that Carpocrates will be present at this ritual? Who is your source? Is he reliable?’ 
 
    Ozymandias squirmed. ‘My source is my sister,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Your sister?’ Paulus Alexander’s eyes glinted in the flickering lamplight. ‘What does she know of Carpocrates?’ 
 
    Ozymandias scowled. ‘It seems that she has been a Christian for years,’ he said. ‘She joined them not long after I was enslaved. She knows all of them, where they meet, what they do…’ 
 
    ‘And you knew all this and did not tell me?’ Paulus Alexander snapped. ‘You knew where Carpocrates would be and did not tell me?’ 
 
    ‘This is all news to me,’ Ozymandias assured the commander. ‘I knew she had fallen in with a group of outcasts while I was not there to support her. I took her away from them, and hoped she had no more dealings with them. But I couldn’t keep an eye on her while I was at work. I knew she had friends I did not know…’ He explained how she had come to confess. 
 
    ‘You allowed her to associate with Christians,’ said Paulus Alexander flatly. ‘They seem to have an irresistible fascination for women, I can’t understand it. So now we have a chance to arrest Carpocrates. He is the one who matters. We will not worry ourselves about the rest. We must go the Old Judaean Quarter and surround the ruined temple when the ritual begins. Then we will seize Carpocrates. It’s about time he met justice. I think an example needs to be made. Noon in the hippodrome[1], Carpocrates will be the star attraction—and perhaps a wild beast or two.’ 
 
    ‘But Tribune Flaminius said we are to wait until he has evidence,’ Ozymandias protested. 
 
    ‘Scribe,’ Paulus Alexander said reprovingly. ‘I have seconded you to this imperial agent, just as I did with the last. But you take your orders from me. Is that understood? Now you will go there with a group of picked men and arrest Carpocrates.’ 
 
    Ozymandias gritted his teeth. ‘What of the man who murdered Julius Strabo?’ he said. ‘Flaminius came here to find out who killed the centurion.’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander studied the Egyptian closely. ‘Does he know who that is?’ he asked. ‘If so, we should arrest him.’ 
 
    ‘He thinks that if he can arrest the whole cult,’ Ozymandias explained, ‘he will be able to interrogate them and find out which one of them it was who killed Julius Strabo.’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander shook his head. ‘Obviously it was Carpocrates. The man’s a lunatic, and ruthless. He learnt that the centurion was an agent, and murdered him. So much is clear. The rest of the Christians are simply followers. Sheep. Like my wife and that other man, the one you were questioning. Basilides. They’re of no account.’ 
 
    ‘The tribune is very insistent that the centurion’s murderer be identified and brought to justice,’ said Ozymandias. ‘That was his mission, and until he completes it he is unable to return to his chief in Rome.’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander raised his eyebrows. ‘So that’s the case, is it? Very well, nothing shall stand in his way. We will ensure the Christians are arrested. Anyone of them who can be proved to have acted unlawfully will be dealt with accordingly. What matters most is that Carpocrates is found and caught.’ He rose to his feet. ‘Go to the barracks and assemble a group of picked men. Tell them not to wear civilian clothes but to conceal weapons beneath them. I will meet you at the edge of the Old Judaean Quarter, and then we will proceed surreptitiously to the ruined temple. First, I must speak with the Judaean elders, and obtain the key to the ruins.’ 
 
    He hurried from the office. Ozymandias watched the commander stride off downstairs in the direction of the main doors and his litter, and wondered quite what game the man was playing. Nitocris had said that both she and the commander’s wife had once been followers of Carpocrates. Did the commander fear that his own errant wife would be arrested that night? Or was he really going to arrange the night’s operation with the elders? 
 
    Time was pressing. Ozymandias couldn’t waste time waiting around. Leaving the office he went down a twisting series of palace corridors and stairs until he came to the barracks. Here he explained the situation to the centurion of the guard, a tall, thin man who had previously served with the legions. 
 
    ‘The commander wants us to go to the Old Judaean Quarter?’ the centurion asked, looking derisively at the stylus Ozymandias wore behind his ear. ‘Why didn’t he come here himself?’ 
 
    It was a very good question. These guards would never take a scribe seriously. 
 
    ‘Those are your orders,’ Ozymandias said, frowning up at the man. ‘We’re to go at once to the entrance to the Old Judaean Quarter and await the commander. Don’t question me. Do you want to be up on a charge of insubordination?’ 
 
    The centurion barked orders at his men. Soon they were all kitted out with civilian clothes, tunics and cloaks, the latter concealing their swords. If a contingent of guards was seen advancing on the Old Judaean Quarter it might be enough to spark more riots.  
 
    Apart from the undesirability of this, it was likely that in the confusion of the raid the ritual would not go ahead, that Carpocrates would escape. Paulus Alexander seemed to have little regard for Flaminius or his theories, any more than he had for Julius Strabo, but he had correctly identified Carpocrates as a man who needed to face justice. 
 
    The guards marched through the evening streets. Ozymandias had to run to keep up with the centurion. 
 
    ‘Can’t you get your men to walk like civilians?’ he said. ‘As well as dress like them?’ 
 
    The centurion strode on. ‘If you’d ever been a guard,’ he told the scribe, ‘you’d know that it comes instinctively. We can’t walk in that sloppy way you civilians have. We’re men, not clerks. You’d understand that, you see, if you had ever been a guard.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, centurion,’ said Ozymandias, trying to look suitably impressed. ‘But we’re going in undercover. If anyone in Delta Sector sees your men marching like that, it will be round the whole city like wildfire. It’ll reach the Christians in no time. We don’t want them to get away. The commander doesn’t want them to get away.’ 
 
    The centurion grunted. Calling a halt, he spoke sharply to his men. ‘Try walking like this Egyptian,’ he told them, and the guards, all big men, peered down at Ozymandias as if he was some exotic species of beetle. The scribe demonstrated a civilian gait and they did their best to ape his waddling. 
 
    On reaching the edge of the Old Judaean Quarter they found no sign of Paulus Alexander. 
 
    ‘I thought you said the commander would meet us here,’ said the centurion, his face twisted with suspicion. ‘If this is some kind of joke…’ 
 
    ‘It’s not a joke,’ Ozymandias protested. ‘This is what the commander told me. He’s been delayed.’ 
 
    The scribe was fretting, though he didn’t want to show it. They couldn’t make a move before the commander joined them, and yet Ozymandias had no notion of what threats his sister and Flaminius were both facing. What he had heard of Carpocrates was not reassuring. He didn’t like the idea of his sister being alone with the Roman, either. He had seen them exchanging glances in a way he disliked. 
 
    He knew his sister loved him, but only as a sister, it seemed. They had married, but they had yet to have any children. Not for want of trying, but it seemed that she was barren. Not that she was inexperienced. She swore that she had never been a whore while she was on the streets, but she had not come to their marriage bed a virgin. Darkly he wondered what the rituals of the Christians had entailed, and what she would be expected to do tonight. 
 
    ‘I hate them,’ the centurion confided in Ozymandias. 
 
    ‘Hate who?’ the scribe asked. 
 
    The centurion indicated the Old Judaean Quarter with his thumb. ‘That lot. With all their strange ways and strange religions.’ He looked Ozymandias up and down. ‘Mind you, you lot are even worse.’ He shook his head. ‘Worshipping beasts. Disgusting! Beasts are for eating, not worshipping. You worship beasts, you make yourself worse than beasts. And as for the Greeks!’ He made a vulgar noise of disgust. 
 
    Ozymandias turned away. Where was Paulus Alexander? He was standing here listening to this fool of a Roman while his sister was in danger, Flaminius was in danger. And the commander was missing. Why hadn’t he come with them? 
 
    What were Flaminius and Nitocris doing now? 
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    ‘But you can’t go there looking like that.’ 
 
    Nitocris and Flaminius were still in Ozymandias’ house, preparing for the ritual. The Egyptian girl was worried that Flaminius was at risk of being recognised by Carpocrates. They had discussed false beards and hooded cloaks but nothing seemed feasible to Flaminius, even if they had possessed the means to make such things. And Nitocris’ new idea did not get his seal of approval. 
 
    ‘It’ll take a long time to shave my head and stain my body brown,’ he protested. ‘And as for wearing kohl, forget it.’ 
 
    Nitocris put her hands on her hips. ‘Don’t you see?’ she said, blinking furiously. ‘Carpocrates will never recognise you if you look like an Egyptian. Ozymandias has another kilt and a skullcap. They’re worn and shabby, which is why he doesn’t wear them while he is working for the commander. But if you put them on and we say you’re my brother… They already know I have a brother and they also know he disapproves of cults like theirs. They’ll welcome you gladly if they think I have finally converted you. Now kneel down and let me clip your hair.’ 
 
    ‘Converted me,’ said Flaminius moodily, as she shaved his hair down to the scalp. ‘And what are you going to stain my skin with?’ 
 
    ‘Beetroot juice,’ she said, as if that was obvious. ‘Mixed with copperas. My mother was a dyer as well as an herbalist. I learnt a lot from her.’ 
 
    Flaminius looked up, alarmed, and she gave an unladylike curse as her clippers slipped from her hand. As she bent to pick them up again, he complained, ‘Clothes dye? Will it wash off?’ 
 
    She grabbed his head, forced him to bow it again then completed her work. ‘I don’t see why not,’ she said. ‘It might take some scrubbing… But we’ve got to be quick about this! Remember, Carpocrates has seen you before! Now get up.’ 
 
    Obediently Flaminius rose. Nitocris looked critically at her handiwork, then took down a pot from the shelf. Blushing, she looked at him, then away,. 
 
    ‘You’ll have to take your clothes off,’ she whispered. 
 
    ‘Come on…!’ Flaminius began, but after a frosty glance he hurriedly removed his tunic and undergarments. His bandages had to go too, but he was relieved to see that beneath them his wounds had almost healed. Nitocris began to knead the dye into his skin. He shivered. His scalp was cold, his body was cold. His feet were cold, too, in more ways than one. Even if he got out of this alive, and was able to turn his back on Egypt for good, Drustica would never recognise him. 
 
    Nitocris stepped back and surveyed him. ‘There,’ she said, blinking. ‘You’re looking a lot better.’ She snatched up a linen garment and flung it at him. As he struggled into the kilt, she produced a skullcap like the one Ozymandias wore. ‘The finishing touch,’ she said, presenting it to him. He took it from her and placed it on his head. ‘Oh!’ she said. ‘I forgot.’ She produced a small double tube of green glass. ‘Galena and malachite,’ she explained. ‘For your eyes.’ 
 
    ‘What, one for each?’ he said. One tube was filled with a black substance, the other with a green one. 
 
    Nitocris shook her head. She took out a small brush and applied the black substance to his upper eyelids, then carefully cleaned the brush and used it again to apply the green to his lower lids—malachite, Flaminius presumed.  
 
    She stepped back, placed the glass container on the shelf, and looked him up and down. She clapped her hands and tried to stifle a giggle. 
 
    ‘Now you look like a man,’ she told him enthusiastically. She picked up a small bronze mirror, a real luxury item Flaminius thought, very old and no doubt an heirloom. He caught a glimpse of himself in its polished surface and saw a stranger. Taller and more muscular than the pudgy Ozymandias, or indeed most Egyptian men, nevertheless he looked nothing like a Roman. He groaned. 
 
    Nitocris looked concerned. ‘What is it?’ She glanced in the mirror, then back at him. ‘You’re perfect now,’ she added. ‘Apart from that tattoo on your chest, which looks too Galatian, but Carpocrates has not seen you naked before, I suppose.’ 
 
    ‘Perfect!’ Flaminius grumbled. ‘My own mother won’t know me!’ 
 
    On his last assignment in the far north he had had his hair limed and his skin tattooed with woad, when he went undercover as a British auxiliary. The tattoo remained, an abstract representation of the mare goddess Epona, but now what little had been left of his lime washed hair lay on the packed earth floor of the little room. 
 
    Drustica had shown much the same inexplicable joy that Nitocris now betrayed at seeing his transformation, but he had at least been recognisable. Now he looked like the Pharaoh Sesostris’ idiot second cousin. 
 
    ‘We’re wasting time,’ said Nitocris. ‘It’s high time we went to the ruined temple.’ 
 
