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	The Home of Great

	Historical Fiction!

	 


There is no escape for those upon whom the gladiator Vulpus the Fox desires to visit vengeance.

	And the man who has butchered more opponents than any fighter in Imperial Rome possesses the terrifying skills which can inflict a cruel, drawn-out death.

	Among the brothels and arenas of Pompeii he seeks out the next victim in his relentless hunt for the man who tortured and slayed a beautiful British princess long ago. But as he corners his quarry, a grey volcanic dust begins to fall onto the doomed city ...
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Chapter One

	 

	THE MERCHANTMAN SWAYED gently on the turgid waters, a fat-bellied rocking-cradle fresh in from Leptis Magna with its African cargo. Foresail and mainsail were reefed tight against the yards, the caked salt throwing back shafts of light against the brightening sky. Although it was barely dawn and the mist was scarcely lifted enough for a man to see, the port was abustle with activity.

	The shouts of supervisors mingled with the grunts of the slave gangs, the bellowing of mariners and the horrendous rumblings sounding from the bowels of the ship. The latter sounds provided an ominous counterpoint to the normal clamour of the Porta Napoli, a dark and noisome reminder of the farther reaches of the Roman Empire.

	Wrapped in heavy woollen cloaks against the dawn chill, two men stood apart from the crowd, watching the unloading.

	They were alike, yet dissimilar, these two; one a veteran of years and fights, his face scarred so that he appeared even older than his years, though the curious twist of his shoulders bent him over farther than his age demanded. The other was clearly younger, albeit that the aquiline profile of his face, marked across cheek and nose with old sword wounds, belied his true place in the chronicle of his existence. Equally, the cold blue eyes that surveyed the port with a feral all-embracing stare, lied about his years, if not about his experience.

	Shrugging the blue cloak tighter around his warped shoulders, the older man spat onto the planking of the wharf and twisted his head around to study his companion.

	‘Here he comes, Vulpus.’ The old eyes were alight now with interest. ‘The King of the Beasts. That’s what they call him.’

	From the shallow depths of the merchantman’s belly there arose sounds that chilled the slaves unloading the ship, causing the supervisors to shout anew, applying whips with furious energy in their efforts to get the unloading crews working again.

	Slowly, slowly, as the hetarii manning the wharf-mounted crane worked the giant treadmill controlling the network of pulleys, a wooden cage emerged from the ship. The bars were set close enough together that they appeared as slats in a window shutter, but even so the watchers on the shore could see a dark shape moving angrily inside, shifting and snarling in feline irritation.

	Slowly, gently, the hetarii swung the cage up and out of the swaying boat, lifting it by the central mast as the ship’s captain yelled instructions in tandem with the slave-master.

	A chance breeze, springing up from the brightened waters of the port, caught the cage, shifting it from its path, swinging it towards the mast. It hit, not hard enough to damage the oaken pole, but enough to crack one of the cage’s wooden slats. And as the two men watched, they saw the bar wrenched inwards, an ochre paw, surmounted with a line of ivory claws, emerge, ripping at the empty air.

	Gingerly, the crane men brought their burden down onto the dock.

	Fresh slaves ran forward to free the ropes securing the cage to the crane. Three headed swiftly for the rear and sides, leaving the broken frontage for the fourth, slower, slave. He approached cautiously, nervous of the great paw thrusting through the bars in search of flesh.

	Then the sting of the overseer’s whip jumped him forwards, diving for the rope fastened to the bottom of the cage. As he dived, the paw lashed out, wrapping around his head. Bloody welts appeared on his neck as he was yanked close against the bars, useless arms pushing back against the strength inside. A yammering scream burst from his lips as fresh rivulets of blood sprang from his chest; inside the cage a furious snarling indicated the frustration of the enraged beast as it fought to drive its jaws through the gap onto the slave’s throat.

	‘Comus,’ remarked the man called Vulpus casually, ‘the King of the Beasts spits and claws like a Capuan whore denied her fee.’

	‘Wait, Vulpus.’ The old man’s voice was calm with professional interest. ‘Wait and see. You’ve killed men, but see what one of the cats can do.’

	Vulpus, who was also called Marcus Julius Britannicus, fell silent, bowing to the other’s knowledge. The lesson was not long in the coming, for when the attendant slaves beat back the lion with their long-handled, two-tined poles, the trapped man fell free, flopping unconscious upon the planks.

	What was left of his face was in clear view, the eye sockets red holes where the claws had raked down, tearing away his lips and lower jaw, so that he mumbled wordlessly through the shattered, remnants.

	‘Remember, Vulpus,’ said Comus, ‘that the beast was caged. Yours will be in the open, on the sand. And you fight the tiger.’

	He laughed, dry and cackling in the early morning air.

	‘Yes, Vulpus. You fight the tiger. Remember that.’

	 

	High up in the tiers of the maenianum, forced in this damned provincial arena to sit amongst the wives, Poppaea crunched a fresh sweetmeat between her teeth as she waited for the afternoon’s killing to begin. Had her husband permitted, she would have stayed in Rome and left Geminus to conduct his own business in this unfashionable little port. But Geminus had insisted, dragging her away from her friends, even from that fascinating Greek tutor who gave the lie to what people said about the Greek way of love, to accompany him south on a trading mission.

	At least, she consoled herself, one hand sneaking without thought to the dampness between her thighs, Vulpus was fighting here. Vulpus! Vulpus the Fox! Slayer of men and darling of Rome’s ladies. The finest gladiator she had ever seen, a man to put other men to shame. The thought clenched Poppaea’s thighs tight over her probing hand, her bitten nails fumbling against the cloth of her robe.

	The morning, for all that the arena was provincial, had been satisfying. Twelve men had been led out and chained to stakes driven into the packed sand. All naked and smeared with some kind of grease that drove the dog pack, loosed suddenly into the sunlight, wild with frantic excitement. The hounds, great gaunt beasts that bayed and slavered as they poured from the opening in the wall, had raced straight for the criminals screaming on the sand. Gaping jaws had ripped at naked flesh, rending great strips from the writhing bodies until all that was left were tattered remnants of bloodied bone.

	Then a troop of dwarfs, armed with spears and tiny shields, had emerged to fight the dogs. Sated with human flesh, the animals had been lethargic enough for the shambling midgets to dispatch, though not without loss.

	As the dwarfs rested, leaning heavily on their stained spears, a troop of Amazons had appeared, armed with bows. Swiftly, they killed the men, outnumbering them after the dog-fight by several members. The Amazons, unharmed, had left the arena to a tumult of applause. They were followed by a group of andabatae, fighting blindly beneath their sightless visors, hacking and thrusting until only two of the original six remained alive.

	Poppaea had giggled as these last two were pushed together, blood-crusted swords slashing empty air in their desperate attempts to locate one another. A trained gladiator fighting beneath the confines of an andabata’s helmet was one thing; these bandits and murderers, possessing at best a rudimentary knowledge of swordplay, were merely light amusement, a foretaste of the true combats to come. But for the two men hacking their way blindly across the sand it was, quite literally, a matter of life and death.

	The goads of the attendants pushed them together, so that one swinging gladius clanged noisily on the breastplate of the wielder’s opponent. Guided by the sound, the andabata thrust for the vulnerable linkages of the chest. The other, befuddled it seemed, spun around in a tottering circle, his own sword wavering in a zigzagging spiral that knocked aside the thrust darting at his chest. His blow deflected, the first man shifted off balance, falling to one knee with a gasp that alerted his enemy. The man stopped his spinning and began to hack at the darkness before his eyes, trying to follow the shouted instructions of the crowd.

	Poppaea remained silent. She had seen these combats before, knew what they were, and preferred to retain her energies for the real fighting.

	Yet she could not refrain from laughing at the sheer idiocy of the two blind men fighting to the death before her.

	Then she was on the edge of her hard stone bench as a blow landed on the helmet of the fallen man. Inevitably, it glanced off, turning the attacker from his footing in a stumbling run that brought him onto the point of the other’s sword.

	She saw—and thrilled to the sight—exactly where the short blade entered the overlapping joint between two strips of armour, saw it withdrawn, wet and sticky as her thighs, and bright with blood as the standing man began to fall.

	The corpse went over like a hewn tree, crashing onto the victor of the combat and driving him to the ground amidst the laughter of the crowd.

	The thrust had pierced the dead man’s heart, killing him instantly, though in death it looked as though he might well succeed in suffocating his slayer. Topped by the corpse, the winner sprawled face down in the bloodstained sand, his sword forgotten as he fought to wriggle free of the weight on his back; his hands scrabbled desperately and his legs pumped in a futile effort to rid himself of the crushing burden that was grinding his helmet down against the airless soil. Poppaea could not help but chuckle at the classic contradiction of the situation: victor slain by vanquished, that would be a story to tell her friends.

	But then her laughter was stilled, for the attendants sauntered out to haul the bleeding corpse away, the Hermes Psychopompos thrusting a red-hot iron to an unarmoured leg to ensure the man was truly dead before he—it, now—was dragged away to the Porta Libitinensis, from whence it would be sent down to feed the animals.

	Poppaea adjusted the folds of her robe, handed the box of sweetmeats to a waiting slave, and shuffled indecorously down the aisle to the stairs.

	As she left, jugglers and acrobats filled the arena for the noonday period. But, like her peers, Poppaea preferred to dine away from the amphitheatre, to compose herself in readiness for the afternoon’s combats. When, she thought with a sweet thrill of excitement, she would see Vulpus again.

	And this time, Vulpus against a tiger!

	 

	‘Another flask?’ Comus lifted his hand even as he said it. ‘You’ve not had more than a single sextarius.’

	‘Which is enough,’ answered Vulpus steadily. ‘There’s no profit in drinking before a fight, but a deal of loss to be gained.’

	He paused, watching the older man in silence as the serving-girl brought the fourth earthenware jug.

	‘Fight the beasts and you’ll need some fire in your belly,’ slurred Comus, wine spilling down the faded front of his tunic.

	‘I knew a gladiator once,’ remarked Vulpus, ‘who subscribed to the same theory. Before each combat, he set his belly afire with wine. His name was Quintus and he swore the sextarii swung his sword. I watched his last fight and I saw his belly aflame, but the flames were doused in blood. No, Comus, I’ll do my drinking after.’

	‘Charon’s hammer!’ snorted the oldster, ‘you’re cold as the ferry itself, Vulpus. What are you? A man or a killing machine?’

	Vulpus smiled, though his eyes betrayed little humour, and shook his head slowly, letting his glance rove around the tavern.

	‘Tell me, old man. I’ve wondered alone a long time. Perhaps too long. Am I still a man?’

	He left the question hanging in the wine-fumed air of the place with an angry gesture that cut Comus’s answer off before it disturbed the swirling odours.

	‘Leave it, old one.’ His voice implied command and request simultaneously. ‘Tell me instead about the cats.’

	‘Ah, the cats,’ grinned Comus, warming to a subject he was familiar with, ‘the cats are worth talking about. Even with a killer who doesn’t indulge in good Falernian.’

	Vulpus smiled and up-ended the flask over Comus’s glass. The old man grinned back, reaching out with his left hand to grab the dark-green mug, lifting it to his mouth in a hungry gesture suggesting need, rather than thirst. His faded eyes twinkled as he studied the younger man, assessing him as a butcher might weigh the value of a side of beef.

	‘You’re good, Vulpus,’ he remarked speculatively, ‘but you’re not a bestiarius. Oh no…’

	He waited until a new flask was brought, ignoring the angry stare from across the pine table.

	‘No, Vulpus, you are not, for a beast killer is a special kind of man.’

	‘Mithras!’ Vulpus interrupted. ‘I’ve fought enough men, and a beast or two. What more do you want?’

	‘Oh, I heard about the elephant,’ murmured Comus, ‘and I know, of course, of your reputation in the arena, but I’m talking about the real art of the venatores.’

	For a moment his old eyes came alive with a sparkle of memories, of near forgotten combats and long learned skills. And as they did, Vulpus hunched forwards in his seat, waiting for the next words.

	‘A man thinks, my killer,’ muttered Comus, ‘about the next thrust, the angle of his shield, the weight of his net. You watch his eyes, his hands, and you know where the blow will fall. But the cats, Vulpus. The cats! There’s nothing to guide you there! They come out proud and angry and seeking to kill. To slake their anger in blood, satisfy the hunger on flesh. They give you no warning, Vulpus. They kill without thinking about it. They’re built for that, and that alone. They are the killing machines, Vulpus, my friend. Not you.’

	‘Not me?’ queried the gladiator, ‘then why have you placed two aurei on my winning?’

	‘Because—Charon spare you—I believe you could win,’ grunted the old man. ‘I’ve taught you all I know; which is more than most, so you might, perhaps, come through alive.’

	‘I shall,’ said Vulpus with absolute certainty, ‘I shall five to celebrate your winnings, and you can buy me two sextarii.’

	Comus grunted, drawing a withered hand across his lips before he spoke again.

	‘I was confident as you once, Vulpus. I was the finest bestiarius since old Glaucus. And I saw him die. After that I was the best, until I fought the tiger that killed Glaucus.’

	He shrugged his cloak free of his shoulders, allowing Vulpus to see how they were bent, twisted back and forth around his spine, one arm stunted and withered so that it lay hard against his ribs, the ringers crooked and curved in obscene hooks that drove into the dry palm of his useless hand.

	‘I was the best, Vulpus, but it still gave me this.’

	He slurped up the last of the wine and smiled at his companion.

	‘Remember, Vulpus, my arrogant young friend. It was a tiger that destroyed me, did this to me. And it is a tiger you face today.’

	 

	Though considerably smaller than the Colosseum, the amphitheatre was still of a reasonable size, and the editor, Sextus Glaucus, had spared no expense in setting up his munera. It had taken him all of six months to gather the dwarfs together, and he preferred not to think about the fee the lanista had demanded for the Amazons. Thanks to the gods that not one of the vile women had been killed, for that would have incurred the lanista’s penalty clause. The criminals fed to the dogs were culled from the mines and the magistrate’s court and cost nothing—their killing was a public service and their bodies had served to feed the wolfhounds shipped in from Britannia. Likewise, the scum fighting as andabatae came free from the prisons, the corpses going to the beasts caged in the cellars beneath the arena.

	But the gladiators! Thought of the cost of the six Thracians, the matched secutores, and the retiarii sent Glaucus’s hand to Julianus’s thigh in a nervous spasm.

	The young man seated in the box beside Glaucus turned with a smile on his handsome face.

	‘What is it, my dear Glaucus?’

	‘Nothing, my dear,’ replied Glaucus, rearranging his toga in an effort to appear natural, ‘merely anticipation.’

	‘Of what?’ Julianus smiled slyly. ‘The combat or tonight?’

	Glaucus returned the smile, reaching out to stroke the oiled curls of his companion.

	‘Of both, my little gladiator. I anticipate every thrust of the sword with delight.’

	Julianus reached up to touch the hand stroking his hair, leaning his head against the weight until it rested on Glaucus’s shoulder.

	‘And what shall I be?’ he simpered, ‘a retiarius to net you, or a secutor to pursue you?’

	‘Let us watch the fights,’ murmured Glaucus, conscious of a sudden stirring beneath the folds of his toga, ‘and then decide.’

	Across the arena Comus spat through the bars of a gate and turned to glance at Vulpus.

	‘Look at them, Vulpus. That’s what you’re fighting for: a boy-lover and his primping friend. Men who think they’re women, perverts who’ll invite you to bed them if you win.’

	‘I’ll win,’ said Vulpus calmly, ‘but my bed will carry a woman. And it’s not Glaucus and his lover I fight for.’

	‘Then for what?’ demanded Comus.

	‘Money,’ answered the gladiator simply, ‘four hundred aurei when I win and three hundred more in bets. That’s what I fight for, Comus.’

	‘Charon’s hammer!’ snarled the old man. ‘You’re cold as steel, Vulpus. What kind of man enters the arena of his own choice? What does it offer you? Money? Women? I’ve had both, but I tell you now that if I’d had a choice, I’d have stayed on my farm, not put myself out to be crippled by a tiger.’

	He spat again and reached for the wineskin hanging close on the stone wall.

	‘No, Vulpus. If I’d not stuck a dagger in that fat landlord’s belly and been convicted, I’d be on that farm now, getting fat with my woman. Not here.’

	Vulpus did not bother to reply, he was watching the gladiators out in the circle, his eyes cold with professional interest. He had heard of the retiarius called Alexander, heard that the man was the best with a net and trident, and he wanted to watch his technique. One day they might be matched together, and on that day a knowledge of the net man’s style could give Vulpus the advantage. It was that kind of knowledge that helped a gladiator stay alive.