    Flaminius stepped over the pile of abandoned clothes. His lancehead brooch lay there, winking in the lamplight, and beside it was the belt from which hung his sword. It was true: they had to hurry. Pollio’s ultimatum gave him until noon tomorrow.  
 
    ‘But how will we get into the ruined temple?’ he said. ‘We’re not Judaeans. I’ll have to take this.’ He went to get the brooch but Nitocris shook her head. 
 
    ‘I know a way into the ruined temple that we Christians use,’ she said. ‘We should go that way. It is the way I would take you if you had truly converted, Ozymandias.’ 
 
    Startled, Flaminius glanced at her. Was she forgetting herself, or was she truly getting into her role? 
 
    ‘Take me there then,’ he said, as if it had been Nitocris keeping them waiting. 
 
    She led him from the house. 
 
    The cobbles of the street were hard beneath his bare feet. As a Roman he was accustomed to wearing sandals wherever he went, if not military boots, and so his feet were soft. Most poor Egyptians went barefoot, Ozymandias and Nitocris included. It was a hot country, of course. Flaminius had not been entirely comfortable in his footgear. And yet he wasn’t at all happy to be walking the streets like this, and long before they reached the Old Judaean Quarter he was limping from a blister on his right foot. 
 
    Nitocris did not lead him along the riot scarred main street of Delta Sector, but instead she took him down a deserted side street.  
 
    ‘Where are we going?’ he asked. It was a dead end. 
 
    Nitocris pointed at a flagstone in the pavement on the left-hand side of the street. It was worn smooth and was evidently part of the very earliest city, contemporary with Alexander himself. She slipped a slim hand through a crack and effortlessly swung the slab open to reveal carved rungs descending down into stinking darkness. 
 
    ‘Since the Christians are unwelcome in most quarters of the city,’ Nitocris told him, ‘they have found ways to get from place to place without drawing undue attention to themselves. I learnt many of them when I was with them. This one is a private sewer leading to one of the bigger houses, but it has an exit near the ruined temple.’ 
 
    Again Flaminius felt nothing but admiration for her. Julius Strabo had really known what he was doing, taking her on as an agent.  
 
    He nodded his head to show his understanding. ‘I’ll go first,’ he offered, but she shook her head. 
 
    ‘You don’t know the way, brother,’ she said, and again Flaminius shuddered at a strange chill. Was she acting a part or had she truly forgotten that he was an imperial agent—and a Roman citizen to boot? 
 
    She lowered herself into the hole and, gripping onto the carved rungs, swarmed down the side, vanishing from Flaminius’ sight. He sat down on the edge and lowered his own bare feet onto one of the rungs, gripping the lip of the hole as he did. 
 
    ‘Close it behind you!’ Nitocris’ words floated up from the darkness, and he climbed back up the slimy rungs to comply. Now in total darkness he climbed down the vertical shaft. Memories of the slave tunnels beneath Hadrian’s villa swam through his mind. All he could hear was a distant dripping of water, and the slow, stealthy scuff of Nitocris some way below him. He was cold, colder than he had been since leaving Britain in the August rain. And wafting up from the bowels of the earth was a fittingly malodourous stench. 
 
    He heard Nitocris’ descent halt, then a soft moan as she jumped. There was a splash and he knew she had reached the bottom.  
 
    He found his legs dangling in open space. ‘How far is it to jump?’ he asked hoarsely, his voice echoing. 
 
    ‘Not far, brother,’ she hissed back up at him. ‘Just let go.’ 
 
    He obeyed, and found himself plummeting through the air for a split second of eternity before he too hit the damp surface of the sewer with a jarring splash. It was black as the blackest of all the watches of the night, and he peered around futilely in the impenetrable, stench filled darkness. 
 
    A slim hand slipped into his own, and sweet breath tickled his cheek. ‘Follow me,’ whispered Nitocris. 
 
    He followed her through the darkness, bare feet splashing in the noisome stream, wondering if she had led Julius Strabo this way too. Remembering the centurion’s fate, he wondered if he should not be more than a little perturbed. He hoped the sewer waters would not wash the stain from his skin, that indeed he would pass for an Egyptian, and that Carpocrates would not recognise him. 
 
    He shivered in the bone numbing cold, gagged in the stench, peered blindly as he passed on through the tenebrous night. How could Nitocris know where they were going? It was as if she was some strange Eastern spirit leading him into the Underworld. 
 
    At last a faint light glimmered ahead of them. He saw the outlines of Nitocris’ slender form, illuminated as if by moonlight. The source of the dim haze lay ahead and above them. Nitocris halted, and turned towards him. 
 
    ‘We’re there,’ she whispered. 
 
    ‘This is where the Christians meet?’ Flaminius hissed. 
 
    She shook her head impatiently, and pointed upwards. ‘This shaft leads to the exit from the sewers. Now we climb.’ 
 
    She suited actions to words; Flaminius watched her as she swarmed up the carven rungs. The light filtered in through the edges of the shaft cover above, he surmised. Soon Nitocris’ ascending form blocked out all light and Flaminius was plunged into darkness. 
 
    Again he felt as if he was incarcerated in some sinister Egyptian underworld, the place where the sun went at night, where the dead descended to be judged by the infernal gods. Would he be judged? He had enough sins on his conscience. But he wasn’t dead. Not yet. Nor for a long time, he hoped. 
 
    But if the Christians recognised him for what he was, he might learn only too late how Julius Strabo met his end. 
 
    There was a grinding of stone on stone echoing from above, and the dim light filtered in. Nitocris stood silhouetted in starlight, peering back down. 
 
    ‘Hurry…. hurry…’ Her voice reverberated weirdly down the stone shaft. ‘What are you waiting for? … waiting for? …waiting for?’ 
 
    Even as her words resounded in the stagnant air, Flaminius was hauling himself up the slippery stone ladder. He had been paralysed by… what? Fear? It was a terrifying journey he was on, an expedition into the dark places of the soul. 
 
    At last he came out into the sweet air of a square. Nitocris crouched there waiting for him in silence. 
 
    ‘Stop wasting time,’ she said without otherwise greeting him, ‘and follow me.’ Before he could ask her if his colour had run she turned and glided away. 
 
    Hoping not, he followed her. Muted sounds filtered in from elsewhere, but this part of the city was quiet. As he followed the Egyptian girl, he realised that they were approaching the ruined temple from the far side. 
 
    She looked over her shoulder at him, giving him an enigmatic look. Again Flaminius thought of the sphinx, and his heart was heavy with trepidation. How did he know he could rely on her? Julius Strabo had trusted her. 
 
    Julius Strabo had been murdered. 
 
    Fragments of rubble crunched beneath their feet as they crossed the temple forecourt. Nitocris led him towards a ruinous wall. Abruptly vanished.  
 
    Hurrying to where he had last seen her Flaminius discovered that she had gone down a narrow stairway leading into the ground itself. It seemed to lead to the entrance to a cellar or crypt beneath the main temple. There was a reddish glow from somewhere deep inside, like the fires of Tartarus. 
 
    As he joined Nitocris down in the stairwell, out floated a distant subterranean chanting from many voices: ‘Iao, Iao, Iao! Iao Abraxas, bornless god!’ 
 
    Now a single voice, dark and evil, descanted, ‘Ιao Abraxas Αdon Ata, Ιao Abraxas Αdon Ata, Ιao Abraxas Αdon Ata!’ 
 
    Another weird voice spoke: ‘I conjure you by Iao Sabaoth Adonai Abraxas, and by the great god, Iaeo…’ 
 
    Nitocris gripped his arm fiercely. ‘We’re too late,’ she hissed. ‘The ritual has begun!’ 
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    The chanting died away. Flaminius looked urgently at Nitocris. ‘We’ve got to see it,’ he said. ‘We’ve got to see what they do! If it’s incriminating, we can arrest them all and…’ 
 
    ‘It’ll be incriminating,’ Nitocris reassured him in a whisper. ‘But we can’t go in there. It will be guarded. Carpocrates’ friends…!’ She broke off. The chanting had ceased now, and they could hear someone speaking. Her slim eyebrows rose and she tightened her grip on his arm. 
 
    ‘We’re not too late,’ she told him excitedly. ‘That was only the beginning. We can still join them. Follow me!’ She let go his arm and ducked under the arch. 
 
    ‘What about Carpocrates’ thugs…?’ he asked of her retreating back, but she didn’t hear him. Cursing, he followed her. 
 
    The littered ground beneath his feet was a mass of snags and rubble that shifted in the dark. At one point he stubbed his toe and had to stifle a curse.  
 
    The ruddy light grew brighter. Nitocris was speaking hesitantly with a burly man Flaminius recognised in the red light as one of the rioters. The man looked up as he joined them, and his broken face brightened in a gap-toothed grin. 
 
    ‘Your little brother gonna join us?’ he cooed. ‘Ah, that’s nice. You’re late! Get in there, and get that off you, girlie.’ 
 
    He reached out to snatch at Nitocris’ dress. She pulled away, scowling, then took Flaminius’ hand and led him past. Flaminius gave the man a dark look as he went past and the man chuckled good naturedly. 
 
    ‘He’s right, though,’ Nitocris said as they came through an arch. The lamplit chamber beyond was crowded with naked people, one of whom was speaking to the others. ‘We must disrobe.’ She began to struggle out of her dress. 
 
    ‘What?’ Flaminius hissed in her ear. 
 
    About ten people stood there, men and women, the ruddy light of a lamp flickering on the curves of their olive skin. In one corner a dog lay curled up, a leash running from its neck to the lampstand. In their centre stood Carpocrates, holding some kind of rod as he addressed the gathering. The floor was painted with strange occult symbols. Arranged on the walls were paintings of people, in direct contravention of Judaean law which forbade such representations as idolatry. Some of them depicted Greek philosophers such as Plato, Pythagoras, and Aristotle, as well as one Flaminius didn’t recognise, a man who had been crucified. He guessed that it represented this thaumaturgist Jesus, the one who they believed to be the Christus whose coming had been foretold by the Judaean prophets. 
 
    As he removed his kilt and skullcap, he remembered Basilides had said that this Jesus was the Logos made flesh—a Platonic concept. These Christians drew from Greek sources as well as Judaean, cooking up the whole thing in an unholy cauldron of magic rites and superstition that would disgust the witches of Thessaly. 
 
    Naked, he stood beside Nitocris and listened to Carpocrates. 
 
    ‘Abraxas’ righteousness is universal equality,’ he was saying. ‘In the all-encompassing heaven exists equality. The night shows the stars all equally. Abraxas sends down the sunlight in equal measure upon everyone with eyes to see, and everyone sees in the same way. No distinction exists between rich and poor, people and ruler, genius and idiot, man and woman, free and enslaved. Even the animals who lack souls are treated equally: Abraxas sends down the sunlight upon all beasts and birds. He lavishes his righteousness on good and evil because no one receives more than his own share, and no one can take more or take it away from others, to his own gain. The sun makes food grow for everyone living. Universal righteousness is bestowed upon all in equal measure. There is no difference between all oxen and a single ox, all pigs and a single pig, all sheep and a single sheep: Abraxas’ justice is manifest in all. And all plants of all kinds grow equally upon the earth. Beasts have a common source of nourishment. No law governs it, instead it is available to all through the gift of Abraxas. 
 
    ‘And no law has been written concerning birth. All give birth and are born, and have Abraxas’ justice within themselves. Abraxas did this just as he gave eyes to everyone so they could see his works. He made no distinction between female and male, sane and insane, nor between anything else. He shared out sight equally; it was given to all by his same command. Because the laws could not punish those who were ignorant of them, they said that men were transgressors. But law, which believes property can be privately owned, shattered the equality decreed by Abraxas. Abraxas made the vine for all to use, which is clear because it is not protected against birds or thieves, and the same with grain and other fruits. The thief only came into existence when private property began, contrary to the laws of Abraxas. 
 
    ‘He made woman to be with man and did the same with all beasts. He showed justice to be universal equality. Yet others have denied the universality of their birth, and decree that one man should keep a woman, when in fact all can take her, like the beasts. Wishing the race to survive, he has given men a strong desire, and no law or custom can restrain it. It is Abraxas’ will.’ 
 