	Comus was still mumbling about pederasts as he guzzled bis wine, but Vulpus ignored him. The old man had been, in bis day, the finest bestiarius alive, famous for his handling of the big cats. Once, Vulpus had seen him kill a Spanish bull with his bare hands, evading the charges of the needle-horned creature until he could hurl himself across its neck, wrapping his arms around the two columns of deadly bone and dragging the animal down, twisting, until its massive neck snapped and it lay still. But since the tiger that ripped bis arm loose of its socket, Comus had turned to the wine flask, sinking ever lower until now he was merely an attendant, seeing to the needs of the animals he had once fought and killed. But for all his wine-guzzling, the old man remained an invaluable source of information; that was why Vulpus had sought him out and fed his thirst while he picked his brains.

	 

	Out on the sand Alexander had twined his net around the ankles of the secutor, hauling the armoured man off balance to stretch him full-length.

	The retiarius lunged forwards, trident snaking for the uncovered flesh between breastplate and helmet. The crowd lifted to its feet, howling. Poppaea dropped the sweetmeat she was chewing and yelled with her companions.

	But the secutor failed to die.

	Instead, he dipped his head, bringing the helmet down to cover his vulnerable neck as he swung his heavy shield across to knock the trident from its lethal path.

	It was a superb tactic, the instinctive reaction of a trained gladiator, and Vulpus, watching, applauded in his mind. But it was done at cost, for the trident lifted up and to the right, the prongs smashing through the grill of the secutor’s helmet, driven deep by the weight of the retiarius’s body. They withdrew bloodied as the armoured gladiator screamed and fell back, bis helmet shining crimson in the afternoon sun.

	Even as he screamed, he swung his sword to cut the thong binding the net to Alexander’s wrist Severed, the net fell loose, releasing the tension that held the retiarius upright.

	Alexander, losing his balance, fell back, allowing his opponent to struggle free of the encumbering folds of the net as both men fought to regain their balance. They came to their feet together, the net stretched between them, balancing the odds of the combat. Alexander, deprived of his net, had only his trident and pugio with which to defend himself against the armoured secutor, With gladius and shield. But the secutor was now one-eyed and gasping in pain.

	Poppaea felt a familiar dampness around her thighs as she rose to her feet, screaming for the retiarius to close for the kill. She had five aurei riding on Alexander and as much as she wished to win her bet, she wanted more to see blood flow.

	Her wish was granted as the two men closed, and Poppaea revised her opinions of provincial arenas. Sextus Glaucus had advertised the combats as being to the death, and his boast was proving true. The darting sword of the secutor showed that as it hacked flesh from Alexander’s shoulder. The helmeted man smashed the trident away to the side with his shield, took the dagger’s thrust on his protected right arm, and shoved his gladius deep into his opponent’s armpit, going in under the shoulder armour.

	The muscles severed, Alexander let his left arm hang by his side, the pugio dropping from nerveless fingers as he backed away from the deadly sword.

	The secutor, his head turned to one side so that he could see through the blood clotting his helmet, advanced, shield lifted to cover his body, gladius probing towards the trident of the other man. Alexander retreated, near helpless without his net, using his trident in a desperate attempt to fend off the lusting sword of the secutor.

	Then even that defence was gone, the handle broken by the heavy shield. Blood trickled from Alexander’s shoulder as he raised his right hand, palm towards the editor, in request for mercy. It was a wasted gesture: Glaucus had promised fights to the death, and the crowd would take nothing less. Already, the cavea was on its feet, struggling for a clear view of the kill as a forest of arms lifted, thumbs pointing down. Glaucus shrugged, watching the two men Waiting on the sand below. With a casual movement that belied his thoughts of the cost the lanista would demand for his best net man, he clenched his fist, the thumb down.

	Alexander dropped his suppliant arm as the secutor advanced. Falling to his knees, he threw back his head, awaiting the final blow.

	It came swift and deadly as a cobra’s kiss, slitting the man’s throat in one deft stroke of the gladius as the crowd roared its approval. Alexander collapsed onto the bloodstained sand and the secutor stood back, turning his helmet to bring the scurrying attendants into range of his remaining eye. The brand was applied to the corpse and two slaves dragged it across the arena to the Porta Libitinensis as the victor strode away, ignoring the white-tunicked attendants hurrying to rake the sand smooth for the next combat.

	High in the stands Poppaea sat back, thankful for the perfumed water being sprinkled over the audience, and selected a fresh sweetmeat from the box beside her. Two more fights, she thought with pleasant anticipation, and then Vulpus. She arranged her robe so that the damp patch did not irritate her thighs and waited.

	Below her, lolling back in the editor’s box, Glaucus turned to his companion.

	‘Well, my dear Julianus,’ he murmured, his eyes bright, ‘do you approve so far?’

	‘Your taste is excellent,’ smiled the boy, placing his hand over his lover’s, ‘but, as usual, the best is still to come.’

	‘Vulpus?’ asked Glaucus. ‘You’ve seen him before?’

	‘Twice.’ Julianus licked his lips at the memory, smudging the rouge that decorated his cheeks. ‘When I was in Rome. Oh, Glaucus, those were fights! What a man he is, what a killer.’

	Piqued at Julianus’s obvious attraction to the gladiator, the older man muttered a non-committal reply and focused his gaze on the combat.

	 

	In the maze of rooms and passageways that ran, like some man-made rabbit warren, beneath the amphitheatre, the object of Julianus’s affection was staring moodily at a large metal cage.

	Behind the bars a gigantic tiger paced angrily to and fro, a rumbling growl marking its passage around the confines of its prison. Beside Vulpus, old Comus eyed the beast with professional interest.

	‘He’s big, Vulpus,’ he remarked, ‘even bigger than the one that got me. Can you handle him?’

	‘I’ll kill him, old man,’ said Vulpus evenly, ‘and you’ll win your bet. Don’t worry.’

	Comus laughed, provoking a roar from the tiger that sent a nearby slave scuttering hastily for the door.

	‘It’s said easily, my friend.’ He turned speculative eyes on his companion, noting the hard-limned muscles of his arms, the tracery of scars showing white against the tan of his chest. ‘But the doing of it comes harder. The lion we saw, that’s called the King of the Beasts; but it’s not. The tiger is the real king. Look at him, Vulpus. See how he hates, how he lusts to kill. Is your will stronger?’

	‘I shall kill him,’ said Vulpus shortly, turning away from his study of the animal.

	Comus followed him, shuffling after the tall man as they headed for the robing room. The other combatants were gone, either through the Gate of Death or to await their turn in the circle, and Vulpus was able to prepare himself in solitude.

	He removed the chlamys he had worn since the opening parade and belted a short, leather loin-cloth around his waist. The manicae followed, the metal-plated leather wrapping around his right arm, held in position by a band encircling his chest. Then the balteus, the wide-banded leather going around his midriff, over the loin-cloth. He had agreed to fight naked of any other armour, his only weapon the gladius which, by tradition, was waiting for him in the armoury. He went there next, Comus still pattering behind him.

	In the arena, a Thracian faced a secutor, curved sword and circular shield pitted against the heavier armour, rectangular shield and gladius of the helmeted man.

	Vulpus ignored them, studying instead, the shields stacked against the wall of the little room. He selected a medium-sized, rectangular shield, similar to, but smaller than those carried by the legions. Setting it to one side, he accepted his sword from a waiting slave, testing the edge and point, his face calm and cold in the dim light of the room. The fight, he knew, would be hard and he wished for complete mobility when he faced the tiger. The taller shield carried by the hoplomachi would have afforded a greater degree of protection, but its sheer weight would slow his movement when speed was a vital factor of survival. Setting shield and sword to one side, he knotted a leather band around his forehead to prevent sweat from clouding his vision and sat down on a stone bench.

	A slave brought him an orange, peeled and cut in two halves. One piece, Vulpus ate; the other he crushed, grinding the pulpy fruit between bis hands. He tossed the segment aside and rubbed his palms together, finally wiping them on a cloth proffered by a silent attendant. The orange imparted a tackiness to his grip that would not fade when heat and exertion sent rivulets of perspiration down his arms; it was an old gladiator’s trick, taught him by one-eyed Argos in the misty days of his youth.

	Satisfied with his preparations, Vulpus sat back calmly, waiting.

	The penultimate combat ended as the Thracian sank his blade deep into the chest of the secutor, standing back as the armoured fighter sprayed blood from his ruptured heart and toppled over, another traveller on Charon’s ferry.

	Then it was the time of the Fox.

	He needed no attendant to alert him, for the rumbling of the crowd gave him all the warning he needed.

	‘Vulpus. Vulpus! VULPUS!’

	The sound began slow and low, gaining in volume as the massed ranks of the cavea took it up, screaming his name like a religious chant. He climbed to his feet and walked out through the low portal into the sunlight, a demigod come to demonstrate his immortality to his worshippers.

	Briefly he paused, letting his eyes adjust to the brightness, touching the lucky stone corded around his neck. It was a long time ago that Boudicca, his proud, dead aunt, had given that stone to a boy called Marcus, but boy and man, he had worn it ever since.

	‘VULPUS! VULPUS! VULPUS!’

	The shouting drowned out the creaking noises echoing from the belly of the amphitheatre, where slaves turned the pulley wheels that were lifting a cage towards the arena. It drowned out the roaring of the beast confined in the cage. It rebounded off the stone wall encircling the sand, buffeting his ears in clamorous waves of adoration. Adoration that was tainted with speculation: would the mighty Vulpus survive this fight? Or would his followers see, at last, the Fox’s blood?

	Then the shouting died. The eyes of the crowd turned to the gate Vulpus had been watching since he entered the arena. It was dark, and noisy with the furious growling of an enraged animal.

	Abruptly, like a great striped stone hurled from a ballista, the tiger erupted through the gate. Out in the open, it appeared even bigger than Vulpus remembered, the jaws wide enough to encompass a man’s chest, the legs four pistons tipped with sword-blades. Feral yellow eyes surveyed the beast’s new prison as its tail lashed angrily back and forth. It began to pace along the bottom of the wall, snarling viciously the while, as Vulpus stood silent, waiting, at the centre.

	The beast saw him and a gasp rose from the audience as it launched itself in a bounding charge straight at the man.

	Massive legs catapulted the tiger through the air, jaws agape and forepaws reaching out to grasp and rend, to bring the vulnerable belly into reach of the hind claws. Vulpus knew what those scythes would do to his flesh should they reach him and for an instant he saw again the ravaged face of the slave on the dock. As the beast’s leap reached its apex, he darted forwards and to one side, slashing upwards with the gladius.

	The blow turned on the tiger’s ribs, smearing the tawny fur with crimson, serving only to enrage it further.

	Vulpus backed away as it landed, twisting around in the air to come down facing him. He watched ears flatten back against the great skull, tail lash like a whip, sensing, rather than seeing, the muscles tense beneath the striped hide.

	‘Watch the ears and the tail,’ Comus had warned him, ‘they’ll tell you when it plans to attack.’

	The advice was sound, for the tiger launched itself a second time, faster than seemed possible, saliva frothing from its mouth as it arrowed at the gladiator. Again, Vulpus shifted his position, lifting the shield to protect bis head from the flailing hind paws as he cut at the stomach. The blow did no more damage than the first, but the force of the paw that landed on his shield knocked Vulpus off balance.

	He staggered as the tiger whirled, lashing out a forepaw that smashed his feet from under him so that he fell heavily, four deep gashes decorating his left calf with lines of crimson.

	‘Hoc habet!’ The crowd rose. ‘He’s dead!’

	The great cat came at him like an echo of the shout, a wave of fetid breath gusting against his face. Even as it came, Vulpus drew his knees up tight against his stomach, bringing the shield across his body. The weight that landed on him blew air from his lungs and he felt fire rip across his sword-arm. But the gladius drove up and sideways, thrusting into the exposed underside of the cat’s shoulder. Tearing the blade free, Vulpus braced his legs against the shield and pushed.

	It was a formidable effort, for the animal outweighed the man several times over. But Vulpus was hardened by long years of fighting, his reflexes honed as fine as the sword’s edge, and he shifted the weight.

	The tiger slid off the shield as the man rolled, bringing the rectangle of metal up to fend off the slashing blow that would have pulped his head had it landed. Instead, it hit the shield, was countered by the sword, and Vulpus was on his feet again, driving the attack to the animal.

	‘Vulpus, Vulpus.’ Poppaea’s acclamation was an orgasmic mumble, mouthed around the fingers cramming between her lips. Without thinking, she had reached out to clutch the shoulder of the woman next to her, her excitement demanding the release of human contact Her companion was oblivious of the plump hand gripping her, for she was finding her own release in the fingers that burrowed beneath her robe.

	In the editor’s box, Glaucus and Julianus clutched each other, searching, stroking, as their glazed eyes followed the drama below.

	Vulpus was unaware of the crowd, his concentration fixed exclusively on the animal backing away from his attack. His own mouth was stretched wide in a snarl that matched the tiger’s as he blocked the paws batting at him, thrusting blow for blow with the sword. He was bleeding badly from the lacerations on his calf, and the claws that ripped through the manicae had damaged his right arm, but now the killing fury was upon him, blocking out pain in the consuming desire to feel his gladius sink through flesh.

	The tiger limped slightly from the wound in its shoulder, and blood decorated its coat in several places, but its strength remained unabated. Frustrated in its lust to kill, it backed away from the man, growling deep in its throat as it lashed at the shifting, bloodied sword that darted, like some irritating insect, at its muzzle.

	Suddenly it turned and loped away to the far side of the arena, crouching in feline watchfulness as it licked at its wounds.

	Vulpus stalked after the beast as the arena attendants approached it with flaming brands. One slave ventured too close, screaming as a paw flashed out to pull him closer still. The tiger rolled over, holding the man against its chest with its forepaws, its jaws closing around his head even as the hindlegs reached up to disembowel him. Vulpus broke into a run, but as he reached the struggling figures he saw a great gush of entrails explode from the slave’s belly. A wash of red flooded across the tiger and it pumped its legs, sending a rain of bloody guts spattering over the sand. Its jaws came together, cutting off the gurgling moans of the dying man as his skull shattered.

	The gladiator seized advantage of the animal’s preoccupation, driving his sword into its neck as it raised its head. The tiger roared and sprang high into the air, tearing itself loose from the blade.

	Vulpus ignored the dead slave as he pursued the animal across the arena. It was still lethally dangerous, but wounded as it was, its movements were slower, the steady welling of blood weakening it. He snarled and went after his prey.

	The tiger slunk along, keeping close to the wall as though it sensed that the proximity of the stone hampered the man’s mobility. Vulpus followed it, aware, now, of a numbing ache spreading from the wounds up his leg.

	‘You’ll be hurt,’ Comus had assured him with gloomy solemnity, ‘and the tiger will know it. Go forward then. Keep after it. They hate that. It makes them nervous and it might give you the chance you need.’

	Again the old man’s advice proved sound. The tiger retreated, padding away from its attacker, staying out of range of the sword.

	Vulpus cursed, and hurled himself at the creature, closing the distance between them in three strides. Surprised, the great cat took the offensive, springing at this irritating figure that refused to leave it alone. Vulpus ducked under the beast, smashing his shield into its slavering jaws as he rammed the gladius forwards. For a moment that lasted an eternity man and beast stood facing each other. Vulpus had his shield up, protecting his head, so that the snarling, spitting cat bit uselessly on the edge. He ignored the claws raking his arms and chest as he drove the sword twice more into the exposed under-belly, wondering how long he could support the weight bearing down upon him. The tiger solved the problem by lifting its hindlegs in an attempt to roll beneath the man, where the rear claws could come into play. Vulpus felt the balance change and hurled himself away as lancing pain seared down his belly and thighs.

	Glancing swiftly at his stomach, he saw the white of exposed rib-bones shine briefly through the obscuring well of blood and knew that the fight must end soon. One way or another.

	That glance, swift though it had been, was his first mistake, for the tiger jumped him even as he looked, its full weight cannoning against his shield. Vulpus was smashed back against the arena’s wall, massive jaws closing with awful force on the manicae protecting his sword-arm. Reared up on its hindlegs, the tiger was crushing his shoulder through the metal plates of his armour, pinning the gladius uselessly to his side.

	Glaucus and Julianus sprang to their feet, arms about each other, their eyes wild with excitement.