    Flaminius listened uneasily. Just where was all this leading? The ritual seemed to be breaking up, or at least going into recess as the cultists drew apart into little groups. 
 
    Carpocrates came over. 
 
    ‘I see we have a new lamb in our flock,’ he said, turning his blazing eyes on Flaminius. He looked inquiringly at Nitocris, who glanced awkwardly at the ground. ‘You never said that you were bringing another, sweet child,’ he added. ‘I did not know that you would return, indeed. I thought that you had left us.’ 
 
    ‘That was me,’ Flaminius said easily. ‘When I heard where Nitocris was going at night, I told her it had to stop. We quarrelled. She asked me to attend one of your rituals before I passed judgement. I’m her brother, Ozymandias. It all sounds very… interesting.’ 
 
    Carpocrates fixed him with his eyes. ‘And indeed it is,’ he said. ‘Very interesting. Attaining enlightenment must be the most “interesting” achievement in any of our many lives. Learning how to escape the cycle of reincarnation and return to the bornless god at the end of a single lifetime, to escape the imprisonment our souls know on this plane… And you would do this, would you?’ 
 
    Flaminius shrugged. ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘But look, you say that it is your god’s decree that men should fornicate?’ 
 
    His own Epicurean philosophy said that fornication was better than love, since love brought misery as well as joy, and misery is evil. How well he knew that. But the law had other ideas. 
 
    ‘The myste is full of questions,’ Carpocrates said sonorously. He clapped his hands. ‘Listen to me, my flock,’ he said in a loud voice. ‘We have another seeker after knowledge, who would pry into the secrets of enlightenment. He is brother and husband of our myste Nitocris—not that this means he has any ownership over this girl in the eyes of Abraxas. Shall we initiate him, then?’ He cocked his head as if listening to a voice no one else could hear, then added: ‘My daemon tells me yes.’ 
 
    Pythagoras and Socrates had also listened to voices. So had Moonstruck Marius, a poor man who lived in the hills where Flaminius’ parents had their little villa, but no one had regarded him as a great philosopher, rather as an idle and vainglorious vagabond to be beaten from the door. 
 
    A youth with a family resemblance to Carpocrates said loyally, ‘We are all equals here, but if my father’s daemon tells him we should initiate this man, and if we have the means, why, then I say we initiate him.’ 
 
    The other Christians nodded eagerly. Flaminius glanced at Nitocris. She was shivering. Was it the cold air on her bare skin, he wondered, or did she have another reason for this reaction? She looked at him suddenly, and her eyes were very wide. 
 
    ‘We have the means,’ Carpocrates sniggered. ‘We always have the means. And afterwards, we will devour the body and blood of Christus.’ 
 
    Going to the lamp, he produced a length of metal that had been sitting in its flame. It was red hot. He beckoned to Flaminius, who went to him unwillingly. 
 
    ‘I see by your brows that at one time you were initiated into the mysteries of the Persian god Mithras,’ Carpocrates commented. ‘You must abjure that false daemon just as you abjure all the gods of this world—the god of the Judaeans most of all, that blind deity who deems himself to be the creator! You will now wear this new brand to show that you are an initiate into the mysteries of the bornless god, Iao Abraxas!’ 
 
    He seized Flaminius’ head, hauled it down, and applied the brand to the Roman’s right earlobe. Flaminius snatched his head back in shock, stared at the man, clutching at his ear. When the Mithraists branded him, in the middle of his brow, it had barely hurt. But this hurt like Hades, and bled copiously. Carpocrates looked back unafraid. After a moment, Flaminius bowed his head again. 
 
    ‘And am I initiated now?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘No,’ said Carpocrates. ‘There is one other ritual that you must perform.’ 
 
    He departed the room accompanied by two of the men, and returned shortly after followed by them carrying a salver on which lay a heap of meal. ‘Come with me, Ozymandias,’ he said, handing him a wooden stave. ‘It is time for your initiation.’ 
 
    In alarm, Flaminius looked at Nitocris again, remembering what Dionysius had said about the Christians indulging in Thyestean feasts. But what the men lay down on the ground before him was surely a pile of flour or meal. He gripped the stave uneasily. ‘What do I do?’ he asked Carpocrates. 
 
    ‘Beat the meal,’ the man said, and Nitocris put her hands to her mouth. ‘Beat it into dough,’ Carpocrates said, ‘and you will be initiated into all our mysteries. You will know all that a seeker after enlightenment could ever need to know.’ 
 
    Flaminius shrugged, hefted the stave, raised it high, then brought it down with all his force on the white pile. Flour flew into the air, but there was something beneath, something like meat. Was this the sacrifice? Carpocrates nodded, and Flaminius belaboured the pile of meal again and again. 
 
    The flour clogged, running red with the blood of whatever beast was concealed within. Flaminius’ face was spattered with gory dough. He had to witness this ritual, he told himself, he had to arrest them all, he had to find out who had murdered Julius Strabo. Only then could he hope to depart this dark land of Egypt and return to the civilised barbarians of the north. 
 
    ‘Enough!’ Carpocrates cackled at last. ‘Enough!’ 
 
    But Nitocris wept. 
 
    Now Carpocrates gestured to the two men, and they gathered the bloody dough and took it to some of the women who kneaded it into cakes which they fried on a griddle held over the lamp. Now Carpocrates placed the cakes in the salver and went around the congregation, presenting each one with a cake, and saying, ‘Blood of Christus.’ 
 
    Flaminius took his cake in a daze and ate it, barely noticing its coppery taste. Nitocris did the same, shuddering with horror. Flaminius remembered his initiation into the Mithraic mysteries, how he had been showered from above by the blood of the dying bull. This seemed mild by comparison, although he still did not know what beast he had sacrificed. 
 
    The dog had watched the proceedings lugubriously, but as the cakes cooked on the griddle he sat up and paid closer attention. Now Carpocrates teased him with a cake, waving it under his nose then snatching it away. At last he flung the cake through the door into the passageway and the dog raced after it. 
 
    As it did so, the lamp toppled over and the place was plunged into darkness. Carpocrates called: ‘This, the body of Christus!’ 
 
    Groping hands fondled Flaminius body, naked flesh against his naked flesh. He heard people on the ground all around him, sounds of lovemaking. Nitocris’ voice tickled his ear and he smelt her hair and felt the soft warmth of her as she embraced him. ‘We must join them,’ she whispered, ‘or else they will suspect us.’ 
 
    ‘What is happening?’ he hissed. He was confused, bewildered. It sounded as if the most decadent of Roman orgies was breaking out under cover of darkness. 
 
    ‘It is the agape,’ she said. ‘The love feast of the Christians. Here they demonstrate their love for their neighbour. We must join them. And I would rather lie with you than with Carpocrates…’ 
 
    High praise, Flaminius thought wryly. Naked they sank to the cold floor of the crypt and, under the unseeing gaze of Plato, Pythagoras, Aristotle, and Jesus, made awkward love. 
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    The importunate smell of burning pestered Flaminius’ nostrils. He lay panting for breath beside the Egyptian girl, who had proved athletic and inventive in her lovemaking. All around he could hear similar sounds of satisfaction, and occasional whimpering. Absently, he wondered which of the women Carpocrates had seized in the darkness. His nose twitched. 
 
    He coughed. Rolling over he reached out and laid his hand on Nitocris’ bare shoulder. ‘What is it?’ she murmured drowsily. 
 
    ‘That smell,’ Flaminius said. ‘Can’t you smell it? Something burning…’ 
 
    ‘Burning?’ came another voice. ‘Burning!’ others echoed it. 
 
    Nitocris cursed. ‘That dog with the lamp,’ she hissed in the darkness. ‘I always thought it was a stupid trick! The lamp must have spilt its oil. Now something’s on fire….’ 
 
    ‘The clothes!’ 
 
    Flaminius leapt to his feet, remembering the pile of garments to which they had added their own. A wall of flame was visible beyond the doorway, cutting off their retreat from the crypt. A burly man was trying to stamp it out. Smoke billowed in the firelit air. The man went down, choking. 
 
    Flaminius wheeled. ‘Carpocrates!’ he shouted into the turbulent darkness. ‘This is your doing, you maniac!’ 
 
    ‘Never mind him!’ said Nitocris, joining him. ‘We’ve got to get out of here!’ 
 
    ‘What about your brother?’ Flaminius demanded. ‘He’s supposed to be bringing the guards here.’ 
 
    ‘He must have been delayed,’ said Nitocris. ‘Never mind him, we’ve got to get out!’ She ran towards the fire. 
 
    ‘Traitor!’ howled a voice, and a scrawny, naked man’s body thudded into Flaminius. At once they were down on the ground, fighting. From the snarling voice, Flaminius deduced that his unseen assailant was Carpocrates.  
 
    As they fought, all around them, people were running, screaming, choking in the smoke. The dim glow of the fire glinted on frightened white eyeballs. 
 
    ‘I knew you were a spy,’ Carpocrates shrieked as his sharp fingernails bit into Flaminius’ throat. ‘You didn’t fool me with your disguise. I know who gave you those wounds! I’ll kill you this time!’ 
 
    ‘You won’t!’ Flaminius vowed. ‘And now I’ve seen your foul rites I’ll make sure you’re publicly executed!’ 
 
    ‘You’ll do no such thing!’ Carpocrates shrieked triumphantly. ‘You’re one of us now!’ 
 
    Screaming people scrambled past them until they were alone in the smoke-filled crypt. Flaminius couldn’t understand what the madman was saying. 
 
    ‘If you think I’ve joined you just because I underwent your pathetic initiation ritual…’ 
 
    Carpocrates shrieked with laughter. ‘You did!’ he shouted. ‘You did, you did! In front of the eyes of all! Now you’re one of us, spy, like it or not!’ 
 
    Flaminius broke out into a fit of coughing. His fever was building up inside him again. He gripped onto the crypt wall. ‘You fool!’ he said weakly. ‘I joined to get evidence against you. I’ve no intention of joining your foul cult!’ His eyes were streaming, his voice was hoarse. 
 
    ‘But it’s we who have evidence against you,’ Carpocrates sniggered, eyes gleaming in the fire from the passageway. ‘Everyone saw you! You want to know what you killed, in that pile of meal?’ 
 
    Despite the heat from the doorway, Flaminius went cold. ‘Tell me,’ he demanded. 
 
    Carpocrates shrieked with laughter. ‘A baby, freshly delivered this morning by an initiate! You beat it to death and then devoured its flesh and drank its blood! You’re one of us now!’ 
 
    Snarling, Flaminius flung himself at the cult leader. They rolled across the floor and down the passage as fire blazed all around them. Detritus from years of neglect, dried leaves and broken twigs, all had gone up as the pile of clothes burnt. Now the passage was filled with fire and smoke. Fallen bodies lay on the floor.  
 
    Flaminius shoved the man aside and tried to work out a way to vault the flames. Where was Nitocris?  
 
    Carpocrates seized his ankle. Flaminius kicked out at him and the cult leader rolled back into the wall. 
 
    The tribune heard shouting voices from the far side of the flame, the thud of booted feet. Gathering up all his reserves of energy, he hurdled the fire. Feeling like his hair was on fire, he ran staggering down the passage beyond. 
 
    People were all around him in the blackness, dark silhouettes. Were they Christians following him or others? He forced his way through the smoke and heat, towards the starlight and the clean air. Men shouted at him and tried to stop him. He pushed past. 
 
    At last he was out in the open air, amidst the ruins. Figures streamed from the tunnel on either side. A naked girl ran up and embraced him. 
 
    ‘I thought you still in there!’ It was Nitocris. ‘My brother is here, and the civic guard.’ 
 
    ‘Roman!’ 
 
    Ozymandias appeared from the gloom, guards on either side of him. He waddled angrily up to them. All around, Christians were struggling in the grip of tough looking men in civilian clothes. Ozymandias stared suspiciously at Flaminius and Nitocris, both naked and covered in soot. 
 
    ‘What were you doing?’ the Egyptian barked. ‘What were you doing with my sister? I’ll kill you!’ 
 
    For the second time that night Flaminius found himself struggling with a madman. Nitocris shrieked. 
 