	‘He dies,’ whispered Glaucus, ‘your Vulpus dies.’

	‘Yes! Oh yes!’ Julianus gasped, holding the older man tight.

	Suddenly he turned and kissed Glaucus full on the lips, his body trembling.

	‘Jove, Glaucus. We shall see the death of Vulpus!’

	 

	Snarling in fury, Vulpus thrust back against the dreadful weight pinning him against the stone. The tiger’s eyes, yellow clouded with bloodlust, were scant inches from his own, staring with rabid hatred. The unbearable pressure of the jaws numbed his arm, loosening his grip on the sword. He sensed it slip from his fingers as his life seemed to be slipping from his body. Fetid breath assailed his nostrils, reeking of blood and decay. Breath like the noxious gases spuming from a volcano. Breath like the stink of Vesuvius blowing across dead Pompeii.

	As his eyes began to close his mind drifted back, shifting as unconsciousness clouded around him, back to another time. A time of death, of oblivion. A time of fire…


Chapter Two

	 

	‘YOU HAVE POWERFUL friends, Britannicus,’ remarked Sextus Julius Frontinus, a question riding on his comment.

	Marcus simply nodded in reply, reaching for a towel to wipe the sweat from his eyes. They were in the bathhouse of Frontinus’s villa, alone, for the governor of Britain had dismissed his slaves to speak in solitude with the hawk-faced young man who had served him so well these past months.

	Marcus’s position within the tightly hierarchic rankings of the legions occupying his birthplace was curiously undefined, a most odd situation amongst the status-conscious Romans. Officially, he was a stator, an equerry attached to the governor’s staff; but during his time in the island, he had been scout, soldier and messenger, a mysterious figure moving at Frontinus’s bidding throughout the rebellious land. Mostly, his fellow-officers ignored him, nervous of his silent, sullen demeanour and fierce anger. He had a reputation as a lone wolf, an unsociable, half-British upstart who—for unfathomable reasons—enjoyed the trust of the governor.

	It was a position Marcus had found most useful to his purpose: the revenging of his mother’s death. The princess Elfleda had been raped and murdered by six men and her treasure stolen. Marcus had killed five of them, but one still remained alive. As did the two who had instigated the affair. Suetonius Posthumus was serving with the legions somewhere in Gaul. Crassus resided in Pompeii. Vellius Condorus was a procurator in Britain. All three would die.

	But now it seemed that Sextus Julius had some new commission for his equerry.

	The summons to the governor’s villa had been most urgent, dragging Marcus from the lupanar he had settled in for his leave period. The whore he had bedded was indignant, for she had looked forward to enjoying the muscular body of the young Roman, but the centurion carrying the message was insistent. Reluctantly, Marcus had dressed and ridden out of Londinium.

	Now he waited to receive his orders.

	‘Yes,’ mused Frontinus, ‘powerful friends indeed.’ He paused, studying the impassive face of the dark-eyed young man, wondering what went on behind that sealed visage, what thoughts flowed through the guarded mind. ‘I shall miss you, Britannicus.’

	‘Miss me?’ For a moment Marcus forgot that he addressed the governor of Britain.

	Frontinus overlooked the slip. ‘Yes. You are to leave Britannia on a special mission. A mission of the utmost secrecy. That is why we talk here, alone.’

	He gestured around the deserted steam-room as Marcus raged inwardly at the upset to his plans. To leave Britain meant leaving Vellius Condorus alive, and there was no guarantee that he would be able to return to kill the procurator. He cursed the unfairness of it all as he concentrated on listening to the governor.

	‘I can trust no one else,’ Frontinus was saying, ‘but you have served me well, and Flavius Silva assures me that you may be trusted. Equally, you are probably one of the few men who could survive the journey.’

	Marcus wondered what was to come.

	‘Some things are best left unwritten,’ continued Frontinus, ‘so what I tell you now, you will memorize. Do not set it to parchment, and above all do not speak it to anyone other than the tribune Flavius Julius Germanicus.’

	Marcus started, though no outward movement of face or body betrayed his surprise. Germanicus was married to the Lady Agrippina, whose patronage Marcus had enjoyed since sampling her somewhat exhausting favours in Palaestina, and he was curious to know what vital duty could bring him into contact with the man he had cuckolded.

	‘Germanicus resides at Pompeii,’ said Frontinus.

	And, thought Marcus, fat Crassus too. Suddenly the mission was more appealing.

	‘You will go to him with a ring I shall give you. It will identify you as my messenger. Tell him,’ the governor’s voice dropped as he leaned closer to Marcus, ‘that Britain stands firm, that the legions remain loyal to Titus.’

	Now Marcus was unable to keep the surprise from his face. Frontinus saw it and nodded, placing a hand on the shoulder of the younger man.

	‘Yes, Britannicus. The old hydra lifts its head once more.’ Suddenly he looked old, the patrician lines of his face showing the burden of his responsibilities. ‘So we must lop another off.’

	Marcus knew what he meant: rebellion.

	Plotting, assassination and civil war were, virtually, a way of life in the Roman Empire. Since the killing of Gaius Julius Caesar, no less than five emperors had died by the sword or poison. In AD 68, Galba had raised the Spanish legions to overthrow the madman, Nero. Galba, in turn, had met his death at the point of a gladius and the Empire had divided between Otho and Vitellius. Civil war had followed, ceasing—briefly—with the death of Otho. Vitellius had enjoyed the purple for three short months before Flavius Sabinus Vespasianus marched from the east, crushing the victor and ending the internecine struggle.

	Vespasianus had died that very year, his son, Titus, succeeding him as Emperor. Yet now it seemed that Mars stirred again, blowing the winds of war to disturb the tenuous peace.

	‘Tread cautiously, my boy.’ Frontinus’s hand clasped tight upon Marcus’s shoulder. ‘So far as I know, little of this is spoken of here, but across the sea you will find those who wish to share your knowledge.’

	Instinctively, Marcus brought his arm across his chest in the Roman salute.

	‘Trust me, sir. Your message will be delivered.’

	 

	Now he felt less confident. The ride to Dubrae had passed without incident, as had the sea-crossing, though the sailors had cast curious glances at the taciturn stator huddling silent in his scarlet cloak beneath the covered stern shelter.

	He had disembarked wordlessly, marching with his escort through the darkened streets of Gesoriacum to the quarters of the tribune commanding the garrison force. After exchanging the customary greetings, Marcus had handed over the papyrus scroll given him by Frontinus’s secretary. The tribune had read it through and offered a bed for the night; it was refused. Instead, Marcus requested a horse, and that immediately, preferring to push on through the darkness without delay.

	Since speaking with Frontinus, he was all too aware of the responsibility resting on his shoulders.

	Like the propraetor, he had no wish to see Rome plunged once again into a bloody civil war, and if the assurance of Britain’s loyalty would divert the struggle, then he wished to deliver it as swiftly as possible.

	But now, watching the Gallic dawn break over the road south, he could not help but wonder if he should have slept in Gesoriacum.

	His horse was winded, and he had halted beside the road, thinking to rest the beast before moving on to the next town in search of food. He was rubbing his chilled hands together when he heard the chink of metal striking metal, sounding unnaturally loud in the dawn’s stillness. His mount looked up from its grazing, whickering softly, and Marcus realized that horsemen were approaching from the north. It was too early for even the most avaricious of merchants to be on the road and the local farmers would be afoot. The very fact that the sound was quickly muffled, that no hoofbeats echoed it, suggested riders proceeding cautiously, so cautiously that they found it necessary to pad the hooves of their animals.

	Why? The region was peaceful enough; menace from bandits or hostile Gauls lay farther to the south, where the great forests clouded the roadway. So the riders must be on some special mission, near as secret as his own.

	Easing his gladius in its scabbard, Marcus pulled back amongst the trees.

	He slipped amongst the aspens, moving silent as a cat towards the horsemen. They came into view as the sun broke through the morning mist, shafts of light reflecting from the phalerae decorating the breastplate of the leading rider. He was an optio and behind him came two sagittarii, their bows nocked, ready for use. All three were auxiliaries, and they rode horses with strips of cloth bound around the hooves.

	They passed Marcus in silence and he followed them, still hidden amongst the trees, back to his stopping place.

	When they saw his horse they reined in, looking around, the archers drawing back their bowstrings as the optio dismounted, his long-bladed spatha glinting wickedly in the sunlight. He cast around the clearing, then motioned for the sagittarii to join him. Marcus had learned something of the Syrian language at Masada, and so could make out what the swarthy auxiliary was saying.

	‘It’s his horse, so he must be around. We’ll spread out and hunt him down. When you see him, kill him.’

	A vulpine grin stretched Marcus’s lips in an expression that was more rictus than smile. Without sound, he slid his cloak from his shoulders, bundling it over his left forearm as he watched the three men stalk nervously from the clearing.

	One of the bowmen moved directly towards him, and Marcus dropped to a crouch behind the cover of a blackberry thicket. He knelt there, tensed like some human cat ready to pounce, waiting for the Syrian to pass him.

	Wary eyes scanning the undergrowth, the man came through the wood. His bow was fully drawn, ready to fire at an instant’s notice, his dark, aquiline features drawn tight with concentration. Unfortunately for him, Marcus gave him no notice of his impending death. Instead, the young Roman came to his feet in the same movement that flung his cloak over the Syrian’s head, blinding the man, prompting him to loose his arrow. It struck uselessly into the folds of the cloak as Marcus’s sword slid between his ribs.

	Nine inches of Roman steel driven by an arm corded with muscle drove between the bones, slicing through stomach and lung, twisted savagely as it withdrew, and entered again, angled to penetrate the heart.

	From beneath the muffling cloak, Marcus heard a faint sigh as the archer slipped down, his life’s blood decorating the bright summer grass with a darker stain. He pulled the cloak from under the corpse and set it to one side, sheathing his sword as he reached for the man’s bow. Swiftly, he drew four arrows from the ornate quiver, set one to the bowstring and tucked the others through his belt.

	Then Marcus Julius Britannicus set out to slay his hunters.

	He stalked the two assassins with all the skill taught him by his dead father in his Britannic youth, moving silently through the aspen thicket as he quartered the ground in search of his human prey. His ears tuned to the whispering of the woodland, registering, classifying, rejecting the ordinary sounds. He was hunting as much by ear as by eye, fully conscious of his father’s advice.

	‘Listen,’ his father had told him as they paced the oak glades together, ‘always listen. Hear what you cannot see; see what you cannot hear.’

	It was good advice and Marcus offered a swift, silent prayer to the shade of his father as he heard the faint creak of a drawn bow. He threw himself down even as the string throbbed with the vibrancy of a Grecian lyre, sending a shaft deep into the tree at his back. As he fell, he loosed his own arrow at the sound. His reflexes were rewarded with a yelp of pain and he rolled behind a bush, fitting a second arrow to his bow.

	He saw branches move some yards away from his hiding place, and wriggled on his belly to a better vantage point. The movement stopped, but now he had the archer spotted and sent a second arrow winging at the Syrian.

	Before it hit, a third was strung, ready to fire. But it was not needed, for the low-hung branches of the aspen parted, revealing the helmeted figure of the auxiliary walking slowly towards him. The man ignored his danger, his long, dark fingers plucking at the two shafts protruding from his chest. At that range, both had penetrated the mail shirt covering his torso, driving deep into the flesh beneath. He had dropped his bow, his soldier’s instincts dulled by pain, and now he appeared in a reverie, concerned only with removing the offending barbs.

	Marcus lifted to one knee, sighting the bow as he rose. His arrow flew straight, piercing the assassin’s left eye, dropping him like a pole-axed steer, with no other sound than the exhalation of his emptying lungs.

	The optio in command of the two archers lacked even their scanty woods knowledge, for Marcus found him as easily as he might locate a lost heifer blundering through unfamiliar territory. Confident in his now-lost superiority of numbers, he moved cow-like through the undergrowth, beating about him with his sword as though to drive his intended victim like a startled rabbit onto the bows of the hunters.

	But the rabbit was a fox. A deadly fox, whose gladius pricked suddenly at the optio’s neck, sending a trickle of warm blood down his abruptly cold back.

	‘I think,’ said Marcus calmly, ‘that you seek me.’

	‘Tibo! Gemmio! To me! Fast!’ The man’s voice betrayed more anger than fear as he whirled to face his attacker.

	‘You cry in vain,’ said Marcus coldly, ‘they are both dead. As you will be, soon.’

	Whatever the optio’s mission, he did not lack courage, for he wasted no more time on words, rushing instead to the attack.

	Marcus danced backwards, moving towards the clearing, where he would have more room in which to use his sword. The other man was brave, but lacking in skill; he used his spatha in typical cavalry fashion, slashing at his opponent’s head and body in great sweeps that Marcus dodged with ease. It was, he thought, as he drew the man with him, as old Argos had said: the swing of the cavalry sword was fine from a horse’s back, but on the ground, all a man needed was nine inches of good steel. He laughed at the memory, driving the optio to fresh excesses of swordplay.

	‘Who sent you?’ he asked, ducking under a wild slash to prick his gladius against the man’s cheek.

	‘Charon take you,’ snarled the optio, thrusting for Marcus’s chest.

	The gladius darted out, scoring a bloody line down the man’s other cheek as Marcus swung his body to one side, letting the spatha glance off his breastplate. Before the ambusher could recover from the thrust, Marcus kicked his legs from under him, carving a slice of flesh from his left arm as he fell.

	‘I’d lief be on my way,’ he remarked in a conversational tone, ‘and if you tell me who sent you, I’ll kill you quickly. Otherwise, I’ll cut the words from your carcass.’

	The optio cursed and scythed his sword at the other’s legs. Marcus sprang over the blade, hacking at the passing wrist. It was not a killing blow, but it laid open a wide-lipped cut across the man’s forearm, eliciting a shrill cry of pain. He rolled, seeking to avoid a fresh attack even though Marcus stood back as he came to his feet.

	‘Who sent you?’

	The question was punctuated by a lopped ear.

	‘Tell me.’

	Fresh blood ran down the optio’s cheeks.

	‘It will go easier.’

	Two fingers fell, severed by the gladius, to the turf.

	The optio sobbed and snarled in one sound, his wild eyes betraying his fear. Though whether the fear was of Marcus or of revealing his employer, it was impossible to tell. He raised his left hand to wipe blood from his cheek, succeeding only in smearing more across his face from his lost finger stumps.

	‘I’ll die first, you Iceni scum spawn,’ he howled, rushing to a fresh attack.

	Marcus took the spatha’s downstroke on his own blade, turned it so that the longer sword hacked uselessly at empty air, and brought the gladius down and around in the same movement. The razor-edged sword sank inches deep through the muscles of the optio’s thigh, and Marcus twisted the blade as he withdrew, turning the cut into a gaping hole that spewed crimson over the man’s bracae, painting his right leg a dull red.

	Limping horribly, the man turned to strike again, but Marcus shifted, lifting the gladius to a horizontal position, so that the swinging arm was impaled by its own momentum. Again he twisted the blade, causing the spatha to fall from fingers that no longer held any feeling.

	He stepped back, watching the bleeding figure of the optio, tattered as any criminal condemned to take the part of Prometheus in the arena, totter towards him.

	‘Tell me,’ he said coldly.

	The optio shook his head, sending a fine spray of bloody droplets around the clearing.

	Marcus swung the gladius, cutting through the auxiliary’s leather jerkin, deep enough to gouge his chest. The man stopped and looked at his ruined hands, lifting them up as though making an offering to whatever god he worshipped. Marcus cut again, carving a second scarlet line across the jerkin.

	Abruptly, the auxiliary nodded and fell headlong. Marcus knelt and turned him over onto his back, staring into the pain-racked eyes.

	‘Tell me who sent you and I’ll end it,’ he promised.

	‘Your word?’ The optio was bleeding to death, but his voice remained surprisingly strong.

	‘I give you my word,’ agreed Marcus.

	‘A message came from the south.’ The strength was beginning to fade from the voice. ‘Two days ago. Gemellus Castus ordered us to stop you. On pain of death.’ The optio laughed bitterly.

	‘Gemellus Castus?’ Marcus recognized the name. It belonged to a tribune of the Gallic shore.

	‘Aye. Gemellus Castus, may he feel Libitina’s kiss. He got his message and came looking for me, sharper than old Galba when his bowels were playing up. Find the messenger and kill him, those were the orders. Fail and there’d be three crosses waiting for us.’

	The optio was becoming garrulous as death whispered in his remaining ear, and Marcus interrupted him.

	‘Who did the message come from? Do you know?’

	‘Oh, aye. The rider told me. It came from the tribune’s old friend down in Arelate. Posthumus, he’s called. Suetonius Posthumus.’

	‘You earn your death,’ murmured Marcus and slid the gladius into the man’s throat.

	It was a clean stroke, killing him instantly, bringing a peace that Marcus’s roiling mind almost longed for.

	Suetonius Posthumus was in Arelate! That meant Marcus would have a chance to kill the murderer of his mother before going on to Pompeii and fat Crassus. It also meant that Posthumus, Castus and, presumably, others knew of his mission. And if the message from the south had arrived two days ago, they had known before Marcus himself. The finest horseman in the Empire, given a string of relay horses, could not cross Gaul in less than six days. So there was a spy in the British camp, someone close to Frontinus himself, someone privy to the governor’s most closely guarded thoughts.

	Marcus wondered who it might be and at the same time wondered what new ambushes would await him when Castus discovered that his assassins had not returned.

	He wiped his blade clean on the optio’s kirtle and went to his horse. He left the bodies where they lay as he kicked the animal into a canter, heading south.

	 

	Late on the second day, Marcus came within view of the walls of Lutetia, his horse slowed to a painful walk. The beast was finished, blowing crimsoned froth with every weary step; the rider, in turn, felt the effort of the wild journey in each muscle, each aching joint. He needed a night’s rest, a bath, and food. But above all, he needed a fresh mount.

	The little farm he spotted away to the left of the road might offer three of the things he needed, if not a bath. He brought the horse’s head around, steering it towards the cluster of low-built, wooden buildings across the meadow.

	Better, he thought, to seek help here than in Lutetia, where fresh conspirators might await him.

	As he approached the farm a man appeared, a hoe resting across his shoulder. Marcus noticed the way it was carried: the way a legionary would carry his pilum. He smiled at that, noting also the fellow’s straight back and self-confident walk. This was no Romanized Gaul, but an ex-soldier, designated a farm when his military service ended, a potential friend.

	The man halted, watching Marcus approach.

	‘Ho, stator.’ The hoe grounded as Marcus rode up, the farmer coming, through habit, to attention.

	‘Ho, friend,’ smiled Marcus wearily, slipping from the saddle, ‘I need food and rest.’

	‘There’s plenty in Lutetia,’ murmured the ex-soldier cautiously. ‘Taverns, lupanars, quarters for your men.’

	‘I have no men,’ replied Marcus, massaging his aching thighs, ‘I ride alone. Nor do I seek a tavern or a lupanar, simply a meal and sleep.’

	‘We’re but poor farmers here,’ countered the other, ‘with few comforts to offer a gentleman.’

	‘Man, I have ridden from the coast.’ The patrician blood flowing through his veins began to make Marcus irritable. ‘I am tired and saddle-weary. Would you dispute a fellow-Roman hospitality?’

	The farmer mused for a moment, his natural caution struggling with his in-built desire to please an officer. Then training won and he smiled, reaching out to take the horse’s bridle.

	‘Enter then, and welcome. It’s simple fare, but there’s enough to go round.’

	Gratefully, Marcus allowed the farmer to lead the horse away to a partially covered pen, where several other animals stood eating. When he returned, he ushered Marcus into the main building with a promise of a bath that in itself revitalized the weary messenger.

	Entering, he called for hot water to be drawn, leading Marcus through to an outhouse. There, a large wooden tub stood in the centre of the room, surrounded by flickering braziers and attended by two plump girls, who giggled as they watched Marcus from the corners of their eyes. As he slipped his armour from his chest and legs, Marcus was conscious of their frank stares, wondering idly if the night would be as restful as he had anticipated. He decided to let the future look to itself when the girls departed, leaving him alone with the tub.

	He stripped and placed his gladius where he could reach it quickly before climbing in. Then, breathing a long sigh of pure pleasure, he relaxed, letting the tension of the journey drain from his limbs.

	How long he luxuriated in the bath, he was not sure, but the farmer reappeared too soon, bringing him towels and toilet utensils.

	As Marcus dried himself, the man began to speak.

	‘I am Tibur,’ he said casually, ‘Gerontius Tibur. How are you called?’

	Marcus debated for an instant. He must, in the name of hospitality, make himself known to his host, but he had no wish to reveal his true identity for fear of pursuers. Should Castus have set new hounds on his trail, it would be as well if Tibur knew as little as possible.

	‘Gaius Metellus Drusus,’ he said quickly, remembering the name of a centurion long dead with a Brigantine spear through his chest.

	‘Well, Drusus,’ smiled Tibur, ‘come break bread with us and tell us, if you will, what prompts you to dine here, rather than in the fleshpots of Lutetia.’

	Marcus realized with acute discomfort that an explanation of his sojourn would be necessary under any circumstances; the old soldier was too wise, too well versed in Roman ways to accept his visit as a mere whim. As he had hinted, no young officer would voluntarily choose a tiny homestead in favour of a large city, any more, it seemed, than Tibur would let the matter rest.

	Throughout the simple meal Tibur talked around the subject of the visit, while Marcus made small talk with Paulina, his wife, and the two daughters. They were called, Tibur told him, Julia and Attica, and their interest in Marcus was obvious enough that Paulina shepherded them away to the sleeping quarters as soon as was politely possible. When the women had gone, Tibur poured two more mugs of the sharp wine they were drinking and turned serious eyes upon Marcus.

	‘I am no prying fishwife to delve into others’ business,’ he apologized, ‘but you have taken bread and salt in this house when the city lies but an hour or two away. There is something about you, Drusus, that speaks of steel and blood. If it is to affect my family, then I’d know what it is.’

	Marcus smiled and reached for the amphora, pouring a fresh mug of bitter wine.

	‘I carry a message, Tibur, from the northern frontier to Mediolanum, where the Emperor passes the summer months.’

	It was both vague enough and close enough to the truth to be valid, and Mediolanum, far to the north of Rome, lay a sufficient distance east of Arelate to befuddle any pursuers. Yet still it was a flawed excuse.

	‘Forgive me,’ murmured Tibur, ‘but why should that prevent you from riding on to Lutetia?’

	Marcus had his reason ready.

	‘I was stationed there once,’ he said, looking the old legionary straight in the eye, ‘and enjoyed the favours of a tribune’s wife. Should I return, well…’ He gestured with the mug. ‘The lady’s husband learned of our dalliance. My message might be stopped there. He is a mightily jealous man.’

	He affected what he hoped was a convincing leer.

	‘Ha!’ Tibur grinned, helping himself to more wine as he leaned closer to Marcus. ‘It was ever thus with you young officers. Why,’ his tone became conspiratorial, and he looked around to be sure his wife was out of earshot, ‘I remember before my twenty years were up and I got this place. There were times then…’

	Marcus sat back on the rough couch, letting the old man’s reminiscences flow past his ears, relieved that his explanation had been accepted. Now they were two soldiers talking about the old days, which, thought Marcus, were always better than now; just as now would be better than tomorrow. Such was the way of a man’s mind, to forget the bad things and remember only the good.

	He broke from his musings as Tibur thrust a scarred arm beneath his nose.

	‘See that? Her husband gave me that.’

	Marcus leaned back and laughed, idly wondering what had been the reason for the wound. Tibur laughed with him, then drained his wine and rose to his feet.

	‘Come, Drusus, I’ll show you to your bed. You’ll be wanting to start early if you’re on the Emperor’s business.’

	Marcus stood up, suddenly aware of how tired he really was. He took an oil lamp from the old man and followed him to the sleeping quarters where a simple, but clean couch awaited, the rough blanket freshly laundered. He bade Tibur good-night and prepared for sleep, setting his sword close to the bed.

	Sleep came swiftly as a javelin’s flight, dropping him down into welcome, restful darkness.

	Then he felt hands upon his body, pulling him back from dreamless slumber. Instinctively he reached for the gladius, opening his mouth to cry out. But something soft and warm blocked off his cry, pushing hard against his lips, and instead of the sword’s hilt, his hand encountered smooth flesh. Beneath the blanket, a hand insinuated itself between his legs as a voice whispered in his ear.

	‘You need no sword, Gaius.’

	‘No,’ murmured another voice from somewhere above his head, ‘for surely your own weapon is sufficient.’

	With a pleasurable thrill, Marcus realized that the gag in his mouth was a breast, the nipple hardening as he sucked upon it, and the hand fondling him belonged to one of Tibur’s daughters. Which one, he neither knew, nor cared. He was fully awake now, and could feel himself stiffening under the caress.

	‘Why,’ he said softly, freeing his mouth for a moment, ‘your hospitality knows no bounds.’

	‘You’ve ridden far, my Gaius,’ giggled one of the girls, ‘can you ride a little farther?’

	‘I’ll gallop,’ grunted Marcus, pleasantly aware of the lips that closed softly over his member, teasing, stroking, so that he felt his entire energy flood into the object of the kiss.

	‘Hurry, Julia,’ whispered Attica, ‘I’d take my turn there.’

	Her mouth full, Julia did not reply, instead she applied herself vigorously to her task, blonde head bobbing in the pale moonlight, rousing Marcus to heights of excitement as Attica’s lips settled gently over his.

	The kiss turned to a fierce embrace as Marcus approached climax, grinding his mouth hard against hers as his hand slid to the warm wetness between her legs. She writhed, moaning against his lips as he erupted, his head falling back on the pillow as Julia’s lifted, smiling as she drew a hand across her supple mouth.

	Attica pouted as Marcus lay back, caressing his neck and chest.

	‘Come, Gaius, dawn approaches and we’d both ride farther with you.’

	Marcus grinned, feeling fresh vigour swell his loins. Soon, he was ready again and Attica straddled him, riding him as she might a horse, except that when her saddle rose, she thrust down against it, gasping with delight at every stroke. Then, as Marcus felt himself building to an inevitable explosion, she began to shudder, her eyes tight closed. Julia watched her sister, her blue eyes shining bright with excitement, a hand delving between her legs. The tremors grew, communicating to Marcus so that he too began to shake with pent-up tension. And then she bit her lip and cried out softly as his body raised her high off the couch in a great shuddering spasm of pure joy.

	She collapsed alongside him, sighing languorously as Julia ran her lips and tongue over his shoulders, across his chest, moving downwards.

	It was a long, delightful night, during which Marcus took the two girls turn and turn about, until even their seemingly insatiable appetites were satisfied, and they crept from his chamber, shaking with pleasant exhaustion.

	When Tibur came to wake him just after dawn, Marcus was hollow-eyed and fur-tongued, a tired smile playing on his lips.

	‘Gods, Drusus,’ exclaimed the old man as Marcus appeared for the morning meal, ‘you look the worse for a night’s sleep.’

	Across the room, Attica and Julia turned, smiling innocently, to catch his eye.

	‘I was plagued with dreams,’ explained Marcus. ‘Of goddesses.’

	 

	Tibur gave him a fresh horse in exchange for his own cavalry mount and Marcus departed at the sixth hour, when the dew was still sparkling on the grass. Guided by the old legionary’s instructions, he took the straight road for Lugdunum, pushing the horse to the fastest pace he dared risk. It was a good enough mount for a farmer, but lacked the stamina of a well-fed Roman animal, and, in addition, it was unused to carrying an armoured man. For the first few miles Marcus was forced to impose his will upon the skittish beast.

	Given the way he felt, it was a struggle he could joyfully have done without.

	The road was busy with travellers moving in both directions. Frequently Marcus was required to move aside for some merchant’s baggage train or the fast-moving chariot of a local noble; the farm carts he encountered were easily avoided, not so the two cohorts of legionaries, marching arrow-straight along the centre of the road, their caligae thundering in unison on the packed earth.

	The officer in charge of the second cohort hailed Marcus to a stop, enquiring in friendly fashion after his business.

	Anxious though he was to get on, Marcus accepted the older man’s invitation to share the noonday meal, not wishing to betray the dire urgency of his mission. He walked his horse beside that of the tribune, who introduced himself as Quintus Varius and spent an hour plying his guest with questions about Britain. Marcus supplied the answers with a civility that belied his impatience, and took his leave as early as he was able.

	That night he slept in a wayside hostelry, refusing the landlord’s invitation to choose a girl from amongst the ragged tavern whores in preference for a good night’s sleep and recovery from the excesses of Tibur’s unbeknown hospitality.

	He awoke refreshed, starting out again as the sun rose, a solid breakfast beneath his belt and a bag of provisions slung across his saddle.

	He rode all day, halting briefly at noon to water the flagging horse, and then again at dusk. As the shadows transformed into solid darkness, he walked the horse off the road, looking for a resting place. The terrain, now, was thickly wooded and rising in craggy jumbles of rock that afforded numerous protected sites. Marcus picked one as the last of the day’s light faded from the sky and a dark velvet blanket fell over the heavens. He hobbled his mount and fed it some grain, purchased that morning, then set about preparing a fire. The place he had chosen rested in a cleft that split the rock as though a Titan’s sword had hacked the stone, a looming boulder overhanging the cut to shut his fire from outside view. He nursed it into life and set the meat he had bought to broil over the flames, then he removed his helmet and stretched out on his cloak.

	Like any Roman noble, Marcus preferred to bathe and eat in comfort; but, equally, he was a soldier, and like any legionary, he could put up with discomfort, taking the rigors of a campaign in his stride.

	When he had finished eating, he brought his horse in from its grazing to the safety of the rocks, stoking the fire against the possible danger of wolves. He could hear them howling off in the distance and had no intention of finding himself afoot come morning. Then, satisfied that his camp was suitably fortified, he settled down to sleep, his sword beneath his hand.

	He awoke cold and wet, shivering as a light drizzle soaked into his cloak, and conscious of a gnawing hunger in his belly. Gusts of chill wind blew across the foothills and the day looked to be unseasonably dreary. He cursed as he blew the smouldering fire into fresh life and set water to boil. After seeing to the horse, he shaved carefully, stripped to the waist despite the cold; if no bathhouse was available, he could, at least, cleanse himself with rainwater. Still shivering, but feeling better for a meal, he pulled on his tunic, buckled his lorica over his chest, and rode down to the Via Lugdunensis.

	For most of the morning, the roadway lifted up through the foothills, forced from its Roman straightness by the nature of the land. Marcus followed it, huddled in his cloak, mostly ignoring the greetings of the passers-by.

	Around mid-afternoon he cheered up, for the rain ceased, the grey storm-clouds giving way to blue sky and sunshine.

	The sun lofted faint clouds of steam from the drying road, the odour of damp wool from his cloak, and Marcus was thankful for the lifting of his depression. He knew that Lugdunum lay in a river valley beyond the hills, and reckoned to be in the city by nightfall. That meant a decent bed and a swift descent to Arelate the following morning.

	As he rode, he began to whistle happily at the thought of reaching Arelate. From there he could take passage on a galley, the trade between southern Gaul and the Roman ports was frequent enough, and reach Pompeii before the end of August.

	But first—he smiled like a wolf—he would find Suetonius Posthumus. And kill him.

	The thought prompted him to kick the tired horse up to a faster pace as an old Legion marching song came to his lips. It was a typically bawdy ditty that described the Vestal Virgins in terms other than reverential, ascribing to them activities that denied their official status. Marcus suddenly broke off, grinning; it was, he realized, the first time he had sung in the past year.

	Lugdunum announced itself by its lights. The road was longer than Marcus had thought, and night fell as he came down out of the foothills, picking his way carefully for fear of breaking his mount’s legs in the darkness. But then the forest gave way to a stretch of straight track and he saw the town spreading out along the banks of the Rhone, torches throwing a welcome glare against the sky. It was warm again now, and he luxuriated in the soft night air of the south, heavier, headier somehow, than the mellow summer air of Britain.

	An hour later he was within the walls of Lugdunum. The city guard halted him at the north gate, giving a cursory glance at his credentials and stator’s tunic before ushering him in. Gaul had been a part of the Empire for years, and there was little reason for the city to expect any trouble other than the brawling of bored soldiers. None the less, Marcus, more accustomed to living in hostile territories, felt irked that Roman soldiers could be so casual about their duties. He said nothing, however, except to ask directions to a decent inn, thanking the tesserarius in command of the picket for the information and riding through the tall wooden gates.