    ‘Enough, scribe!’ Paulus Alexander marched up out of the darkness. Watchmen hurried past, carrying leather buckets of water to put out the fire underground. ‘Men, restrain him!’ 
 
    Two men in civilian clothes—they must be civic guards, Flaminius realised, in plainclothes—seized Ozymandias and pulled him away from Flaminius. Paulus Alexander’s armour was smeared with soot, but otherwise he was neat and tidy as ever. 
 
    ‘What do you think you’re doing, scribe?’ he barked. ‘Attacking the imperial agent?’ 
 
    ‘Sir!’ Ozymandias bobbed his head abjectly. ‘I didn’t know you were with us.’ His eyes, rimmed with kohl that had run down his face, gleamed. ‘I found this imperial agent embracing my own wife. Both are naked! What would you do if you found your wife with another man?’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander surveyed the scene. Naked Christians crouched abjectly at the feet of civic guards in civilian dress, with the whining dog that had been in the crypt earlier running round yapping. The smoke was clearing as the watchmen put out the fire in the crypt. 
 
    ‘It seems to have been something of a drama,’ the commander remarked drily. ‘Tribune Flaminius,’ he added, turning abruptly to look the naked man up and down. ‘What has been going on?’ 
 
    Flaminius glanced at Nitocris as she went to Ozymandias, arms out beseechingly. Her brother turned his head and looked away. Nitocris’ arms drooped. 
 
    Flaminius’ head was a whirl of confusion. ‘I sent Ozymandias to you with a message,’ he said. ‘You got it?’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ Paulus Alexander said. ‘And so I despatched the scribe and this patrol to raid the cult headquarters. I knew that you intended to penetrate their mysteries, but I did not realise that you were going quite so….’ He surveyed Flaminius’ nudity, and that of the others, then settled on Nitocris with quiet relish. ‘Undercover,’ he finished. 
 
    Ozymandias embraced Nitocris. She sobbed on his scrawny chest. 
 
    Flaminius felt nauseous, ready to vomit. ‘We witnessed the rites of the Christians,’ he said. He remembered what Carpocrates had said. Was it really true, or had the man been trying to demoralise him? For that matter, where was Carpocrates? Eight of the Christians were in custody, the rest either escaped or dead in the crypt. 
 
    ‘I see,’ said Paulus Alexander. He surveyed the bedraggled prisoners derisively. ‘And these pathetic creatures are the sinister perverts and anthropophagi of legend?’ 
 
    Flaminius frowned. ‘I can well attest that their rites are orgiastic,’ he said guardedly. ‘But that isn’t something I’ll speak about here. More importantly, their leader is missing. I last saw him underground. He had realised that I was a spy and we fought as the flames rose higher. I escaped. I thought he followed me down the tunnel. I don’t know if he got through the guards…’ 
 
    ‘Impossible,’ said one of Paulus Alexander’s men. ‘We had that exit surrounded. No one could have got past us.’ 
 
    ‘That means,’ said Paulus Alexander, brushing soot from his breastplate, ‘that the leader is still down there.’ 
 
    A throng of people entered the ruins through the gate, which hung from its hinges as if someone had smashed it open. Among them Flaminius recognised one as Basilides. He limped as he walked, as if the after effects of the torture he had endured had yet to leave him. At the head of the crowd were several old men, including the Judaean elder Dionysius. He was staring around him in horror, both at the guards in their civilian clothes and their naked prisoners. 
 
    ‘What is the meaning of this?’ the elder asked. ‘I received word that a patrol had been sent to investigate some kind of disturbance here. Has someone tried to burn down the ruined temple? I did not know there was enough left to burn.’ He eyed the naked Christians in revulsion, then peered at Flaminius as if trying to work out where he knew him from. 
 
    Paulus Alexander took off his plumed helmet and mopped at his brow. ‘My apologies, sir,’ he said. ‘It seems that the ritual of a forbidden cult went sadly awry. We fear that some cult members remain in the crypt where the fire broke out.’ 
 
    ‘The cult is orgiastic in nature,’ Flaminius explained wearily. ‘A dog tied to a lamp was encouraged to pull the lamp over so the place was plunged into darkness, a darkness under cover of which the Christians indulged their lusts. I suppose the idea was that the guilt was out of their hands, that the darkness could be blamed on a brute animal, and thus what happened in the darkness went unseen by god or man. This time, however, the clothes of the Christians were set alight by burning lamp oil and the members of the cult found themselves trapped underground in the crypt they used for their orgies. It seems at least two did not escape.’ 
 
    Dionysius was staring at him, barely listening to his words. ‘Do I know you, young man?’ he said faintly. 
 
    ‘This is the imperial agent, Gaius Flaminius Drusus,’ Paulus Alexander explained. ‘He was undercover, it seems, spying on the orgy.’ 
 
    Dionysius stared at him, then turned back to peer incredulously at Flaminius. The tribune could picture himself: naked, shaven headed, with kohl rimmed eyes, his skin grimy with soot. He must have looked as degraded as the worst of the Christians. 
 
    Ozymandias and his wife were sitting on a fallen column a little away from the others, deep in furious conversation. The scribe had taken a cloak from one of the guards and wrapped his wife in it. Flaminius wanted to go to them, to explain…what? What could he say? He could fully understand the Egyptian’s feelings. 
 
    ‘This is terrible,’ Dionysius was saying. Basilides nodded. ‘Our friend here had persuaded us that the Christians were peaceful people, if misguided.’ He shook his head. ‘I myself have been guilty of repeating the slanders against them… But I had come to believe that they were that indeed, slanders. Now it seems that all our suspicions were correct, that the rumours were right. This is what the tribe of Christians is, in truth.’ He gestured at the prisoners. ‘They must all be executed for their crimes. But it has to be made clear that these offenders are not Judaeans. These people are Greeks and Egyptians, surely. They cannot be linked with my people. We have suffered enough.’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander glanced at Basilides. ‘This is only an extremist cult,’ he said. ‘Not all Christians are like these.’ 
 
    ‘No, indeed,’ said Basilides, speaking at last. ‘I am horrified. Disgusting antics! It is Carpocrates who led these people astray. I warned the commissary centurion about him but my attempts to see Carpocrates brought to justice were worse than useless. And where is he? Has the ringleader escaped?’ 
 
    ‘The guards say no,’ Flaminius told him. ‘No one could escape without being caught by them, as these cultists were. By my calculations, two of the Christians are still in there, Carpocrates included.’ 
 
    A watchman marched up and saluted. ‘I can confirm that some of the Christians did not escape,’ he said. ‘We found three corpses, partially burnt. They had choked in the smoke, it seems. Two of them, at least. The other one… My men are bringing the bodies up now. You can see for yourself.’ 
 
    Watchmen carried three charred bodies before the gathered people. The Christians groaned to see them. One was the man who had been on guard. Another was a mangled heap of flesh, too small to be that of an adult. The third… 
 
    Pity stirred his heart. It was Carpocrates. His body was barely scorched, but he was indisputably dead. The cause of death was clear. He had not died from burns, nor from inhaling smoke. 
 
    A dagger jutted from his chest. 
 
    Paulus Alexander crouched down by the corpse and examined the hilt. To Flaminius’ horror he saw that it was wrought in the form of a hawk’s head. Grim faced, the commander got to his feet. 
 
    ‘This is your dagger, tribune,’ he said accusingly. ‘Why did you murder Carpocrates?’ 
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    The crunch of marching feet heralded the appearance of legionaries. At their head was Tribune Marcus Pertinax. He looked round suspiciously and his eyes lit on Paulus Alexander. 
 
    ‘We received word of more disturbances,’ he said, by way of explanation. ‘I was expecting riots. It looks more like an impromptu gymnasium. Bit cold tonight for standing round naked.’ 
 
    ‘Tribune,’ Paulus Alexander acknowledged him. ‘Your fellow officer stands accused of murder.’ 
 
    Marcus Pertinax scanned the gathering again, looking keenly round for another Roman. He showed no sign of recognising Flaminius. 
 
    ‘Never mind these trumped-up charges,’ Flaminius said impatiently. ‘We’ve got the entire cult here, all of Carpocrates’ followers.’ He beckoned Marcus Pertinax and Paulus Alexander closer. ‘One of these people here killed Julius Strabo.’ 
 
    ‘Who in Hades are you?’ Marcus Pertinax said in tones of revulsion. 
 
    ‘This is Tribune Flaminius,’ said Paulus Alexander, his voice heavy with weariness. ‘Why he’s stark naked and otherwise following Egyptian fashion is not yet clear to me. But it is his dagger we found in Carpocrates’ heart. He must be put on trial.’ 
 
    Marcus Pertinax studied Flaminius. Gradually recognition dawned. ‘Investigating those thefts from the grain stores has taken you up some strange byways,’ he told his fellow officer. ‘You really can’t go around murdering people, old man. Not even criminals. Not without orders! It’s not Roman.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t murder him,’ Flaminius said. 
 
    Marcus Pertinax looked at the blade. ‘Isn’t that your weapon?’ he asked. He raised his voice. ‘Can anyone here confirm or deny that it is Tribune Flaminius’ dagger?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve seen it on him,’ said Ozymandias quietly. Flaminius gave him a betrayed stare. 
 
    ‘Well, it’s just not looking good, is it, old man?’ Marcus Pertinax said. 
 
    ‘I do own that dagger,’ Flaminius confessed. ‘But it wasn’t on me when I came here. All I was wearing was a kilt. And I took that off before the orgy began.’ 
 
    Marcus Pertinax shook his head. ‘What you do in your spare time is your own affair, but…’ 
 
    ‘Flaminius will be taken to the cells in the palace of Hadrian pending trial,’ Paulus Alexander announced. ‘He may be able to claim mitigating circumstances; I personally can vouch that his behaviour has been decidedly eccentric since he sustained a blow to the head while supressing the recent riots. I have medical testimony in my office that he requires a craniotomy…’ 
 
    ‘These Christians should be the ones on trial,’ said Flaminius angrily. ‘I can give an eye witness account of their criminal behaviour. Let me question them…’ 
 
    ‘I don’t really know what’s going on here,’ Marcus Pertinax admitted, ‘but Tribune Flaminius is a Roman citizen and an officer of the Twenty Second Legion. He will be tried for murder, if that’s what he’s suspected of, under military conditions. The legate must be informed.’ He gave an order to one of his men, who set off from the ruin at a run. 
 
    Paulus Alexander shook his head. ‘This is a civil matter,’ he said; ‘an accusation of murder. It will be dealt with by the civic guard. According to public law, murder is punishable by death.’ He turned to his men. ‘Take the suspect to the palace of Hadrian.’ 
 
    ‘But I will be accompanying you, sir,’ said Marcus Pertinax grimly. ‘The legion looks after its own.’ He looked pained at Flaminius. ‘Can this man not be provided with some clothes? He is a Roman officer.’ 
 
    Clothes were provided, a stained chiton and worn sandals, and thus clad Flaminius was marched under guard from the ruin. Alongside the civic guards, some carrying the body of Carpocrates, came Marcus Pertinax and his legionaries; the Christians, also under guard; and several others including Ozymandias and his sister. After Ozymandias’ betrayal Flaminius felt as if he was alone and friendless. Even Marcus Pertinax seemed to believe that he had murdered the cult leader. 
 
    Desperately, he wracked his brains, trying to remember when he had last seen the dagger. He knew he had had no such weapon when Nitocris was disguising him back in Rachotis, he’d commented on the fact. Recently, he had changed clothes so many times, as well as spending some time naked, that he found it difficult to recall when he had last worn his sword belt. He certainly didn’t have it on him now. The chiton he wore was too small for him, and it stank of somebody else’s sweat. He didn’t want to know whose. 
 
    Not that he was exactly sweet smelling himself, he told himself, as he was marched through the midnight streets by the civic guard. His kohl was running down his face, his skin was smirched with soot, and he could feel the fever growing in him. He hoped no one saw his shaking hands and assumed that he was a coward. 
 
    And yet they might be right. He was afraid. This alien city, with its weird cults and barbaric customs, had him firmly in its grasp. If the evidence had piled up against him, and he had no one to argue his case, it seemed doubtful that he would ever extricate himself from this mess. Even his status as imperial agent would not save him here. 
 