	He made his way slowly through the clamorous, narrow streets, acutely conscious, after the clean air of the country, of the city-stink blowing in his nostrils. Rotting fish lent a saline pungency to the fetid odour of decaying garbage and stale urine. Dogs snapped around the horse’s hooves and cats yowled and spat as they fought for fish-heads along the waterfront, adding their own animal babble to the bawl of voices from the taverns and lupanars, which in turn vented female shrieks as some whore argued her due with a reluctant customer. The vendors’ braziers threw a pall of charcoal smoke across the streets that mingled with the smell of olive oil and sour wine.

	Marcus grimaced. He had been away from cities for too long; Londinium was something like this, though he remembered it as being cleaner, less malodorous, but the British rain seemed to douse the stench, whereas the warm southern air served only to increase it.

	He ignored the invitations of the painted women calling to him from doorways and windows, just as he ignored the cries of the vendors pressing sweetmeats and charcoal-broiled titbits upon him. His sole aim at the moment was to find a bathhouse and rid himself of the travel grime collected along the Via Lugdunensis. After that he wanted a meal and some decent wine. Then, perhaps, he would find a woman.

	He concentrated on the tesserarius’s instructions, walking his horse into the courtyard of the inn, where a house slave led it away to the stables, and went in search of the landlord.

	The Golden Ass appeared a decent enough place, reasonably well kept and surprisingly quiet for a riverside establishment. It was large, a colonnaded portico surrounding three sides of the courtyard, surmounted by rooms that rose for two additional stories. The ground floor held the storerooms and stables, and, to judge by the steam and odour of soap, the bathhouse. Across the courtyard, a spacious, brightly lit room emitted a low murmur of voices, punctuated by the clinking of glasses and an occasional shout. Marcus draped his cloak over his left shoulder and walked towards the vestibule.

	‘If the gentleman will follow me?’

	A house slave materialized out of the gloom, his ebony features telling of Numidian ancestry. Marcus followed the blur of his white slave tunic, his caligae crunching on the gravel.

	The slave ushered him courteously through the vestibule, into the larger room beyond. There, a giant of a man looked up from the wine barrel he was setting in place in an alcove, shoved it into position with a single thrust of massive arms, and turned, smiling, to greet Marcus.

	‘Welcome to the Golden Ass, friend. You’ve chosen the finest inn this side of Lutetia.’ He clapped a fist the size of a melon against his left shoulder. ‘Portus, late of the Tenth Legion, bids you welcome.’

	‘Greetings, Portus,’ answered Marcus, ‘I’d rest the night here if you have a room.’

	‘I always have a room for a fellow-soldier,’ smiled the giant.

	‘And a bath,’ added Marcus.

	‘The best outside of the public thermae. Rastebenus here will show you. When you’re ready, there’s food. And the first sextarius is on the house.’

	Marcus smiled his gratitude and followed the negro slave to a small room on the first floor. It was bright with fresh-daubed stucco, and a window looked out over a quiet stretch of the river. As he divested himself of his armour, Marcus watched the boats shifting gently on the moonstruck water, idly wondering which one would take him south to Arelate.

	That, definitely, would be his first destination; from there he would ride or take ship down to Massilia on the coast, and thence across the Ligurian Sea to Pompeii.

	He shrugged off the sudden impatience that clenched his teeth in frustration: Posthumus could hardly desert his post, even if he knew Marcus was coming. And there was no reason for the man to know that Marcus intended to kill him. Any more than Crassus, in Pompeii, should suspect that his nemesis drew steadily closer.

	Like Charon’s ferry, thought Marcus, grinning viciously, the barge that carries me south carries Posthumus over the Styx.

	Cheered by the thought he went down to the bathhouse.

	When he emerged, feeling decently clean for the first time since leaving Britain, he joined Portus in the triclinium. The giant set a flagon of good red wine on the table and promised food shortly, then he pulled up a bench and began to talk.

	‘Your name, friend?’ he enquired. ‘I’d welcome news of the army.’

	‘Marcus Julius Britannicus.’ This close to Arelate, there seemed little point in hiding his identity.

	‘And who do you serve with?’

	‘Frontinus, propraetor of Britannia. I travel south on imperial business,’ answered Marcus, anticipating the next question.

	‘Britain, eh?’ grunted Portus, downing his wine in a single gulp. ‘I never got there. Portus Africanus, they call me. Did my twenty with the good old Tenth.’ He struck his chest dramatically. ‘I was at Masada. You know that story?’

	Marcus nodded, remembering the two Jews he had helped escape from that citadel of death, wondering where Rachael might be now. 1

	‘I was there,’ he said simply.

	‘You were? With old Flavius Silva?’ Portus’s ugly face split in a huge grin. ‘That calls for another flagon.’

	He shouted for a serving-girl to bring more wine, poured and raised his glass.

	‘Here’s to old comrades.’

	The wine went in one swallow and he began to talk again, asking Marcus about the men he had known in the Tenth, the fights he had been in, what he thought of Judaean women, how long he had served in the legion. Marcus answered while he ate; the food was good and he was content to let Portus do most of the talking.

	When, at last, the friendly giant ran out of questions, Marcus asked him about the journey south.

	‘Arelate?’ Portus thought for a moment. ‘You want a barge. They’re going up and down all the time. That way it’ll take you about a day and a night, maybe less. Go horseback and you’ll be on the road two, perhaps three days.’

	He broke off to order more wine.

	‘Tell you what. I’ll have a quick word with some friends come sunrise and fix you up with a berth. You just leave it to me, us old comrades of the Tenth have to stick together.’

	He slapped Marcus on the arm in friendly fashion, nearly lifting the younger man out of his seat.

	Marcus thanked him and excused himself. He wanted to sleep, and he knew that any more conversation with Portus would mean more wine, which would fog his senses. He could drink with most men—outdrink many—but the giant’s capacity was as staggering as his size and Marcus wanted to keep his head clear, ready for the killing to come. He rose and climbed the stairs to his room, dropping the latch and setting his breastplate against the door. Anyone seeking entrance would tip the lorica with a clatter that would alert him to danger.

	When he did wake, the sun was shining through the window transforming the stucco of the walls to pale gold and the armour was still in place. Rastebenus brought him hot water and a razor and a short while later, Marcus appeared in the triclinium, ready to eat.

	‘Greetings, Britannicus,’ bellowed Portus, joining Marcus with a gigantic platter of polenta and bacon in his huge fist. ‘I fixed it up for you.’

	‘The barge?’ asked Marcus.

	‘Aye, man. The barge.’ Portus shovelled food into his mouth as he spoke. ‘She leaves at the ninth hour from the Porta Agrippina. Ask for Cestus, and tell him I sent you.’

	Marcus thanked him again, arranging to leave his horse in lieu of payment, an arrangement that profited Portus better than Marcus.

	‘Tell you what,’ rumbled the giant as Marcus prepared to leave. ‘The next time you’re in Lugdunum there’s a free room and food waiting for you at the Golden Ass. We comrades of the Tenth have to suck together.’

	He propelled Marcus on his way with a backslap that might have injured a weaker man.

	Cloak slung over his shoulder, Marcus strode through the busy streets towards the Porta Agrippina. Following the pattern set by Rome, the city authorities had banned chariots from the streets during the daylight hours, so commerce, active since dawn, was carried out on foot. Tall, fair-bearded Gauls mingled with shorter Romans; men clad in rough leather tunics jostled with men in togas; white-clad slaves bore litters from which patrician ladies surveyed the crowds, more than one admiring eye settling on the tall figure of Marcus as he pushed his way towards the waterfront.

	He found the Porta Agrippina without difficulty, securing directions to the barge of Cestus from a watchman.

	The riverman was waiting for him.

	‘Portus told me,’ began Marcus, ‘that…’

	‘Yes, I know,’ grunted Cestus, interrupting, ‘I saw the old windbag earlier. Old comrades, eh? Ha!’ He spat into the river. ‘The nearest Portus got to Masada was Hierosolyma. He was in the commissary. Couldn’t stand the sight of blood.’

	 

	As the barge pulled out into mid-stream, gliding past the blank windows of the Golden Ass, the old windbag was venting his last gust.

	Rastebenus lay dead on the floor of the stable, his throat a gaping wound where a pugio had sliced out his life. In the triclinium, Portus yanked a dagger from his belly and hurled a bench at the three men closing around him. He ignored the blood flowing liberally from the various wounds decorating his arms and torso, fighting for his life.

	The bench took one man in the chest, tumbling him head over heels, his sword flying free. Portus took the opportunity to run for the door, smashing a man to one side with a single blow. The third darted in behind him, thrusting a gladius deep into his back. The pain halted the giant, so that the other two had time to recover and return to the attack, stabbing, slashing at the tottering colossus.

	A blade hacked across his ribs, another severed a thumb, a third stained his buttocks with crimson. Then the three men stood back.

	‘Well?’ The leader’s voice was harsh as he stared at Portus. A big man, he was near as tall as the giant, and built as heavy, muscle cording his bared arms and thews. ‘Do you tell us where he went?’

	‘No!’ Portus shook his head, his voice rising to a screech of raw fear. ‘No! Us comrades of the Tenth stick together.’

	The big man laughed and stuck his gladius into the muscle of Portus’s stomach.

	‘Then die, you gutless bastard.’

	Behind the stricken giant, one of the other swordsmen slashed his calves, hamstringing him, crashing him to the floor.

	The third man bent forward, his blade darting out, pricking an eye that milked over, turning suddenly red.

	Like a fallen Cyclops, Portus wriggled, screaming on the floor of the bloodstained triclinium. Another man would have died, but the huge frame of the giant innkeeper, the veteran of the Tenth Legion, was capable, to his painful regret, of taking more punishment than most.

	‘No. No. No.’ Plea or denial, it was hard to determine, for the words were mumbled through lips cut to ribbons by the swords. Then, clearly: ‘We stick together, us men of the Tenth.’

	‘Then die together.’ The big man laughed again, showing broken teeth between his thick, fleshy lips.

	He grasped his sword in both hands, lifting it high above his head, point downwards.

	He brought it down, letting his body fall with it, so that the blow carried the full weight of his powerful frame. The gladius drove into Portus’s back, smashed through his spine, drove on through lungs and ribs to embed itself in the floor beneath. The bloodied giant gave one convulsive heave, jerking up off the floor in a final, massive spasm as Charon reached out to guide him on board the ferry, and died.

	‘Mithras!’ snarled the murderer. ‘The big bastard died hard.’

	He pulled his blade free of the corpse and glanced around, wiping the blood on the hem of Portus’s tunic.

	‘Come on, we’d best go. Frontinus’s messenger must have gone south anyway. We’ll head back to Arelate.’

	 

	Marcus was unable to relax as he floated southwards, for all that the trip down the wide, smooth-flowing river was calm and tranquil as the watery idylls the poets sang of. The barge drifted with the downstream current for most of the day, the oarsmen striking only when Cestus shouted from his position at the tiller. The barge captain had gone out on the morning tide, taking advantage of the water’s shifting movement. The slaves manning the eight oars sat quietly, resting, waiting for the tide to change and the hard work to begin. Cestus stood, Marcus beside him, at the stern of the fat-bellied riverboat, powerful arms draped around the horizontal beam of the rudder, staring ahead. Periodically, he made some adjustment to their course, steering around sand-bars or floating debris. Seven times they passed similar barges heading slowly upstream, their oars flashing as the rowers fought against the current, and once Marcus watched a war galley glide by, low-slung and imperious as it drove through the smaller craft.

	It was warm, the sun reflecting golden glitters from the rippling surface of the green-tinged river, and Marcus could feel the languorous breath of Provence enfold him. Yet inside, he was ice and steel and determination. Hours, now, were all that separated him from Posthumus.

	Cestus mistook his dour look for discomfort and called across from the tiller.

	‘How goes it, Britannicus? The river’s motion bends your belly?’

	It was good-humoured enough an enquiry, but the face that turned to the captain was black with suppressed hatred, freezing the smile on his lips.

	‘Britannicus! What ails you?’ Cestus was genuinely concerned now.

	‘Nothing.’ Marcus shook his head as though it was fogged with the vapours of a bad dream and he sought to clear it. ‘Nothing, Cestus. A passing humour, no more.’

	‘Nothing?’ Cestus looked worried. ‘Man, you look as though the goddess Libitina were flirting her skirts in your direction.’

	Marcus smiled coldly. ‘I follow Mithras, my friend. Not the drear lady of death.’

	He composed himself, stepping across the steering platform to clap a friendly hand to the captain’s brawny shoulder.

	‘Take no heed, friend Cestus.’ He forced a cheerful note into his voice. ‘I was born in Britannia, and the cold mists of the island run in my veins.’

	‘Ah, the old tin isle,’ nodded Cestus, accepting the explanation. ‘I’ve never been there, though I’ve known men who served against the Picts and the… what are they called?…’

	‘Iceni,’ supplied Marcus, wishing they could change the subject.

	‘Yes, the Iceni,’ Cestus agreed, ‘fierce warriors, I hear.’

	‘They are.’ Marcus recalled his aunt, Boudicca, proud in her war-chariot, long dead, her spirit gone to the oak glades. ‘Aye, Cestus, they are.’

	Unbidden, a memory of his mother’s face came into his mind and he felt again the fury swell within him. It was only with effort that he was able to bend his attention to the riverman’s words.

	Cestus was asking him about Britain, and for the remainder of the morning Marcus spoke of his birthplace. It was a one-sided conversation, for Cestus had been born in Lugdunum, spent his life there, and never gone farther afield than Massilia. Which, thought Marcus, accounted for his thirst for knowledge of foreign lands. What he could tell Marcus of Arelate was scant return on the investment of the Roman’s tongue, for his knowledge of the place seemed confined to the taverns and brothels. Though had Marcus required a guide to the best drinking places or the choicest whores, he could have found no better informant than Cestus. The Gaul was a simple barge captain, nothing more, and his pleasures were those of any waterfront.

	He was, however, an excellent riverman, and even though he laid up for the night, involving Marcus in a bout of heavy drinking, he brought the barge into Arelate shortly after sunrise.

	Marcus bade him farewell and left him on the wharf. Somewhere in this town of Arelate was Suetonius Posthumus, and for Marcus’s peace of mind it was better to find the man quickly and be on his way.

	Leaving a corpse behind him.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	MARCUS SAT IN silence, nursing a mug of white Italian wine, oblivious to the babble around him. The other soldiers drinking in the tavern had given up their attempts to engage the hard-faced young officer in conversation, and now ignored him, concentrating on their pleasures.

	It was warm in the courtyard of the inn and Marcus was conscious of sweat trickling slowly down his back as he watched a large blue-coloured fly buzz lazily around the wine stains decorating the wooden table. It settled, briefly, by his hand, the proboscis extending into a droplet of spilled wine, then was gone again, spiralling up over the table. Idly, Marcus flapped a hand to drive the insect away from his face, the motion creating an eddy in the still air that drove the fly towards a nearby column. Sunlight glinted on the strands of a web, and Marcus made out the intricate pattern spun across the angle of portico and column. He studied the delicate configurations of the sticky trap, noticing a faint stirring in one dark corner as something indistinct and, for now, shapeless began to move. Slowly, with infinite caution and the patience of death itself, the web s owner emerged from the shadow.

	Angular, tentative legs came gradually into view, supporting a fat, furry body, coloured like the mottled stone of the portico, so that the spider blended into its background. It was big and repulsive and waiting, aware of the fly skimming the air close to its web.

	The fly, perhaps sated with the sugary essences drawn from the spilled wine, seemed oblivious to the danger lurking nearby, for it buzzed ever closer. Marcus watched it, lifting his mug to his lips, waiting for something to happen, wondering which creature would survive the tiny drama, scavenger or hunter.

	Circling on invisible wings, the fly drew crazy circles on the warm air, closing gradually on the web as though pulled towards the gossamer strands by a force outside its own instincts. Suddenly, a wing touched, stuck. The fly buzzed furiously, as though in irritation at the interruption of its flight. Its frantic movements served only to entangle it further in the sticky threads. Abruptly, the spider’s delicate steps became a headlong rush. It scuttled across the web, an arachnid tightrope walker closing for the kill. The obscene bulb of its body settled over the fly, and the buzzing ceased. For long moments the spider crouched, feeding, then, its appetite satisfied, it scuttled back to its corner.

	The once iridescent body of the fly hung alone near the centre of the web, a dull, dry husk.

	Come Posthumus, thought Marcus, come to my web. Come and die.

	He had been waiting now since early morning, for the man was not in Arelate. He had left, Marcus was told, two days ago on some venture he revealed to no one except his cronies, Gemmus and Balda. He was expected to return at any time, though no one could say exactly when, for Posthumus kept himself to himself. He was not, Marcus gathered from the centurion’s tone, a popular man; indeed, the legionary’s voice had carried an overtone of dislike mingled with fear, and Marcus wondered what kind of officer it was had murdered his mother.

	For the while, irksome though it was, he could do nothing but wait. This tavern was the usual haunt of Posthumus and his friends, so Marcus had settled down there to let his quarry come to him.

	Like the spider, he thought, though whether Posthumus would prove as easy a catch as the fly was another matter.

	It was late afternoon and Marcus was eating a platter of cold meats when Posthumus entered the tavern. Marcus heard loud voices echoing in the sleepy street outside the courtyard, then a large-framed man strode in, glancing arrogantly around him as two smaller men followed close on his heels. The trio sauntered over to the tavern-keeper, exchanged a few words with him, and turned away, each holding a sextarius of red wine. The big man cast his eyes once again over the drinkers, then walked towards Marcus’s table.

	‘I hear someone is looking for me.’ The voice was harsh, used to giving orders rather than taking them. ‘You?’

	For an officer of the Imperial Army, the man was mightily devoid of the common niceties, and Marcus felt fresh irritation: an officer did not address a fellow-Roman in those terms. He contained his anger with difficulty.

	‘If you are Suetonius Posthumus, then yes,’ he replied evenly.

	‘And who are you?’ Behind the hulking figure, the other two sniggered.

	‘Marcus Julius Britannicus.’ It would be madness to start a fight here, in a public place, and Marcus concentrated on keeping his temper in check. Best to lull this muscle-bound giant, if Posthumus it was, into complacency. Then, in some secluded place, away from prying eyes, rend him to bloody, screaming shreds.

	‘Britannicus, eh.’ He swigged his wine, dribbles running down his jowls. ‘Served in that godforsaken bog of an island, did you?’

	‘I was born there.’ It was hard—but necessary—for Marcus to sound apologetic.

	‘May the gods pity you,’ laughed the man, exposing a row of broken teeth between his fleshy lips. ‘Id as soon announce myself as the spawn of some whoreson barbarian as admit to that.’

	Behind the shelter of the table, Marcus’s knuckles clenched white around the hilt of his gladius, flooding redly into his mind came the overwhelming desire to throw caution to the winds and shove the blade deep through this bastard’s overfed gut.

	Instead, he smiled thinly and gestured with his right hand.

	‘No man can pick the place of his entry into the world.’

	‘True,’ grunted the other, scratching at his thigh, ‘but he can choose the place of his departure.’

	His cronies roared at this sally, and Marcus nodded, his thoughts private.

	‘Unless another chooses it for him.’

	The big man sat down, uninvited, motioning for his comrades to join him.

	‘And what brings you to fair Arelate?’ he demanded. ‘First, who are you?’ Marcus decided the verbal sparring had gone far enough.

	‘Me?’ The man sounded genuinely surprised. ‘I’m Posthumus. These two are Gemmus and Balda.’

	Gemmus was a weasel-faced man, looking more like a common cutpurse than a Roman; Balda was bland of visage, almost cherubic, with a vacant stare and high-pitched voice that suggested some mental deficiency.

	‘Then it is you I seek,’ said Marcus.

	‘Why?’ Posthumus seemed uninterested.

	‘To bring you news from Britain.’ Marcus was aware of the man’s involvement in the plot against Titus, but felt safe in revealing himself as the messenger of Frontinus: after all, Posthumus would not live long enough to pass the word on. Nor, now, could his cronies.

	‘What news?’ Posthumus was insufferably rude. ‘Is there any news worth hearing from that Jupiter-cursed place?’

	Diplomacy had never been a strong trait in Marcus’s character, and had the circumstances of this meeting been different, he would have flung his wine in the grinning face and followed it with his sword. But now he made an effort to appear friendly, bland as some senator securing an appointment for a client.

	‘Were you not a comrade of Metellus Curtius?’ he asked politely.

	‘That wine-soak? Aye.’ Posthumus guffawed. ‘We had some fun together, Curtius and me, and the others. What of him?’

	‘He’s dead,’ said Marcus evenly, savouring the memory of the galloping ponies, each one of the four dragging a hunk of body behind it. ‘Got captured by the Celts and killed. I was with him before he died.’ He recalled the man’s face as he sliced the ropes holding the ponies in check. ‘He asked me to tell you.’

	‘Was he drunk?’ Indifference was clear in the man’s voice. ‘I always thought Curtius would die drunk.’

	‘He was sober,’ replied Marcus, ‘sober as Salvius.’

	‘Salvius!’ Posthumus was suddenly alert. ‘You mean he’s dead too?’

	Marcus nodded, thinking that two of the killers should be enough to whet the interest; no need to mention Paulinus or Priscus or Severus, even though their corpses fed the worms as surely as the others.

	‘Aye. Cut down in the night by raiders.’

	‘And you knew them both?’ The piggy eyes glinted sharply, accusingly.

	‘Yes. We served together. Publius Salvius and I shared wine.’ And after that, thought Marcus, I slaughtered him like the swine he was. 

	‘So you were all in Britannia together.’ Gemmus and Balda moved their chairs around to flank Marcus as Posthumus spoke. ‘But now they’re dead and you’re here in Arelate. It’s a long way from home.’

	It was a question, and Marcus knew that the man had taken his bait. Now he needed to reveal just enough of his mission to embed the hook firmly and Posthumus would be drawn to his death.

	‘Yes,’ he leaned over the table, lowering his voice and looking cautiously around, as though to check for eavesdroppers. ‘Imperial business. I carry a message for Frontinus.’

	‘Sextus Julius Frontinus,’ murmured Posthumus thoughtfully. ‘He always was a scheming old busybody.’

	Marcus shrugged eloquently, affecting the guise of a simple messenger interested only in carrying out his duty and enjoying himself en route.

	‘Well, Britannicus.’ Suddenly the ugly face was wreathed in smiles. ‘As you’re stopping over in Arelate, and you took the trouble of bringing me news of my dear dead friends, the least I can do is offer my hospitality.’

	Marcus winced involuntarily as a gust of garlic-laden breath wafted into his face, Posthumus leaning towards him as though they were old friends. On either side of him, Gemmus and Balda relaxed, taking their cue from their leader as they grinned, jackal-like, at their new-found comrade.

	‘Yes,’ said Posthumus, ‘tonight you must sample the pleasures of Arelate.’

	 

	The pleasures commenced when dusk had fallen, the sudden, soft curtain of the Mediterranean night closing over the town with a swiftness that never failed to surprise Marcus. It seemed as though he could watch the sun settle beyond the edge of the world, painting the sky with a crimson, fiery glow, and simultaneously watch the descent of night. Bats emerged from their furtive lairs, fluttering on the warm evening breeze in search of insects. Arelate was quiet but for the chirruping of the myriad cicadas and the occasional fluting of some nightbird. The scent of cypress trees hung on the air, mingling with the smells of cooking and the dusty, lazy odour of the town itself.

	As Marcus left his quarters, the moon rose, pale and full, riding high through the blue-black sky, throwing shadows that flirted over the stones of the Via Tessida. It was here, in the House of the Cretan, that Posthumus had arranged to meet him.

	Marcus grinned as he strode through the balmy night, his left hand patting the hilt of the pugio secreted beneath his tunic. Posthumus was so obvious that he might as well have drawn his sword back in the tavern and attacked Marcus there and then. The aggression, followed so closely by the false friendship and the invitation to dine, made his intent as clear as the trumpet’s clarion announcing the pompa that began a gladiatorial combat. The man counted on lulling his victim with wine, food and—most likely—women; then the dagger in the dark. Three men to one, and the Imperial messenger was just one more bloated body following the Rhone to the sea, his message forgotten together with his brief existence.

	Oh, Posthumus, thought Marcus, baring his teeth in a savage grin, how little you know.

	He found the house of the Cretan, guided by the clamour that split the night, and entered. Posthumus called him from a couch already stained with spilled wine.

	‘Ho, Britannicus!’ The smile that spread his fleshy lips looked almost genuine. ‘Welcome. Come join us.’

	He patted a ham-like fist against the couch beside him, and Marcus noticed that it was conspicuously empty, Gemmus occupying the one to the right, Balda the one beyond. Four other men reclined around the table, resting in a circle surrounding an array of wine flagons and platters of titbits.

	Were they all, Marcus wondered, involved in the rebellion? Or were the other four merely brought in as witnesses to Posthumus’s generosity?

	Events, he decided, would prove the situation, and he took the place suggested.

	Posthumus shouted for the meal to begin, and slaves appeared carrying steaming platters of food. In Britain, the Romans had known how to obtain the best available, had lived well; here in Gaul, there seemed no limit to the abundance. Course followed course, just as wine flagon followed wine flagon, in a seemingly unending supply line. Several times the guests rose from their couches to stagger to the vomitarium, returning pale-faced and newly hungry, to sample a fresh delicacy, down another glass of rich wine.

	Marcus ate and drank sparingly, maintaining a tepid conversation with Posthumus and his cronies. The man seemed more concerned with stuffing his belly than entertaining his guests, and the conversation offered by Gemmus and Balda would have left a Visigoth yawning with boredom. He studied the room, picking out doorways and windows for future use, noting the richness of the carpets Uttering the floor, the dull gleam of the hanging lanterns, and the expensive cushions on which they reclined.

	This was, he decided, too rich a celebration for a young officer. Either Posthumus came from a wealthy family, or his supporters in the conspiracy kept him well supplied with funds. Meanwhile, he would enjoy the food and wine in sparing amount, shouting with the others in a semblance of drunken enjoyment, so that Posthumus felt his purpose succeeding.

	Behind his festive mask he maintained an ice-cold calm, savouring the revenge that would soon be his.

	‘Drink, Marcus! We leave you behind.’

	Posthumus’s face was flushed and reddened by the wine, his imbibing rousing him to new heights of friendship, as he raised his glass in a toast.

	‘Aye, drink up, man.’

	Balda tittered, following the lead of his fellow.

	‘To Britannia!’ Marcus up-ended his cup, unable to resist the taunt, remembering his enemy’s earlier comments.

	Posthumus and his followers were forced to join him, the air of friendship they had assumed necessitating their acceptance of the toast.

	Marcus continued to play the part of a naive and drunken emissary, taking care to slur his words, and spill his wine whenever the others’ eyes were turned; he bellowed laughter at the poor jokes of Gemmus, slapped a grinning Balda on the back; assured Posthumus of his undying gratitude for so magnificent a feast.

	Then, for a while, he was able to rest from his play-acting, for Posthumus called in the girls.

	The room fell silent as four maidens, clad in filmy robes that scarcely hid the supple contours of their bodies, entered on dainty feet. Marcus himself was aroused by the proud tilting of their small, rounded breasts pushing against the gauze veils, the hints of dark-haired delight that flashed and vanished beneath their skirts as slim hips thrust lasciviously forwards, grinding a tempting, taunting challenge to the watching men as their hips gyrated in sensual undulations.

	Slowly, gracefully, the girls circled the room, their buttocks flaunting promises at the staring Romans. Then, lithe as cats, they sprang into the centre as slaves removed the dining-table, and began to dance.

	Marcus had seen dancing-girls before, but none as skilled as these. Their every movement sent a clarion call of raw desire to the eight men watching them, and Marcus felt his own loins stir with the blatant message of driving, wanting sexuality suggested by the writhing, wriggling girls.

	It was too much for one of the watchers. Gasping, he rose from his couch to seize a dancer, lifting her bodily over his shoulder as he stumbled, with a mumbled apology, from the room. He was swiftly followed by his companions; one by one, they grabbed a girl and carried her away to the upstairs rooms, laughing and congratulating Posthumus as they went.

	Marcus watched, realizing that this must be the way Posthumus had planned the feast to go, for now he was left alone with the man and his two friends.

	‘So, Britannicus.’ The voice was harsh, unfuddled by the wine, the pretence of friendship gone. ‘Now we can talk.’

	Marcus pretended drunkenness, goggling at the giant as Gemmus and Balda swung their legs from their couches, sitting poised, ready to leap.

	‘You carry a message from Frontinus, eh?’

	‘Aye,’ chuckled Marcus, keeping up his pretence, ‘a very special message.’ He forced himself to belch loudly. ‘Very special. Very secret. Mustn’t tell anyone. Most secret indeed.’

	He belched again as Posthumus nodded over his shoulder. Then he felt hands grab his arms and let himself fall back against the two men holding him.

	‘But you’ll tell me,’ said Posthumus, rising from the couch. It was a statement, not a question.

	‘No. Can’t.’ Marcus hoped that he sounded suitably tipsy. ‘Can’t tell anyone. No one at all.’

	‘Let’s get him out of here.’ Posthumus motioned for his comrades to lift Marcus from his seat. ‘We can talk outside.’

	He grinned hideously as he said it, and Marcus allowed the two men to lift him, dragging his feet and shaking his head as they man-handled him to the door.

	At the entrance, Posthumus halted, brandishing a huge fist under Marcus’s nose.

	‘See this?’ Marcus could see the scarred knuckles all too clearly. ‘I’ve killed men with this. You ever fought with the caestus?’

	Marcus had seen men fight with the vicious gloves, studded with metal spikes that turned the pugile’s fists into deadly weapons capable of shattering bone with a single blow, or ripping flesh as though some ravenous animal had torn at it, but he shook his head, retaining his act of drunken stupidity.

	Posthumus laughed.

	‘You will, soon.’

	 

	They dragged him out of the Cretan’s house and through lonely alleys in silence, hauling him along like the debauched and drunken young man he was supposed to be. They walked for some time, their progress unnoticed, then stopped as Posthumus hurried ahead. Marcus looked up, and saw the high white walls of the amphitheatre looming bright in the moonlight, heard the chink of coins as Posthumus spoke with the watchman, and then let himself be carried through the entrance gate, through the watchman’s tiny portal, out onto the sand.

	The moon was very bright now, illuminating the tall circles of stone benches ringing the arena itself, turning the sand a ghostly white, against which the various entrance doors stood out stark and black as the eye sockets in a skull bleached white by the same moon.

	Gemmus and Balda let him fall to the ground as Posthumus emerged from one of the death’s-head doorways, and paced across the sand to tower above Marcus.

	‘Now you’ll talk.’

	He threw something against Marcus’s face as he said it, and the young Roman looked down at the gloves resting on the sand. They were, essentially, nothing more than two wide bands of leather, divided and seamed so that they could be laced around a man’s fist. The underside was padded with cotton filling; the external face was pitted with metal spikes, each one sharpened, so that when wrapped around a fist, a treble row of spikes extended viciously out from the clenched hand.

	They were the caestus of the arena’s fist fighters.

	‘Put them on, you British whore spawn.’ Posthumus was already lacing one glove around his gigantic fist. ‘Then we’ll talk about your message.’

	Marcus climbed slowly to his feet, shaking his head as though still bemused by the wine.

	Balda giggled, and helped him up, grabbing a hand and lacing a glove tight around his knuckles. Gemmus fitted the second onto Posthumus’s other hand, then turned to assist Balda in his ministrations.

	When they were finished they ripped the tunic from his back, baring his chest, and pushed him at Posthumus.

	The man stood a clear head taller than Marcus, his massive chest corded with bands of rippling muscle, and from the way he stood, let alone his boasts, Marcus knew that he was familiar with the use of the caestus.

	‘Come on, little messenger,’ taunted the giant figure, ‘come feel the glove’s kiss. Tell me your message and I’ll do it quickly.’

	Marcus didn’t say anything. Instead, he drove a fist hard and fast into the stomach before him.

	Posthumus staggered back, surprised by the speed of the blow and stung by the sudden pain of the spikes. Marcus laughed, abandoning the pretence of drunkenness, standing straight as Gemmus and Balda jumped back.

	‘Come, then,’ he snarled, letting the raw hate show in his voice, ‘come and wave your hands at me. Or are they too used to dealing with women?’

	Stung by the taunt, Posthumus overcame his surprise, rushing forwards in a flailing windmill of blows.

	Marcus dodged and ducked, evading the angry swings, grateful to old Argos for the long hours they’d spent trading blows with weighted, unspiked gloves back in his youth. Somewhere the old gladiator had learned the art of the pugiles, and passed it on to the young Marcus, just as he had passed on his skills with the sword, the bow and the javelin, together with many others that had helped his pupil stay alive.

	‘Women?’ Posthumus bellowed. ‘I’ll teach you women. I’ll make you a woman before I’m finished.’