     Guards stood on duty outside the palace of Hadrian, cressets burned sombrely in the echoing passages as the procession clattered into the main hall. The Christian prisoners were led away to the cells, and Flaminius with them. Nitocris remained with her brother. 
 
    To his relief, Flaminius was accorded the privilege of a cell of his own, a dank, musty hole containing a wooden bench and a vile smelling bucket, illuminated by the light from a torch in the passage outside. There was something to be said for being a Roman citizen even under these circumstances: the Christians were sharing a similar cell. 
 
    If he had been with them, he was sure they would have killed him. So much for their inoffensiveness! So much for the judgement of Trajan. He lay down on the hard bench and tried to get some sleep. 
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    Palace of Hadrian, Alexandria, November 5, 123 AD 
 
      
 
    At last the guards returned and he was marched from the cell and up into the main hall. Sunlight streamed in through windows high in the concave roof; he gathered that it was now morning. The time he had spent in the cold cell had not done his fever any good and he was shaking visibly.  
 
    Despite this, he was required to stand before the tribunal and answer Paulus Alexander’s questions. Avidius Pollio was also there, yawning and rubbing his eyes as he sat with Marcus Pertinax and several other officers of the Twenty-Second Legion. Flaminius remembered that the legate’s deadline for closing the case was noon of today.  
 
    Also present were several civilians including Ozymandias and Nitocris, Dionysius and Basilides, and the medic Achilles. 
 
    ‘You stand accused of murdering the Alexandrian citizen Carpocrates,’ Paulus Alexander began. ‘Please tell those present why you were present in the crypt beneath the ruined Judaean temple.’ 
 
    ‘As you well know, commander,’ said Flaminius, dashing sweat from his brow, ‘I was sent to Alexandria to investigate the disappearance of Commissary Centurion Julius Strabo. He was investigating certain cults, believed by him to be subversive, who he maintained were at work in the city. On arrival, I was informed by you, commander, that the centurion had been found dead, apparently murdered, in the ruined Judaean temple. My own investigations were impeded by the volatile political situation, and my first attempts to view the scene of the crime were frustrated when riots broke out.’ 
 
    ‘During those riots,’ Paulus Alexander said, ‘you sustained certain injuries. Is that not so?’ 
 
    Flaminius regarded the various wounds he had been dealt over the last few days, and nodded his head jerkily. ‘At one point I was knocked out. Nevertheless, when I had recovered I continued my investigation and made several discoveries…’ 
 
    He went into some detail. Although Paulus Alexander showed no interest in what Flaminius had learnt, Avidius Pollio listened closely.  
 
    The commander called the medic Achilles. 
 
    ‘I put it to you as a medical man,’ the commander began, ‘that the accused has been adversely affected by the blow to the head he sustained whilst engaged in riot control.’ 
 
    The Greek physician nodded emphatically. ‘The patient showed several signs of fever, even brain fever when I examined him, and even became violent. I have repeatedly made recommendations that the tribune undergo surgery, to whit a craniotomy…’ 
 
    Avidius Pollio interrupted. ‘All this is of no account. My tribune has been accused of murder. Prove that he killed this no-account Greek sophist or whatever the hell the man was, and then release him into my custody. The legion deals with its own.’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander shook his head. ‘This, I repeat, is a civil matter and will be dealt with accordingly. You will respect this tribunal, sir. Please do not speak unless asked to speak.’ 
 
    Avidius Pollio fixed him with a glare. Barking, ‘And stop shaking, man,’ to Flaminius; ‘Makes you look like a coward!’ the legate sat down again and began a whispered conference with Marcus Pertinax and the other officers. 
 
    ‘Let us hear the testimony of the man who Flaminius has worked with most in the city,’ Paulus Alexander said. ‘Step up, Ozymandias Rachotides.’ 
 
    Ozymandias took his place before the assembly, looking about himself nervously. He turned towards Paulus Alexander, but had trouble meeting the commander’s eye. 
 
    Ozymandias had seen Flaminius and his own sister-wife together naked. He must have drawn what were unfortunately the right conclusions, the tribune realised. Or had Nitocris confessed to him? This certainly didn’t look good. 
 
    ‘Give us your opinion of the man who has been your colleague over the last few days,’ Paulus Alexander said. ‘Is he a murderer?’ 
 
    Ozymandias shrugged. ‘He is a Roman tribune,’ he said. ‘I understand that he was sent here because of some disgrace he was involved in in the distant north of the empire. He is certainly a killer, I know that much.’ 
 
    ‘He’s a soldier!’ protested Avidius Pollio. 
 
    ‘Legate,’ said Paulus Alexander reprovingly, ‘I will not tell you again.’ He turned back to Ozymandias. ‘Go on,’ he encouraged the scribe. ‘You say he’s a killer. Have you seen him kill anyone?’ 
 
    Ozymandias nodded. ‘I’ve seen him fight. I think he killed someone… I was fighting them myself! We were beset by Carpocrates and his thugs.’ 
 
    ‘You’d clashed with Carpocrates before?’ 
 
    Ozymandias nodded again. ‘First in the riot. Then the next day he followed us across the city and attacked us by the canal in Rachotis. We fought back, but had to be rescued by a Roman patrol.’ 
 
    ‘How well did your colleague acquit himself?’ 
 
    ‘He was wounded,’ said Ozymandias, ‘but as I said, I think he killed some of the thugs. Carpocrates got away. Some miasma from Lake Mareotis affected Flaminius and he had a spell of fever.’ 
 
    By now Flaminius was unable to control his shaking. He wanted to ask the commander to postpone the tribunal. But that would make it look like he was trying to put off the inevitable. It might seem to incriminate him. 
 
    ‘So the tribune has been suffering both from concussion,’ Paulus Alexander said, ‘and from fever. He doesn’t seem to be a well man. Even the sweet air of Alexandria does not suit him. He should never have come here. He certainly seems to have been irrational in recent days.’ 
 
    He called Nitocris next. 
 
    ‘Now, girl,’ he said. ‘You were present, rather than your brother-husband who has just spoken, when the Greek Carpocrates was killed. Will you tell us a little more about what happened?’ 
 
    Nitocris stood with her head bowed, speaking in a voice only a little above a whisper. 
 
    ‘I first met the tribune when my brother brought him home,’ she told them. ‘I had already encountered Julius Strabo, and secretly helped him gain access to the Christian cults in the city. I had become a Christian myself some years earlier, but kept it from my brother. When both my brother and the tribune learnt of this, they saw that it could help them with their investigation. They hit upon the plan of spying on the Christians to make sure that they had enough evidence to arrest them—then arrest them and question them until they could identify the killer of Centurion Julius Strabo.’ 
 
    ‘Why did they think that they would be able to identify the killer by questioning the Christians?’ asked Paulus Alexander. 
 
    Nitocris shrugged helplessly. ‘I suppose because they thought that the Christians had murdered him. They had learnt he was a spy and killed him was the idea. For some reason the tribune did not think that Carpocrates himself was the killer.’ 
 
    ‘What happened next?’ 
 
    ‘My brother went to warn the civic guard, ask them to raid the place and arrest the Christians,’ said Nitocris. ‘I disguised the tribune as an Egyptian and together we went to the ritual. I told the Christians that he was my brother, who I had persuaded to join them.’ 
 
    ‘Did you then participate in the ritual? Please speak up, girl.’ 
 
    Nitocris nodded quickly. She raised her voice. ‘We took part in the ritual. Then there was a fire…’ 
 
    ‘Let me stop you there,’ said Paulus Alexander. ‘You participated in the ritual. Can you provide the tribunal with more details?’ 
 
    Nitocris flushed. She looked nervously at her husband. Her voice sank again. ‘We were… naked,’ she said. ‘We were all naked.’ 
 
    ‘Was this normal?’ 
 
    Nitocris nodded. ‘In Carpocrates’ rituals, yes. Other Christian groups had different ceremonies.’ 
 
    ‘And both you and the tribune took part in this, this ritual nudity?’ 
 
    Nitocris nodded again. ‘The tribune was initiated into the cult,’ she said. ‘There were rituals he took part in that did not involve me.’ 
 
    ‘Such as?’ 
 
    ‘His earlobe was branded.’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander turned to Flaminius. ‘Can you confirm this?’ 
 
    Flaminius was pale and haggard. Sweat dripped off his face. He looked up and dabbed at his ear, then nodded. 
 
    ‘The man’s clearly unwell!’ Avidius Pollio barked. ‘Call a recess, for the sake of all the gods!’ 
 
    ‘I will call a recess when I finish questioning the girl Nitocris,’ Paulus Alexander assured him. He turned to her. ‘Did Tribune Flaminius participate in any other rituals? Either with you or without you.’ 
 
    Nitocris nodded again, and swallowed, then licked her lips. ‘He … he was given a stick. They brought in what looked like a heap of meal. Flaminius was told to beat it. Whatever was in there was alive, I think. It… bled into the flour. The blood and flour made dough, which was cooked on a brazier. We ate the resulting cakes. It was said to be the body of Christus.’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander waved a report. 
 
    ‘My men say that in the crypt they found the burnt and beaten remains of a new born baby.’ 
 
    A shocked gasp susurrated through the hall. Flaminius felt sick. A roaring in his ears almost blotted out the commander’s next words. ‘What else happened in the crypt?’ Paulus Alexander was saying. But before Nitocris had a chance to reply, Flaminius collapsed. 
 
    Avidius Pollio was on his feet. ‘The man’s ill!’ he roared. ‘He needs medical attention.’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander rose. ‘Of course,’ he replied. ‘Take him to the surgery.’ He turned to the medic Achilles. ‘Please attend to the tribune, medic. I think you know what to do.’ 
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    Flaminius ran down a long, dark passage that stretched endlessly away from him. Behind him was a thunderous echo of pursuing feet. His heart was pounding, he was wet with sweat. He was naked. 
 
    In the distance he heard chanting: Iao, Iao, Iao! Iao Abraxas, bornless god! Ιao Abraxas Αdon Ata, Ιao Abraxas Αdon Ata, Ιao Abraxas Αdon Ata! 
 
    Onwards the feet pounded. He wanted to look behind him, to see what horror pursued, but somehow he couldn’t. Sweat slicked his skin, the blood was surging in his head; he was no longer sure if it was footsteps that followed him or the echo of his own booming heart. Was he running round and round the labyrinth of his own mind? 
 
    His legs were flailing. Something had tangled itself round them. He staggered and almost fell. He wanted to look down, to see what it was that had grasped him, but for some reason he couldn’t move his head. The darkness was closing in round him as if it was some palpable thing, as if he ran through a maze of solid, viscous blackness.  
 
    There was light ahead of him. Distant, dim, far-off. But it was light. He sprinted for it desperately.  
 
    The things that followed were growing closer, the chanting was growing louder: Iao, Iao, Iao! Iao Abraxas, bornless god! Ιao Abraxas Αdon Ata, Ιao Abraxas Αdon Ata, Ιao Abraxas Αdon Ata! Iao, Iao, Iao! Iao Abraxas, bornless god! Ιao Abraxas Αdon Ata, Ιao Abraxas Αdon Ata, Ιao Abraxas Αdon Ata! IAO, IAO, IAO 
 
    ‘Iao!’ 
 
    His eyes flickered open. The scream from his lips still echoed from the walls of the surgery. Leaning over him, wickedly sharp trephine glinting in his hand, was Achilles the medic. Flaminius’ eyes widened.  
 
    Something was holding him down. He stared in horror at Achilles. The Greek returned his gaze remorselessly. Flaminius yelled again, words he didn’t understand himself. He realised that he was strapped down. 
 
    A civic guard appeared, and tried to force Flaminius back down as he struggled against the straps that tied him to the surgical table. 
 
    ‘Keep that maniac off me!’ Flaminius shouted. 
 
    ‘Come on, sir, try not to struggle,’ grunted the guard. ‘Haven’t you got some way to knock him out?’ he asked the medic. ‘He was easier to deal with when he was still out of it.’ 
 