	Marcus dodged and swung a blow that ripped flesh from the big man’s ribs, long tatters of skin hanging where the studded glove struck.

	‘Yes, you know women; don’t you?’

	The naked hatred exposed in his voice struck through the anger consuming Posthumus.

	‘What do you mean?’

	‘My mother was British.’

	Marcus smashed a glove against the man’s left shoulder.

	‘A princess.’

	He raked the wound on Posthumus’s ribs.

	‘Of the Iceni.’

	His right hand drove against a rib, breaking the fragile bone under the weight of the metal.

	‘You helped kill her.’

	The big man yelped as the spikes hit his groin.

	He doubled over, fending off the blows that rained around his head with the skill of an experienced caestus fighter, rolling across the sand so that Marcus could find no clear target for his hungry fists. Moving, shifting, until he was able to regain his feet and face his opponent again.

	‘What do you mean?’ Anger made his voice harsher. ‘I never knew your mother.’

	‘She was called Elfleda.’

	Blood shone bright in the moonlight from the wounds on the giant’s body.

	‘She was a princess of the Iceni.’

	Marcus countered a blow as he spoke, taking it on his forearm, stepping in under the outflung arm to drive a glove hard against the exposed ribs, grinning as blood welled from the wound.

	‘You helped kill her. You and Curtius.’

	He smashed Posthumus’s nose in a great spraying shower of frothy blood, mingled with bone fragments and mucus, laughing as he felt the bone crunch and shatter even through the padding of the glove.

	‘And Salvius.’

	A glancing blow raked the man’s arm, drawing blood from the long lines where the spikes cut through the skin.

	‘And Priscus.’

	He dropped to one knee as he said it, letting Posthumus’s flailing blow pass over his head as he rammed the glove against the man’s thigh.

	‘And Severus. He died too.’

	He blocked a fist with his left arm, smashing his right hard into the muscled stomach of Posthumus, winding the big man, dropping him to his knees.

	‘Paulinus.’

	A studded glove shattered an eardrum, bright blood showing black in the moonlight. And tears welled in the eyes of Suetonius Posthumus as he saw Charon towering above him, bloodstained spikes reaching out to lead him on board the ferry across the Styx, to the dark land, the land of Hades. And he cried, weeping, great swelling tears mingling with the blood flowing down his shattered, broken face, as he recognized Death.

	‘Paulinus was the first.’

	Marcus threw back his head and laughed, baying at the moon in pure feral joy, joy that flowed through him with each welling of the killer’s blood. He tapped Posthumus lightly against the broken eardrum, chuckling, deep and hoarse, as the big man fell sideways, sobbing, scrabbling at the sand of the arena as though seeking to bury himself away, safe from further damage, safe from a fate he could not avoid, safe from the bloodied, laughing nemesis standing above his cowering body.

	‘Yes, Posthumus.’ Marcus was suddenly quiet, his voice low and earnest, forcing knowledge of his purpose into the broken skull below him. ‘You killed my mother. You and the others. The ones I spoke of. Raped her and murdered her, just as I kill you now. Know that, Posthumus, you godless bastard!’

	He kneeled, dragging the man’s bloodied face up to stare at him, the eyes stark white beneath the cold moon that transformed the crimson flooding of his wounds to black ichor.

	‘Know that.’ He spat into the staring eyes. ‘I carry a message for the Emperor, yes. But that’s not why I’m killing you. No!’ His own eyes stared as wildly as those of the shattered giant he held. ‘Not for Titus. Not for Frontinus, No, Posthumus, not for them. You die for my mother. For what you did to her. Because you raped her, you and the others. Raped her and slaughtered her. My mother, Posthumus. Say her name, you godforsaken bastard. Say it as you die.’

	He punctuated the speech with light blows of the caestus, each one rending fresh welts of ragged flesh from the man’s ravaged face.

	‘Her name? What’s her name?’ Posthumus spoke as though in a dream. ‘I don’t know her name.’

	‘Elfleda.’ Marcus drove his right hand deep into the man’s belly. ‘You and the others killed her for the treasure. In Britain. Crassus told you about it.’

	‘Ah, yes, Crassus.’ Posthumus seemed almost detached, now, from his suffering. ‘Crassus told us to do it. Him and Condorus.’ Again Marcus heard that name. ‘They told us she knew where it was, told us to get it out of her. Worth a lot if we got it out of her, they said. But we put it in her first.’ The broken face giggled, losing its reason. ‘Oh yes, we put it in her. Me and the others. We put it in her. Over and over. Kept putting it in her.’

	His mad giggling stopped as the caestus on Marcus’s right hand shattered his jaw. The bone splintered under the force of the blow, shredding his tongue on broken fragments of bone. He mumbled, dribbling blood, as though unaware of the injury, as Marcus pounded his head to a bloody, bone-littered pulp. Like the oars of a fast-running gallery, his arms lifted and fell, each down-driving blow hammering against the face beneath him, smashing it, rending it, until all that was left was a body topped by a spreading mass of pulp, the identity of its owner no longer recognizable. The thing was no longer a man, merely a tattered fragment of ruptured flesh and moon-brightened bone, lying cold and lonely in the centre of the deserted arena.

	Marcus rose, panting, from the corpse, looking around him like a moon-maddened wolf hungry for fresh prey.

	His eyes, glittering in the moon’s pale glow, fit upon Gemmus and Balda. The weasel-faced man was dumb-struck, as shocked as his thick-skulled companion at the bloody demise of Posthumus, but he gathered his senses faster, beginning to run.

	He covered half the distance to the gate before Marcus caught him. Loping like a ravening wolf over the sand of the arena, Marcus reached out for the running man. Without breaking pace, he turned the backs of his hands over as he came up behind Gemmus, stretching his arms wide so that the spiked gloves pointed inwards as he brought them together.

	It was like a back-handed clap, with the buffer of Gemmus’s head between the hands.

	Gemmus stopped so abruptly that Marcus cannoned into him, dashing him several paces farther towards the exit, as blood erupted from both sides of his crushed skull. He paused, staggered on a few steps as automatic reflexes carried messages from his ruptured brain, then pitched forwards, face down on the sand. From either side of his head, blood pumped from ears and temples, spreading a great sticky pool out over the sand.

	His toes drummed a final tattoo as Marcus turned to face the surviving member of the murderous trio.

	Balda stood where Marcus had left him, gazing vacantly at the corpse of Posthumus. Whether he was drunk or merely as stupid as he seemed, Marcus did not care; he offered necessary answers, which could be obtained with the gloves.

	Coolly, taking his time now, he began to ask Balda the questions.

	‘Why did you try to kill me?’ He jabbed a spiked fist lightly against Balda’s chest, sending the cherub-faced man tottering back with a whimper of fear.

	‘Posthumus told us to,’ babbled the frightened man.

	‘But why?’ Marcus emphasized his question with a blow that ripped Balda’s tunic from his back. With an irritable gesture, he shook his fist to free the glove of the tattered cloth.

	‘Message from Britain.’ Balda was barely coherent, his words mumbled through trembling lips. ‘Had to stop the message.’

	‘Who told you about the message?’ Marcus brought the man to his knees with a low, vicious blow.

	‘Can’t tell you.’ Balda was weeping now with fear, but in the dim fog of his mind there remained a loyalty to the dead Posthumus. ‘He told us not to say.’ He pointed at the mangled body.

	‘You’ll say.’ Marcus grinned, his face pale and vulpine in the moon’s light.

	Balda looked up, staring at the stained and bloody gloves, the polished spikes black now, crusted with gore, and knew that Marcus was right.

	The left hand reached suddenly out, tearing away a strip of his cheek.

	‘Stand up,’ the words grated harshly in the silence of the arena, ‘stand up and die like a man.’

	Balda stood up.

	‘I loved him.’ Tears coursed down his plump cheeks as he looked towards the corpse that had once been Suetonius Posthumus. ‘He never knew, but I did. He used to laugh at me. Called me a woman sometimes. But I still loved him.’

	Marcus hit him backhanded, the blow exposing white bone along the side of the torn jaw, and Balda shook his head as though warding off a troublesome fly. Marcus swung his right hand, twisting the caestus so that it tangled in Balda’s kirtle, tearing the fine cloth from his hips. He was abruptly naked, though he seemed unaware of it, standing weeping, his only garments the sandals on his feet and the leather underclothing laced around his loins.

	‘Who told you?’ The glove landed again, shattering bone.

	‘Lepidus.’ Balda said the name quickly, as though he was ashamed of his betrayal, wanting to get it done with. ‘Quintus Bracus Lepidus. Now kill me.’

	The last words were a plea, mumbled through his broken mouth.

	‘Soon,’ Marcus assured him, ‘but more answers first. Who is Lepidus?’

	‘I don’t know,’ sobbed Balda, ‘by Venus, I swear I don’t know. He’s a friend of Crassus, that’s all I know of him.’

	‘Crassus!’ Marcus spat the name out like a mouthful of turned wine.

	‘Yes,’ wept Balda, ‘he wrote to Posthumus, introduced Lepidus. After that, they were always in touch with each other. Posthumus said there’d be a fortune in it for all of us, along with promotion.’

	‘And so you joined a plot against the Emperor.’ Marcus emphasized his disapproval with a glancing blow that shredded Balda’s right ear.

	‘I just followed Posthumus.’ Fresh tears ran down the fat cheeks. ‘I did what he told me. Like killing that innkeeper in Lugdunum to find out where you were. Not that he told us anyway.’

	‘This Lepidus,’ grunted Marcus, uninterested in the fate of some unknown innkeeper, ‘where is he?’

	‘Pompeii,’ choked Balda, terror and self-disgust mottling his face purple, ‘he has a villa there.’

	Abruptly, he emptied his bowels, slimy trails coursing down his inner thighs like dark tears of shame and fear.

	‘I know nothing more, I swear it.’ He fell to his knees, whimpering, eyes downcast and dripping.

	Marcus watched the broken man dispassionately. There was nothing more, he decided, that Balda could tell him. The man was too far gone into the madness that total, abject fear could bring to hide anything. He watched as Balda shuffled over the sand to the body of Posthumus, falling across it, embracing the shattered wreck as he slobbered bloody kisses on the corpse.

	Two paces brought Marcus up behind Balda, his right arm lifted high. He brought it down in a vicious arc that ended where Balda’s skull joined his spine. The spikes of the caestus penetrated flesh, drove through bone, severing vital nerve linkages as they pierced the warped recesses of the brain. Balda sighed once, like a woman in ecstasy, and died. Marcus left him, arms draped around the other body, and walked from the arena.

	It was well past midnight, and the streets were empty as he made his way back to his quarters. En route, he passed by the river, where he hurled the bloodied caestus far out into the dark water and washed himself clean of spilled blood. Then he pulled his ragged tunic over his shoulders and turned towards his quarters.

	He reached his room without being challenged, shed his ruined tunic, and washed carefully. Posthumus, for all his boasting, had left only minor scratches to mark the night’s events, and those in places that would be obscured by clothing.

	Marcus stretched out upon his pallet, a contented smile decorating his lips. Another of his mother’s murderers had paid his due to the dead, now there remained only Crassus and Condorus.

	The last thing Marcus saw before sleep descended upon him was the shattered body of Posthumus, bloody and headless on the sand. He slept with a smile.

	 


Chapter Four 

	 

	‘BY ALL THE gods, Britannicus, you’d not believe it without seeing it yourself.’

	The officer seated across the table from Marcus downed a mug of wine in one gulp, his hand shaking as he poured a second.

	‘They were smashed. As though Jupiter himself had blasted their skulls with divine thunderbolts.’ He shuddered at the memory. ‘Gods, but I’ve seen men slain before, but never like that, never so hideously. I bore no great love for Posthumus and his friends, but to die like that. To die as though your head was set beneath a grinding wheel. And Posthumus, he was broken. His arms, ribs, all mangled.’

	He sought fresh solace in his wine cup as another officer joined them, studying his distress.

	‘How goes it, Britannicus?’ He joined Marcus in a platter of bacon, washed down with aromatic tisane. ‘You’ve heard the news?’

	‘Yes,’ Marcus gestured at the young man across the table. ‘Nexus told me.’

	‘An unpleasant business. Posthumus was no favourite here, but to find him like that; Gemmus and Balda too.’ He paused, thoughtful. ‘That’s truly strange. As though some wild beast roamed Arelate by night.’

	‘Perhaps it does, Gaius,’ said Marcus evenly, ‘what else could explain their deaths?’

	‘The caestus,’ answered Gaius simply. ‘Posthumus was overproud of his skill with the gloves. He had them on when he died and I’d hazard a guess he arranged some private contest, which he lost.’

	‘But the others?’ Marcus played the part of a confused, but interested onlooker. ‘Why should they die too?’

	‘Who knows,’ shrugged Gaius, ‘most like, we never shall. Perhaps some pugil ran amok, killed Posthumus and then the others, to avoid detection.’

	‘Aye,’ Marcus nodded thoughtfully, as though considering the explanation, ‘Posthumus did mention his skill before I left him.’

	It was common knowledge that Marcus had feasted with the dead men the previous night, but then so had four other young officers, and each one had attested to Marcus’s drunken state; a condition, they assured the Legate, that would have made the strange officer a victim, rather than an attacker. His feigned intoxication had worked according to his plan, and now he was free from suspicion, free to leave for Massilia and the waiting galley.

	Time grew short and, now that one part of his vendetta was dispensed, Marcus wished to be on his way, to reach Pompeii and the tribune Germanicus as swiftly as possible. Murmuring an apology, he rose from the table and moved towards the door. Behind him, he heard the voice of Gaius, pitched low so that he should not hear.

	‘A strange one, that Britannicus. Were it not for the fact that he was drunk, I’d take a wager that he could have killed Posthumus. He has that look about him.’

	Marcus smiled to himself and headed for the docks.

	 

	The barge that carried Marcus down river to Massilia left him just behind the main docks, a short walk from the seafront, where the sea-going vessels swung at anchor. Pushing his way through the crowd that seemed to congregate around any port, he made for the front. The tangy, salt smell of the open sea came to him on the breeze and as he drew closer, he could hear the creaking of ships’ timbers as the galleys rose and fell on the lapping tide, the water splashing sonorously against the caulked wood.

	Sailors shouted to dock slaves, overseers bellowed orders, handcarts, pulled by teams of slaves in dirty white tunics, and others, hauled by yokes of placid-eyed oxen, dragged cargo from the ships to the warehouses.

	The buildings stretched away to either side, spreading back too along the banks of the Rhone. Low and squat, they stood, overflowing with foodstuffs and wines and silks, mute testimony to Roman industry, to the driving, all-conquering ability to organize and supply, the ability that had allowed Rome to conquer the world. Marcus marvelled at the bustle, near as great as that surrounding the great port on the Tiber, the all-consuming maw of Rome itself. He stood watching a few moments longer, then turned to shoulder his way through the throng, into the heart of the city.

	The headquarters of the legion responsible for southern Gaul were situated close to the Forum and Marcus bullied a harassed clerk into setting him at the head of the line of men waiting for an interview with the officer of the day.

	He ignored the angry mutterings of the displaced men as he paced, impatiently, around the marble hall. Then he was ushered through to a small, inner office where a centurion vetted the applicants before permitting them through to the tribune. Marcus offered a succinct explanation of his need for passage to Pompeii, leaving out the exact nature of his business there, but taking pains to impress upon the centurion the need for urgency.

	The Ligurian Sea presented the first major obstacle to his journey, for to ride around the south-eastern edge of Gaul and then southwards through Italy would take too long. He needed a fast sea-crossing, and would let no officious-minded centurion bar his way.

	‘You have orders to cover your journey?’ The centurion was one of those soldiers whose battles were conducted from behind a desk. ‘I’ll not waste the tribune’s time with some trifling request from a stator bent on visiting his family.’

	Marcus kept his temper with difficulty. He had hoped to obtain passage quietly, but now it looked as though he would have to reveal, in part at least, the specific nature of the mission.

	‘I carry a message from Sextus Julius Frontinus, propraetor of Britain,’ he said impatiently.

	‘The governor’s orders?’ The centurion extended a peremptory hand, as though he were a hard-pressed patron dealing with a troublesome client.

	Marcus fought down the urge to seize the hand and smash it, instead he withdrew the single roll of papyrus on which Frontinus had written, in his own hand, a request for assistance from any Roman outpost. Better, Marcus had thought, that he did not show the scroll, for it would pinpoint his passage too definitely, mark his trail too clearly. But faced with this witless bureaucrat, he had little alternative.