    ‘Please don’t struggle,’ the medic added weight to the guard’s words. ‘I know you must be feeling very frightened right now. Your madness and fever had almost taken over. But all I need to do is open up your skull and release that pressure…’ 
 
    Freeing his arm from the restraints, Flaminius sank his fist into the guard’s face. The man fell backwards, grabbing at his forearm as he did. A strap snapped. Whether it was due to his own struggles or if the guard had inadvertently contributed, Flaminius would never know, but it was enough for him to wrench himself free. The guard’s head collided with a shelf full of jars containing strange liquids that hissed and spat as they sprayed out across the surgery floor. 
 
    ‘I really must protest!’ the medic shouted, waggling his trephine in remonstrance. 
 
    Flaminius rolled off the table, danced gingerly through the broken glass and spilt liquids, then freed the sword from the guard’s scabbard. Spinning round, skidding in the spillage on the floor, he menaced the medic, still intent on opening Flaminius’ skull with the trephine, then sprinted from the room. 
 
    Out in the corridor he saw two guards lumbering towards him, alert expressions on their beefy faces. Confronted by a man in a loincloth sword in hand, with shaven head and streaks of kohl running down his cheeks, they halted in bewilderment. Flaminius didn’t stop running, and dodged between them. One man tried to grab him but his hand slithered off Flaminius’ sweaty shoulder, and then the tribune was through. 
 
    Running like Pheidippides himself, glad of the time he’d spent in athletics as a youngster, he sped down the passage. Soon he reached a flight of stairs. There was nothing like a healthy mind in a healthy body, he told himself, and that was just what he had right at the moment—nothing like it. But he knew where he was now, and he ran up the steps as fast as he could, spinning round at each landing to sprint up the next flight. 
 
    Two more guards appeared at the head of the third flight. One grabbed Flaminius by the left arm as he ran past them, the other tried to snatch the sword from his grasp. The second guard got the flat of the blade across the face for that, staggered against the bannister, tripped and went rolling down the stairs. 
 
    Flaminius broke free of the other guard who drew his own sword. The tribune parried a swing, shoved the man backwards with his left hand, then turned and ran. 
 
    He came out into the antechamber of Paulus Alexander’s office. Ozymandias was sitting up alert as Flaminius raced in. The scribe leapt to his feet. 
 
    ‘What d’you think you’re doing, Roman?’ 
 
    Flaminius shoved the scribe aside and ran to the inner door. Even as he did, it opened and Paulus Alexander peered out testily—to find Flaminius’ stolen sword pricking his throat. 
 
    ‘Back inside,’ said Flaminius grimly. ‘And give me the keys.’ He could hear sounds of pursuit from beyond the antechamber. 
 
    Ozymandias darted in after them. Flaminius saw Avidius Pollio at Paulus Alexander’s desk, turning around to see what all the noise was about. As Paulus Alexander backed into the room, Flaminius’ sword at his throat, the legate’s face fell. 
 
    Flaminius locked the door with his left hand, keeping the sword raised in his right. ‘Sit down, all of you,’ he said. Men started shouting outside. Someone tried the door, then began banging on it. ‘I’m sorry to have to go to such lengths, but I’ve just escaped having my own skull opened and I might just want to repay the favour to someone.’ 
 
    ‘What do you hope to achieve?’ Paulus Alexander said, sitting back behind his desk. Ozymandias sat by the window. The fan-slave moved as if to sit down, but at a look from Paulus Alexander he returned to his lonely duty.  
 
    The guards had stopped trying to smash down the door but Flaminius heard someone give orders for a battering ram to be procured. 
 
    ‘Why in Hades was that medic going to cut open my skull?’ Flaminius demanded. 
 
    The legate shifted awkwardly. ‘You are clearly under a lot of strain, tribune,’ he said. ‘Achilles assured me that the operation would cure you of this brain fever.’ 
 
    ‘We hadn’t finished the inquiry,’ Flaminius pointed out, ‘or did you complete it in my absence?’ 
 
    ‘We did finish the inquiry,’ Paulus Alexander told him. ‘Our verdict was that you killed the Greek Carpocrates while your mind was disturbed.’ 
 
    ‘You’re a sick man, Tribune Flaminius,’ barked Avidius Pollio. ‘You can’t be blamed for your actions, even now. But you’re a problem that needs fixing. Why couldn’t you just stay in the medic’s care and allow him to operate?’ 
 
    ‘He’s a madman, sir,’ Ozymandias said bluntly, ‘Remember that. He’s not acting rationally. It’s the only explanation.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you for speaking in my defence, friend,’ Flaminius said ironically. ‘Oh, you’re all so eager to help me, aren’t you? Somebody in this room killed Carpocrates, but it wasn’t me.’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander frowned. ‘You were fighting with Carpocrates when everyone else fled the fire, and it was your dagger that was found in him.’ He looked censorious. ‘Besides, there’s clear evidence that you, perhaps unwittingly, had already butchered a new born baby that night.’ 
 
    Flaminius glared at him. ‘Unwittingly, as you say. I remember that incident well. But I have no memory of killing Carpocrates—much as I would like to.’ 
 
    ‘You see?’ said Avidius Pollio soothingly. ‘You really did have cause to murder him. Not that I don’t sympathise. He was a vile fellow by all accounts, and tricking you into killing and eating a child… Well, words fail me. If I was in your position I might have done the same. But as the commander has said, we are here to see that the rule of law is carried out. We can’t have anyone, not even imperial agents, committing public murder.’ 
 
    ‘You mean if it went on behind closed doors, it would be acceptable?’ Flaminius spat.  
 
    There was a crash from the door. Either the guards had found a battering ram already, or they had improvised. 
 
    ‘The legate doesn’t mean that at all,’ said Paulus Alexander wearily. ‘But if the whole business had not happened in the presence of a contingent of civic guard, not to mention their leader, he would have been better able to ensure you were exonerated. I don’t like to think about the lawlessness that imperial agents may be responsible for from time to time. But the evidence is compelling, and I am not willing to suppress this killing. Carpocrates died with what has been positively identified by your colleague Ozymandias as your own dagger in his ribs.’ 
 
    He steepled his fingers. ‘Mitigating factors have been considered. I asked that we avoid a public trial, partly due to your ambiguous status as an imperial agent, partly because it is clear that you are a very sick man, as the legate agrees, and that your killing of Carpocrates is due to this unfortunate factor.’ 
 
    Flaminius laughed harshly. ‘Are you saying that you’re willing to suppress this whole episode because I’m a lunatic who also happens to be an imperial agent? If I truly had killed Carpocrates, I would be grateful for the fact that you’re willing to sweep the dirt behind the wall-hanging because it could be an embarrassment to your career. Unfortunately, I did not kill Carpocrates.’ 
 
    Avidius Pollio sighed. ‘I had high hopes that you would make a good replacement for Julius Strabo. He was a good fellow, even if he got carried away with some silly obsessions.’ The legate banged on the desk and pointed at Flaminius. ‘I told you to find out who killed him, not to murder the suspect. Even if Carpocrates killed Julius Strabo, you could have arrested him if you had enough evidence.’ 
 
    ‘I did not kill Carpocrates,’ Flaminius repeated. There was another, even louder, crash from the door, and its timbers shook. Dust sifted down from the ceiling. 
 
    Paulus Alexander laughed. ‘So you keep saying! You don’t remember killing him, clearly. But you have to admit, you have shown little sign of being in your right mind recently. I put it to you that you killed him without realising it when you were fighting him.’ 
 
    ‘I fought him, as you say,’ said Flaminius. ‘But I did not have that dagger on me.’ 
 
    ‘Come on, Roman,’ said Ozymandias quietly. ‘I recognised the dagger as the one you had on your belt. You left your belt and armour at my place. I took my sister back home went back there late last night. Your clothes were there, the dagger wasn’t.’ 
 
    Flaminius shrugged. ‘That doesn’t mean I took it with me. I thought about it, mind, but I couldn’t work out where to hang it. I’d seen you slipping that knife out from under your kilt, but for the life of me I can’t work out how you do it.’ 
 
    Ozymandias hauled up his kilt to show his knife strapped to the inside of his leg. ‘You didn’t think to do this?’ he asked. ‘It’s a habit I got into in my old tomb robbing days. You never knew when it would come in handy.’ 
 
    Flaminius slapped his brow. ‘So simple! But no, I’m not used to wearing a linen kilt, so it didn’t occur to me.’ 
 
    ‘I think that’s what you did,’ said Paulus Alexander. 
 
    Flaminius whirled on him. ‘Ask Ozymandias’ sister,’ he said. ‘She was watching me while I got changed.’ 
 
    ‘Was she now,’ muttered Ozymandias. 
 
    ‘I didn’t think of it, and what’s more,’ Flaminius remembered. ‘I couldn’t have done if I’d wanted to. The dagger wasn’t there.’ His fever was lifting now, his memory was growing clearer. ‘It had gone missing already.’ 
 
    ‘When do you last remember seeing it?’ said Avidius Pollio. 
 
    Flaminius frowned. ‘I noticed it was missing when I woke in the medic’s surgery after the fever got me. Before I found Ozymandias questioning Basilides. My armour and sword belt had been taken from me and heaped on the floor.’ 
 
    ‘Anyone could have taken it,’ said Ozymandias. ‘Are you suggesting the medic murdered Carpocrates?’ 
 
    Flaminius gave a mirthless laugh. ‘He’s only dangerous if you’re strapped down to his operating table,’ he said. ‘But it must have been then when they found my dagger.’ 
 
    ‘Where who found your dagger?’ asked Paulus Alexander. 
 
    ‘Whoever killed Carpocrates, of course,’ said Flaminius. ‘And if we can work out who killed Carpocrates I have a keen suspicion we’ll also find out who killed Julius Strabo.’ 
 
    The door burst open, slamming against the wall beside it, and several guards hurtled in carrying a battering ram. 
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    ‘All this is just on your own say-so,’ Avidius Pollio said as the dust settled, as if nothing had happened. ‘You’ve not proved anything. Did anyone else notice that your dagger was missing?’ 
 
    He looked up irritably and brushed dust off his breastplate. ‘Get out,’ he told the guards. 
 
    ‘Sir?’ The guard holding the nearest end of the battering ram appealed to Paulus Alexander. 
 
    ‘Do as the legate says,’ the commander ordered. ‘No!’ He changed his mind. ‘Two of you can stay here and repair my door.’ 
 
    ‘Sir,’ the guard complained. ‘We heard that a naked lunatic with a sword had broken into your office!’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander rose and flung Flaminius his cloak. As the tribune wrapped himself in its folds and placed the sword on the floor beside him, Paulus Alexander turned to the guard. ‘Get out,’ he said. 
 
    Leaving two younger men scratching their heads and trying to work out how they could fix the door, the civic guards stamped out. 
 
    ‘What a farce,’ Flaminius commented, sitting down on a chair, tugging the cloak to cover himself. ‘Plautus could do no better. But this is serious. This could turn out to be a tragedy. Somebody murdered Carpocrates and tried to fix the blame on me.’ 
 
    ‘How do you reach that conclusion?’ Avidius Pollio asked. ‘Oh, by using your dagger, you mean? But how did they do it?’ 
 
    ‘They must have been present at the ritual,’ said Ozymandias. ‘No one else went in or out of that crypt once we had got there. You say you fought Carpocrates?’ 
 
    Flaminius nodded. ‘He knew me for a spy from the outset,’ he said. ‘Even with my head shorn and my eyes made up, he recognised me.’ His lips thinned. ‘That was why he put me through that sickening ritual.’ He shuddered. He still couldn’t believe it. ‘Oh yes, he told me when he revealed that he knew who I was. And yes, I lost my mind. I attacked him.’ 
 
    ‘You lost your mind,’ Avidius Pollio echoed. ‘And attacked him.’ 
 
    ‘But not with that dagger!’ Flaminius added. ‘I didn’t have it on me by then. I thought we’d established that.’ 
 
    ‘Could Carpocrates have got hold of it somehow?’ Ozymandias said. ‘You noticed it was missing when you were in the surgery. Could he have stolen it from you when you fought in the alleyway?’ 
 
    ‘What if he did?’ Flaminius asked. 
 
    ‘He tried to stab you with it while you were fighting,’ Ozymandias suggested, ‘and somehow in the fight stabbed himself.’ 
 
    Flaminius shook his head. ‘He had no dagger. We fought tooth and nail.’ 
 
    Avidius Pollio brushed more dust from his breastplate. He raised his voice over the sound of hammering from outside as the guards repaired the door which they had removed from its hinges. ‘This is all speculation. We don’t know when the dagger went missing, we don’t know who took it. We only have your word that it ever went missing. And you have to admit that you have been acting… eccentrically would be a mild way to put it.’ 
 
    He fanned at his face. ‘I wonder if you’ve not been out in the noonday sun too much. Britain was your last posting, wasn’t it? You can’t be very accustomed to this heat. I don’t want to have to send to reach Rome that I need another intelligence officer. It would take a month as a round trip, assuming there’s one available. For that reason if no other I don’t want to see you crucified or left to the tender mercies of the beasts in the arena. But you have to admit that you’ve been unable to provide any very compelling evidence. That plus your eccentric behaviour may well see you facing the death penalty.’ 
 
    ‘I think we can spare Flaminius a public trial,’ said Paulus Alexander. ‘We don’t want it on our records that we had an imperial agent executed, certainly not for killing a man of little account while his mind was disturbed. I’m sure the prefect will agree with me when we put it to him.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe that’s the next move,’ said Avidius Pollio thoughtfully. ‘It is, as you say, a civil matter. And I urgently need a skilled intelligence operative for the troubles in the Thebaid. I can’t wait another month.’ He turned to Flaminius. ‘You’ve no idea who it could have been who killed this Greek? Anything would be better than nothing.’ 
 
    ‘Give me a moment to think, please,’ said Flaminius.  
 
    He was tired and unwell. Setting off with the legate on a mission to the south of the province appealed to him little more than public execution. He went over everything he had learnt in the last few minutes, everything he had discovered in the last few days.  
 
    He wiped sweat from his brow with the corner of the cloak. It was sunny outside, shaping up to be one of the hottest days he had known since coming to Egypt. From here he could see right across the harbour. There the Pharos stood on its island, its light now coming from a vast mirror that reflected the sunlight, a beacon of hope to all who sailed upon the broad waters that the Romans regarded as their own sea. 
 
    But his people were brash newcomers. The Greeks had been here much longer, and long, long before their own arrival, Ozymandias’ people had dwelt here, living their strange, alien lives in the baking heat. Ever since Flaminius had arrived he had felt that he was out of place in a world he did not understand. Oh, he’d known something of that in Britain, which had its own ancient mysteries, but Britain was a young land compared with Egypt. Egypt was old. Too old. And alien. He had fought against it, fought against its darkness, and now it seemed it was likely to devour him, as if the dark land was a huge serpent, its open jaws the Delta, Flaminius a tempting morsel on its tongue. 
 
    He gazed out into the bright sunlight but his eyes were wide as if he stared into the deepest, darkest abyss.  
 
    Abruptly he rose, and had to clutch the cloak to stop it slithering from his shoulders. ‘Last night you left the house before I did, didn’t you?’ he asked Ozymandias. 
 
    The Egyptian’s face was dark. ‘I left you with my sister,’ he said. ‘You sent me here to the palace to get a patrol of guards. Then with my sister’s aid you disguised yourself and went to the ruined temple ahead of us. Then…’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, I know perfectly well what I did,’ said Flaminius. ‘What I’m more interested in is what you did. You went to the palace.’ 
 
    Ozymandias looked to Paulus Alexander in appeal. ‘Why is a murder suspect cross-examining me?’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander gave an impatient gesture. ‘Just answer the questions,’ he said wearily, but leant forward to watch with quiet interest. 
 
    ‘Yes, I went to the palace!’ Ozymandias told Flaminius. ‘On your orders! Should I not have done? Obviously not! I shouldn’t have trusted my sister with you. You…’ 
 
    ‘And you gathered a group of guards,’ Flaminius said patiently. ‘Yes?’ 
 
    Ozymandias looked again at Paulus Alexander. Avidius Pollio watched the whole exchange lugubriously. 
 
    ‘The scribe found me as I was about to return to my wife,’ said the commander. ‘I listened with interest to what he had to say and arranged for a contingent of guards to go to the Old Judaean Quarter to provide you with reinforcements.’ 
 
    ‘We went there,’ said Ozymandias after further prompting from Flaminius. ‘The commander said he would meet us there. I took that to mean he would meet us on the edge of Delta Sector. We waited.’ 
 
    ‘Did you meet the commander?’ Flaminius asked. 
 
    Ozymandias paused. ‘Yes,’ he said at last. 
 
    ‘When?’ 
 
    Ozymandias glanced away. ‘He didn’t come at once. I knew you would have only so much time. Besides, I was concerned for my sister.’ He stared down at the mosaic floor. ‘So… I disobeyed orders.’ 
 
    ‘How exactly did you disobey orders?’ Flaminius asked. 
 
    Ozymandias looked up. ‘I told the guards we were to go to the ruined temple if the commander was delayed. We broke open the gate to the ruined temple but we came too late. The smoke was pouring out from that hole in the ground. I sent my men in to do what they could. It was only then that I reencountered the commander.’ 
 
    ‘You ran into delays,’ Flaminius suggested to Paulus Alexander. 
 
    ‘Yes, my wife was sick,’ he replied. 
 
    ‘You returned to your villa?’ Flaminius asked. 
 
    ‘I wanted to explain to Clara that I would be late,’ the commander said. ‘And that made me late again!’ 
 
    ‘Did you not appreciate the urgency of the case?’ Flaminius asked. 
 
    ‘With respect,’ said Paulus Alexander, ‘it was your case, not mine. I despatched the guards you had requested.’ It was certainly a hot day; the commander was sweating. 
 
    Ozymandias looked pensive. ‘You said you were going to speak with the Judaean elders, sir,’ he remembered. 
 
    ‘You appeared at much the same time as the Judaean elders,’ said Flaminius. ‘Was it with them that you ran into delays?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ said Paulus Alexander. ‘I…’ 
 
    ‘I see,’ said Flaminius. ‘Then you came to join your guards just in time to see the Christians arrested as they fled the crypt. May I ask you a question?’ 
 
    ‘By all means,’ said Paulus Alexander. 
 
    ‘How did you know that I fought Carpocrates? I mentioned it to no one.’ 
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    Paulus Alexander stared at him. He glanced at the others and laughed humourlessly. ‘Of course you did,’ he said. ‘You were talking about it to all of us. You fought tooth and nail, you said.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ said Flaminius, ‘but it was you who first mentioned it. I didn’t tell you.’ 
 
    ‘Ozymandias must have referred to it,’ Paulus Alexander said dismissively.’ 
 
    Flaminius shook his head. ‘I didn’t tell Ozymandias either,’ he said. ‘I didn’t speak about it until you brought it up. So how did you know?’ 
 
    ‘I think that’s a very interesting question,’ declared Avidius Pollio, an ugly expression on his face. ‘Do you have an equally interesting answer?’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander shook his head. ‘I don’t know how I know they fought,’ he admitted. ‘It must have been mentioned by someone. Everything was very confused. The smoke, the questions. Tribune Flaminius has forgotten. He has, after all, suffered considerably from fever and concussion.’ 
 
    Flaminius shook his head. ‘That won’t work.’ His eyes narrowed. ‘You say you went to the Judaean elders, then came with them to the ruined temple. But you appeared separately.’ 
 
    ‘And his breastplate was stained with soot,’ Ozymandias said suddenly. ‘I don’t know where he came from, but he appeared out of the darkness after you did, Roman, although it was before Dionysius and the other elders. Then the body of Carpocrates was brought up with your dagger in its ribs.’ 
 
    ‘I freed you from slavery,’ Paulus Alexander told the scribe coldly. ‘A freedman has responsibilities, loyalties, duties he owes his patron.’ 
 
    ‘I can only say what I saw,’ Ozymandias replied. ‘And I know that your story doesn’t fit what I remember.’ 
 
    ‘Shall we call Dionysius here?’ Avidius Pollio suggested. ‘See what he remembers of the night? If it fits your account?’ 
 
    Desperate, Paulus Alexander looked from one man to the next. He received nothing but stony stares. He fidgeted with a stylus on his desk, then flung it down savagely. 
 
    ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘I went there under cover of darkness. There’s a way to the ruined temple that only a very few know about, but the Christians know. My wife told me about it. I got there ahead of the guard, I got there ahead of the elders. They came of their own accord when they heard about the fire, I assume.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t get there ahead of me,’ Flaminius said. 
 
    ‘No,’ said Paulus Alexander. ‘The ritual was in full sway when I got there. I waited outside, hoping for an opportunity… I didn’t want you to learn the truth. Then there was the fire. It was a god-given chance! As the Christians came pouring out, I waited. There was no sign of Carpocrates or you. I plunged into the smoky subterranean passageway. In the firelight I saw two figures fighting. One flung the other against the wall and ran. I pressed myself against the wall and you didn’t see me, tribune, but I recognised you. As soon as you were past, I went to the other man, who was getting up. It was Carpocrates. He recognised me. I stabbed him. Blood splashed onto my armour, but I scrubbed it away, then hurried from the passage.’ 
 
    ‘Why did you stab him? And why with my dagger?’ 
 
    ‘Why shouldn’t I kill him?’ Paulus Alexander said. ‘He was an evil man. He debauched my wife.’ 
 
    Ozymandias grunted, and gave Flaminius a suspicious look. 
 
    ‘If that was the case,’ Avidius Pollio said, ‘why didn’t you have him brought to justice? You’re the commander of the civic guard, while he was a nobody, a Greek. You would have won the case.’ 
 
    ‘There was a time when my wife persuaded me to join her in one of these rituals,’ Paulus Alexander said remotely. ‘After everything I had heard of the Christians, I thought it would be nothing, but I got the same treatment as Flaminius. I am guilty of unnameable horrors. And then there was that commissary centurion, threatening to expose the whole cult. I stopped my wife from attending Carpocrates’ rituals, but I couldn’t stop Julius Strabo, however much I tried to discourage him. He dropped out of sight and I sincerely hoped someone had slit his throat. But then I got the message from Ozymandias and I had to go to meet Julius Strabo at the ruined temple. When I met him, he was running away from Carpocrates. Something had gone wrong. He’d been recognised, exposed. I killed him.’ 
 
    ‘With your own dagger on that occasion?’ Flaminius suggested. ‘You civic guards have daggers identical to those worn by legionaries.’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander nodded. ‘Carpocrates and his Christians appeared. Carpocrates laughed to see I had dealt with his own problem, but he was full of spite. He desecrated the corpse. “One more sin for the list,” he commented. Then we arranged it that I would say I had found the body.’ 
 
    ‘Then I turned up and life got difficult for you,’ Flaminius said. ‘You arranged those riots so I wouldn’t be able to get to the crime scene.’ 
 
    ‘It was Carpocrates’ idea,’ Paulus Alexander said. ‘I didn’t think it advisable. He knew people in the Greens, and there were a few of my guards, plainclothes men, who I persuaded to work for him undercover, for a sizeable pay rise which had to come out of my own purse. All dead now, thanks to you... Then I had to step up the patrols in the city. He didn’t like that, particularly when it interfered with his attempts to kill you. In the end, you were inconvenient to us both. When the medic told me that you had left your dagger behind in his surgery, I took it, saying I would return it. But at once I saw it was a way to catch two boars in one bush. On learning that you were going to spy on Carpocrates’ ritual, the temptation was too great. I thought it a gift from the gods, but now…’ 
 
    Avidius Pollio rose with a creak of armour. ‘This is the end of you, Paulus Alexander. Such a promising career. If only you hadn’t let your wife to get herself mixed up in a downmarket religious cult. What I’ve heard of this Christian superstition sickens me. Nero had the right idea. If I got my way, it would be destroyed even if we had to kill every man, woman and child.’ 
 
    Paulus Alexander stared at the stand where hung his sword and armour. ‘Now is the time,’ he murmured, ‘to decide at last what I am: a son of Israel or a citizen of Rome.’ 
 
    ‘What are you babbling about, man?’ the legate barked. 
 
    In a single stride, Paulus Alexander was at the stand. He drew his sword. 
 
    ‘Stop him!’ Ozymandias rushed forward. Paulus Alexander menaced the scribe with his sword. Then he reversed the blade, and thrust it into his own heart. 
 
    Ozymandias looked in horror from one remorseless Roman face to the other. Avidius Pollio and Flaminius watched dispassionately.  
 
    ‘He’s made his choice,’ the tribune said. ‘Let him die like a Roman.’  
 
    Vomiting blood, face white as chalk, Paulus Alexander fell facedown. The force of his fall thrust the sword deeper inside. 
 
    Avidius Pollio gave an approving nod. ‘Good man,’ he said. ‘He’s saved everyone the embarrassment of a public trial.’ 
 
    A fly sailed in through the open window and settled on Paulus Alexander’s outstretched arm. The legate walked to the doorway, where the civic guards who had been attaching a repaired door to the hinges watched the scene open mouthed. 
 
    ‘I’ll speak with the prefect. When Haterius Nepos hears about this, I’m sure he’ll agree that the Christians must be publicly executed in the arena. Only by making an example of them can we hope to deter the threat to public morals posed by this new religion, this vile superstition.’ 
 
    He called out into the passage and in marched two legionaries. The legate pointed at Paulus Alexander’s body. Two more flies had joined the first.  
 
    ‘Take this to the embalmers. And send a message to the commander’s wife. Tell her he died with honour.’ 
 
    Respectfully, the legionaries took the corpse by shoulders and feet, then carried it from the room. Avidius Pollio followed behind them. Only Flaminius and Ozymandias, and the sublimely impassive fan-slave, remained in the office. 
 
    ‘Nitocris told me what happened in the crypt,’ said Ozymandias after the silence had grown too awkward. 
 
    ‘Ah,’ said Flaminius. 
 
    It was an inadequate response. Nitocris had been dutybound to tell her brother-husband, of course. But there are times when the primary virtue is to stay silent. ‘We had to, really, or be found out. I’m sorry. But I had to see what was happening, and there was no alternative.’ 
 
    ‘And now those Christians will be executed for their crimes,’ said Ozymandias flatly. ‘Perhaps it will deter Nitocris and other impressionable women from joining such groups in future. But I doubt the cult will be rooted out so easily.’ 
 
    They had been weak people, under the influence of that cunning, manipulative, evil man, Carpocrates. Flaminius himself might have come under Carpocrates’ sway. Paulus Alexander had done, in identical circumstances.  
 
    ‘At least Julius Strabo’s killer has received his just deserts,’ he said, gazing at the flies now circling round the pool of blood on the mosaic floor. Someone should call for a slave to clean it up. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ said Ozymandias tersely. ‘The commander will face judgement in the underworld.’ He gazed out of the window. 
 
    It was midday. Flaminius had fulfilled Avidius Pollio’s demand, solved the mystery of Julius Strabo’s murder before noon. Along the way, there had been any number of other discoveries, of course. But what mattered most was that his mission was accomplished and he could return to Probus with the news. Then, back to Britain, and Drustica. As if Egypt had been nothing but a bad dream. 
 
    ‘And I’m without a patron,’ Ozymandias added at last. He glanced at Flaminius. ‘I had some idea, you know. About what Nitocris had been up to. I suspected something was going on between her and Julius Strabo, that old goat.’ He shook his head. ‘I put up with it. Can you imagine how that made me feel? To be almost certain that you were a cuckold, but to smile at your wife’s seducer, your own colleague? And I did it for her.’ 
 
    ‘You did?’ Flaminius said. 
 
    ‘Without my job here, my patronage from Paulus Alexander,’ Ozymandias went on, ‘we’d both have been in the gutter, Nitocris and I. Working for Paulus Alexander gave us a life other Egyptians could only pray for. If I made trouble about Julius Strabo, we might lose that. So I feigned ignorance. And where’s that got me? Now I have no patron. I don’t know who will replace Paulus Alexander, but no doubt the new commander will have his own scribe. I’ll be lucky if I can stay on here at all.’ 
 
    Flaminius shifted awkwardly. He needed his own clothes. He needed his lancehead brooch, not to mention somewhere to pin it. ‘I’m sure you’ll be able to find another position,’ he reassured the scribe. 
 
    Ozymandias gave a hollow laugh. ‘Without a patron? I’d be better off a slave. My home was provided by Paulus Alexander, my money too. Now Nitocris and I will be in the gutter for the rest of our lives.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry!’ Flaminius said. ‘I didn’t realise.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve never been a slave, or a freedman for that matter,’ said Ozymandias. ‘Everything comes to your sort so easily…!’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t say that.’ Flaminius laughed. ‘Look, Ozymandias, I’m not without some clout in these parts. I’ll ask the prefect to find you work. We’re equals, me and him, remember? Both representatives of the emperor.’ He hadn’t met the prefect yet, of course, and any persuasion would have to be done by letter, from Rome if not from Luguvalium. But he couldn’t leave Ozymandias and Nitocris in the gutter. ‘Now we’d better be getting back to your place. I’ll ask them to take us by litter. You’ll go home in style.’ 
 
      
 
    The litter slaves dropped them off at the end of the alley. The still waters of Lake Mareotis were visible beyond the houses, blue and tranquil. Beyond them, shimmering in the haze, lay the reed beds of the Nile Delta. 
 
    Flaminius, still wrapped in his borrowed cloak, followed Ozymandias up the alleyway. They’d spoken little during the journey. Even now Ozymandias was very quiet. Flaminius didn’t interrupt his broodings. 
 
    ‘Nitocris?’ the scribe called as he led Flaminius through the courtyard and past the tethered goat. ‘I’m back.’ 
 
    Footsteps pattered on the hard earth floor, and Nitocris appeared in the doorway. Her eager face paled on recognising her brother’s companion. 
 
    ‘He’s come back for his clothes,’ Ozymandias said and pushed past her. Uncomfortable, Flaminius followed. Nitocris remained in the doorway, leaning against the jamb. She refused to meet his gaze. 
 
    ‘My apologies,’ Flaminius murmured. ‘There was no other way.’ 
 
    She gestured for him to go in. 
 
    Ozymandias sprawled on the paillasse, a pottery jar of beer clutched in his hand as he stared up at the rafters. Flaminius saw his own clothes bundled on the ground beside the hearth. To his relief his lancehead brooch sat on top of them. He got dressed hastily, then pinned the brooch to his breast. 
 
    Nitocris entered and sat unspeaking on the paillasse beside her man. Her big eyes watched Flaminius’ every movement. 
 
    He turned. ‘Well, that’s me done,’ he said, forcing cheeriness into his voice. ‘I’ll put in a good word for you, Ozymandias, with the prefect. Who knows, you may end up with a better place than this one.’ 
 
    ‘Just get out,’ said Ozymandias, not looking at him. Nitocris didn’t speak, but she continued to stare at Flaminius in that enigmatic way, reminding him again of the fabled sphinx. Flaminius had not seen the sphinx, nor the pyramids for that matter, nor the singing statue of Memnon, or even Canopus, that resort infamous for debauchery throughout the empire. He had seen so little of Egypt, but what he had seen in Alexandria had not encouraged him to stay for a sightseeing tour. 
 
    ‘Gaius!’ 
 
    As he reached the doorway, Nitocris ran to him. She placed something in his hand, a phial. 
 
    ‘It’s a febrifuge,’ she told him as he peered curiously at the solution inside. ‘Like the one the medic gave you to reduce the symptoms of your fever. But there’s enough in there to last you until you are fully cured. I obtained it from the priests of the Serapeum. Just take it, Gaius, and go,’ she added, darting a glance at her husband-brother. 
 
    Flaminius tried to find something to say, but in the end he just nodded. She wouldn’t meet his eyes. Clutching the phial, he walked out into the sun washed, deserted streets of noontime Alexandria. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The mirror atop the Pharos was blazing brightly in the afternoon sun when Flaminius emerged from the Alexandrian library. Remembering his first view of the lighthouse, he strode down the colonnade towards the wharves where ships were moored, ready to set sail on the evening tide. 
 
    The noon day sun had been too much for him. Fearing he would experience another lapse of fever he had taken a sip of the febrifuge which had lessened the symptoms. He hoped the sickness would leave his system when he returned to healthier climes. 
 
    Noticing the famous Museum and its world renowned Library as he passed the old Palace of the Ptolemies, he had entered the great hall to get out of the sun, introduced himself as an independent scholar to the assistant librarian on the desk, then settled down to drowse over an original copy of Apollonius of Rhodes’ Argonautica. Now he was looking for a vessel to requisition. 
 
    ‘Rome?’ he called to men aboard. ‘Going to Rome? Portus?’ 
 
    They shook their heads, indicating ships further down the wharves. Flaminius strode onwards, the hobnails of his boots striking sparks from the cobbles. At last he found the ships for Rome. 
 
    ‘Aye, I’m bound for Portus,’ said an emaciated man lounging by the steering oar. ‘We stop in Byzantium, Piraeus, Ravenna…’ 
 
    His long list suggested a cruise round the chief ports of the empire, but Flaminius found the idea quite attractive. Running up the gangplank, he showed the skipper his brooch. ‘I’m requisitioning a berth aboard your vessel,’ he explained. 
 
    ‘Are you indeed, young Rameses,’ said the skipper, spitting over the side and eyeing Flaminius’ dark stained skin dourly. ‘I could give you a berth down with the galley slaves, if you want to sail with me that much.’ 
 
    Flaminius gritted his teeth. Was this how Egyptians were treated all the time? He wished Nitocris had given him something to remove the stain. ‘Do you not know what this means?’ he demanded, shoving the brooch under his warty nose. 
 
    The skipper shrugged. ‘So you’re an imperial courier. Can’t you find a faster ship than this one?’ 
 
    Flaminius sighed, exasperated. ‘Do you know of any ships that’ll get me straight to Rome?’ 
 
    ‘There’s Triton, sails back and forth,’ said the skipper after some thought. ‘Regular service.’ 
 
    ‘Triton?’ Flaminius said excitedly. ‘That’s the ship I came here in. Where is it?’ 
 
    ‘She sailed on the morning tide,’ said the skipper. ‘Try a grain ship if you want to go direct to Rome, but they’re mainly in the Haven of Happy Return, other side of the Heptastadion.’ 
 
    Angry, Flaminius strode back down the gangplank. He was getting nowhere here. As he trotted down to the next ship, the harbour buildings echoed the tramp of Roman military sandals and a patrol marched into sight. 
 
    Flaminius tensed. He darted towards the nearest gangplank. Before he could get there, the leader of the patrol shouted out, ‘Tribune Flaminius?’ 
 
    He halted, panting. He’d been seen. Turning, he saw Marcus Pertinax leading his men towards him at the double. 
 
    ‘Looked like you were hoping to find a ship to Rome.’ 
 
    Flaminius gave Marcus Pertinax a bleak smile. ‘I’ve finished my assignment here,’ he protested. ‘I reached Avidius Pollio’s deadline. Now I can go back to report to Probus, the chief in Rome.’ 
 
    Marcus Pertinax shook his head. ‘The legate sent me to find you. He was in conference with Haterius Nepos all afternoon. You’ll be needed to testify against the Christians, and Paulus Alexander.’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ said Flaminius quickly, ‘Foolish of me. Very well, I’ll return to make my court appearance. Then I’ll head for Rome and file my report….’ 
 
    Again Marcus Pertinax shook his head. ‘The legate’s pretty impressed by your aptitude,’ he went on; ‘even if he disapproves of some of your methods. Oh, and between me and you he thinks you ought to keep out of the sun. But he says you’re just the man he needs in the Thebaid.’ 
 
    ‘Let go aft!’ 
 
    The cry rang out across the waters. Flaminius whirled round to see the ship setting sail. Other vessels were queuing to make their stately way towards the harbour entrance and catch the evening tide. Flaminius watched his best chance of escape receding across the broad blue waters. He sighed, crushed by a sense of inevitability, then turned around to face Marcus Pertinax. 
 
    ‘The gods are against me, it seems. Right now it looks like I have no other choice.’ 
 
      
 
    The story continues in THE GLADIATOR GAMBIT.               
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    [1] Provinces in the east of theempire seldom hadamphitheatres, so hippdromes and theatres were used instead. 
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