	‘Frontinus is a powerful man,’ he said evenly, his cold tone frosting the words with subtle menace, ‘he’d take it ill that his messenger was delayed here for want of help.’

	Irked that his meticulous clerking should be disrupted, the centurion took his time studying the brief message. Finally, he looked up, his face impassive.

	‘Very well, I’m just a simple soldier, not one to argue with a propraetor. There’s a war-galley due to join Pliny at Cape Misenum, leaving on the afternoon tide.’ He scribbled on a wax block, pressing a heavy seal to the tablet when he was done. ‘Report to Glaucus Solenus and show him this. He’ll give you a berth.’

	Marcus stuffed the tablet beneath his tunic and marched out of the office.

	Outside, he obtained from the clerk a description of the galley commanded by Solenus, and directions to its mooring. He found the vessel without difficulty, making himself known to the captain as he stood on the dock supervising the placement of fresh oarsmen.

	They were, Marcus noted, a motley crew. Heavy-built Romans, condemned to the oar-banks for some civil misdemeanour, rubbed shoulders with tall, fair-haired Gauls and red-bearded Franks. Here and there, the wild, dark hair and tattooed face of a Pict stood out. Surprisingly, there was even the ebony visage of a tall, smooth-faced Ethiopian. Idly, Marcus wondered what crimes had led these men to the living hell of the galleys, for in the pantheon of Roman punishment, the oar bench rated only fractionally higher than the mines or crucifixion. Whatever their wrongs, the galley slaves would now spend the short remainder of their lives toiling at the heavy oars, chained to their places beneath the ever-watchful gaze of the overseers with their whips.

	Slowly, shuffling under the weight of the chains linking them neck-ring to neck-ring, they climbed the plank joining ship to shore. The oar-master designated their places, allocating them according to apparent strength and length of arm. From the open deck and the dark bowels of the galley rang the clatter of hammers, as sailors struck the slaves free of their linking chain, only to consign them to the blacksmiths who fettered them with ankle chains to their benches.

	Suddenly one man, a Pict, broke free. He had placed his neck upon the anvil so that a sailor could strike off the chain attached to his slave collar, but before the mariner was able to push him below deck, he snatched the hammer from the man’s hand.

	Screaming some unintelligible battle-cry, he swung the heavy mallet hard against the Roman’s skull. Like an egg shell beneath a hungry diner’s spoon, it shattered in pulpy fragments, the force of the blow pitching the sailor over the side.

	The Pict followed him into the water, hurling the mallet in a wild throw that pitched the optio running at him with drawn gladius back against his men.

	Three javelins pierced the waves as watching legionaries sought to skewer the fish-like target, but the Pict disappeared beneath the waters, unhurt.

	Solenus left Marcus standing as he hurried to the waterside, shouting orders to the soldiers and sailors lining the wharf. In seconds a row of swords and javelins angled down at the blue ocean, as though they dared Neptune himself to come forth and fight, as once mad Caligula had challenged the god of the waters.

	But nothing emerged.

	Marcus, not especially concerned with a single escaping slave, stood back, leaving Solenus to pursue his watery quarry. And thus saw the painted face of the Pict appear over the dock’s edge, yards beyond the line of waiting men. Casually, as though merely scanning the scene, Marcus sauntered towards the tangle-haired figure hauling itself onto dry land. He bore no great love for the Pictish people, not after the stories his mother had told him, but neither did he hold any personal animosity for this bedraggled slave. His sole concern was that the galley should catch the tide, that he should reach his destination as swiftly as possible, and so the Pict represented an interruption to that carefully timed schedule, an irritation he did not welcome.

	He watched the man slip behind the cover of a cotton bale, loosening his gladius in its scabbard as he approached.

	Then, stepping sideways to make his way around the obscuring crates and bales hiding the slave, he walked quickly towards the man’s hiding place.

	He came level with the cotton bales as the Pict emerged, his blue-lined face contorted into furrows of raw hatred. Some careless dock slave had left a heavy baling-hook, a vicious curve of pointed bronze used to lift and haul the wadded cotton, lying on the dock, and now the Pict swung it like a war-axe. Straight at Marcus’s head.

	The young Roman ducked under the swing, drawing his sword as he stooped, lifting it as he rose in a savage cut aimed at the Pict’s legs.

	The painted man jumped high over the swinging blade, seemingly unhindered by his underwater journey, arching the hook down as he landed.

	Marcus rolled away from under the blow, lashing out with his studded sandals, so that the caligae slammed hard against the Pict’s ankles. As the barbarian staggered back, thrown off balance by the unexpected attack, Marcus regained his feet. Deft, he warded off the darting hook, closing with the Pict, seeking now to end it fast.

	The slave wrapped wiry arms around Marcus, his legs rising to enfold the Roman’s knees, heels driving against the backs, depriving Marcus of his stance, so that he fell heavily onto the Pict.

	The man seemed unaware of the weight driving down onto his body, consumed instead by the need to kill, to escape. He snapped like a wild animal at the Roman’s exposed neck, sinking his teeth into the flesh. Marcus ignored the pain, concentrating instead on holding off the hand wielding the murderous hook as he fought to bring his sword into play.

	‘Your whole body is a weapon.’ Old Argos’s words came into his mind. ‘Use it all. Hands, feet, knees, teeth. Butt your opponent with your forehead. Use your elbows to wind him. It doesn’t matter how you do it, just win the fight.’

	Marcus raked the studded sandals viciously down the Pict’s legs and then, abruptly, rammed a knee hard into his groin. The man yelped and released his grip on the Roman’s neck. Marcus smashed his helmet against the slave’s eyes, and rolled away, coming to his feet as the Pict wriggled backwards.

	Again, hook and gladius faced each other, but now Marcus held the advantage, and anger shone in his eyes.

	He leaned back, avoiding a swing that could have gutted him like a beached fish, and drove in with the gladius. The short Roman sword cut beneath the return stroke of the Pict’s hook, penetrating the lower ribs in the classic thrust of the Legions. The Pict opened his mouth, but only blood came out as he dropped the baling-hook and staggered backwards. Marcus stabbed again, opening a second wound in the Pict’s ribs, one that opened his heart to the sea breezes of Massilia, so that his spirit was lifted away and he fell back, dead.

	‘Well sworded, Britannicus!’ Solenus appeared atop a cotton bale. ‘I’ve lost a sailor and one oarsman, but it was worth it for the fight. You know how to use your blade, lad.’

	Marcus felt only anger at the commander’s compliments: the death of the galley slave meant a new one must be found. And that, in turn, meant delay.

	‘I’d have thought a live slave more value than a corpse,’ he remarked, wiping bis blade clean on the cotton, ‘or are you overmanned, that you can forgo strong hands on the oars?’

	Solenus frowned, taken aback by the younger man’s abrupt retort.

	‘There are slaves aplenty,’ he replied, ruffled, ‘it’s Roman lives I fear for.’

	Marcus knew what he meant. It was as though the Empire was some self-perpetuating beast risen from the dusty past, its heart in Rome while its limbs spread wide to embrace Massilia and Lugdunum, Londinium and Corduba, Eboracum and Pergamum. And the blood in all those limbs, spreading wide over the world, was the slave corps, the muscles the Romans themselves. The creature, like a soldier in battle, could afford to shed a little blood: it was the muscle that did the work, wielded the sword. Yet surely, Marcus thought, the muscles needed the blood, just as Rome needed her slaves; without them the cogs of empire would clot and die, like a wounded soldier bleeding to death on some lonely field. So the life of even one recalcitrant slave, ended needlessly, was wasteful to Rome herself.

	He shook off the thought. It was perfidious, a treacherous echo of his Britannic youth, unfitting for a young Roman to harbour.

	He turned to Solenus, smiling.

	‘Forgive me, my captain. My haste to reach Pompeii outruns my tongue, as my sword outran the slave’s escape.’

	The apology, coupled as it was to a subtle reminder of his success where others had failed, won the conversation for Marcus. Solenus descended from his perch, smiling as he clapped an arm round the younger man’s shoulders.

	‘Britannicus,’ he said, loud enough for the watching men to hear, ‘I welcome you to the Swan. Any man who handles a sword as skilfully as you can find a berth with me.’

	Marcus let himself be guided on board the galley, past the line of slaves still waiting to be shackled in place, to the roofed-in stern cabin, where Solenus indicated a bunk built into the wooden wall of the vessel. He left Marcus there as he went about his duties, supervising the loading of stores and weapons, the placing of the galley slaves, as he checked the dispositions of the cargo, hurrying his men in preparation for the turning tide.

	Left alone, Marcus took the opportunity to familiarize himself with the galley. It was a fairly typical Roman warship, settled low in the water and designed for bouts of sudden speed, rather than lengthy voyages. The prow rose higher than the deck, surrounded by a low balustrade that merged on the central fore beam, lifting up to twice a man’s height, dipping down in a long curve to meet the iron-tipped ram set just beneath the water’s level.

	The deck itself consisted of scrubbed planks edging the central well, where sat the rowers, chained, two men to an oar, along either side of the galley. The Swan boasted only a single bank of oarsmen to either side, forty-eight oars in all, jutting out from the dark bowels of the vessel. Their manpower was augmented by the square sail, reefed now, mounted on the central mast, the two sources of locomotion working together to drive the galley through the shallow coastal waters. On the starboard side, set behind the oar benches, was the great steering paddle, two men already in position, awaiting Solenus’s orders. Behind them, the stern rose over the hold, planked-in to provide a covered cabin for the ship’s officers.

	The Swan, Marcus realized, was a coastal vessel, designed to patrol from port to port, rather than attempt a direct sea-crossing. The lightweight catapult, an onager, mounted at the prow, suggested landward bombardment, for the machine, Marcus knew from experience, was hardly accurate on land, let alone from the pitching deck of a warship.

	He wondered why a coast boat should be making the voyage from Massilia to Pompeii. Then put his musings to the back of his mind as Solenus joined him.

	‘The tide’s shifting, Britannicus.’ The man’s ruddy, sea-weathered face glowed happily at the prospect of clearing land. ‘We’ll clear the port within the hour.’

	‘When shall we reach Pompeii?’ asked Marcus.

	‘Soon enough,’ came the answer, ‘we’ll ride comfortable in the harbour soon after the Ides of August, the eighteenth day at worst.’

	Marcus nodded without speaking. It should be early enough to deliver Frontinus’s message to Germanicus, and, in any event, there was no faster way to bring word to the loyal legions.

	He stood in silence, watching Massilia recede astern of the Swan.

	 

	True to the nature of his vessel, Solenus held the Swan tight to the coastline, rounding the southern tip of Gaul and steering her due east through the calm blue of the Ligurian Sea. The stores held out for three days before lack of water forced them into a tiny landing on Capreae. Marcus doubted the wisdom of harbouring in so small a place, rather than the larger island of Corsica, but kept his thoughts to himself as the master brought the galley in to the beach, holding her off shore with the quadruple anchors mounted at prow and stern.

	Solenus, after all, was an experienced mariner, so there must be some reason for choosing the near uninhabited island in preference to the larger, fortified holding. What that reason was, the master did not vouchsafe to explain to his lone passenger, and Marcus was left to watch the loading, alone on the stern deck.

	It took no more than one hour before the anchors were drawn up and the Swan set her oars in reverse stroke, pulling out from the mooring.

	Solenus turned her deftly to the open sea, heading south and east in the direction of Pompeii. For two days, they went under sail, using the oars only when the wind dropped, so the rowers were rested and fit as they rounded the promontory sheltering Napoli. Solenus bellowed orders to bis crew and the square sail lifted, folding against the yard as the sailors reefed it in, the oar-banks standing out over the water. A second shout, and the oars dipped in unison, striking sparks of sunlight from the blue ocean. The pace drum rattled as a crewman began to beat the time, the slaves taking up the stroke.

	From the gentle sway of wind and wave, the galley took up the rush of the oars, driving through the clear water as though hurrying to battle.

	Other vessels came out from the harbour to meet her, and Solenus hurried to the prow to call his identification to the patrolling boats. He bellowed through a copper trumpet that amplified his own stentorian voice to a rolling shout that echoed over the sea. The two galleys, accepting the Swan, executed tidy turns, coming up on either side as the ship pulled into harbour.

	Solenus saw his vessel made fast to the harbour wall and then turned to Marcus. The grizzled mariner was twice the age of the younger man, and senior to him in the rigid hierarchy of the Imperial forces, but since the fight on the dock he had treated Marcus with respect, trying in his blunt way to form a bond of friendship. It had not been easy, for throughout the voyage Marcus had fretted with impatience, anxious to reach Pompeii. Equally, he was suspicious of the seaman, for Solenus might easily be involved in the plot against Titus; certainly, he appeared curious about his companion’s mission. Taciturn, Marcus had maintained a guarded conversation, giving little away. And so he was somewhat surprised when Solenus suggested they take wine together in the town. He agreed, wondering what motives prompted the senior man.

	Curious, he fell into step beside Solenus as they walked away from the harbour.

	Pompeii was resplendent in the harsh, hot light of the Campanian summer. It was midday, and the streets were mostly deserted, the sun reflecting off walls and roof-tops of brilliant white or pale pastel shades of blue and pink. The heavy scent of oleander hung in the still air, mingling with the cooking smells that wafted from the private houses and the hostelries, where slaves busied themselves around the cooking stoves.

	There was a laziness in the air itself, a draining, seductive languor that was augmented by the rhythmic buzzing of the cicadas and the heavy, sleepy odour of the town.

	Shading his eyes against the glaring sunlight, Marcus looked up towards the tree-covered slopes of Vesuvius, looming high above the place. His eyes caught the slow movements of three birds drifting on the thermal currents rising from the volcano. Crows, he decided, scanning the slopes for food.

	Solenus followed his gaze and smiled.

	‘Here in Campania, they say that three crows mean a death. Let’s hope Vesuvius sleeps sound, for when he last awoke the town died. And a shepherd said he saw three crows then.’

	‘And you believe such portents?’ Marcus was merely being polite; Pompeii was too graceful, too leisurely a city to be racked by the grumbling of a dormant volcano.

	‘Some.’ Solenus was serious. ‘Soothsayers have foretold of battles and the gods must sometimes give us signs of events to come.’ He shook off his growing melancholy and smiled. ‘But let’s speak of pleasanter things. It’s too bright a day to dwell in darkness.’

	Marcus allowed the older man to lead him into a tavern, the door surmounted by the carved head of a wolf, the outer wall heavily decorated with graffiti.

	Inside, the shuttered windows offered protection from the heat, a welcome cool that not even the smoking cook-fires could overcome. It was fairly crowded, and noisy with the demands of the citizens eating there. Solenus spoke briefly with the owner, and they were shown to a table set away from the main room, in a small alcove.

	A flagon of chilled wine was brought, and Solenus began to speak again.

	‘I’ll lay the dice, open, on the table.’ His voice was pitched low, talking urgently, as though he were afraid of being overheard. ‘And let you weigh them, for I believe the time has come when we must speak as honest men.’

	Marcus sipped his wine in silence, not sure where the conversation was leading, but guessing from the urgency in Solenus’s voice that whatever was on the man’s mind was important to him. Perhaps to them both.

	‘You carry a message for Frontinus.’ That much was common knowledge since Massilia. ‘A message to Germanicus.’ Marcus hid his surprise, concentrating on his wine cup as Solenus gestured in the air. ‘Aye, Britannicus, it’s known. Words, rumours, they float like gossamer on the winds of gossip. A message here, a guess there; a letter, a careless word, and always ears pricked ready to catch the whispers.’

	Suddenly, he smiled.

	Td hazard a fleet of quadremes that Sextus Julius entrusted you to bring word that the British legions stand loyal to Titus.’

	Marcus kept his face impassive as his left hand dallied, seemingly casual, with the hilt of his sword. It could not be done here, but it might well prove necessary to kill Solenus.

	‘Oh, leave off the sword work.’ The sailor had sharp eyes. ‘There’s no need to fear me, my tongue’s still as the anchor on the sea bottom. And I’m loyal as you, Britannicus.’

	‘You know Frontinus?’ Marcus was careful of what he said.

	‘Well,’ replied Solenus. ‘We’ve campaigned together and, like you, I’ve carried messages for him.’ He cut the air with his hand, an impatient gesture. ‘Britannicus, let us make an end of this game-playing. I know you for a messenger, bringing word to Germanicus; one hopes you’re in time to lop the head of rebellion before it lifts, but you’ll need allies here.’

	He broke off as their food was brought, waiting until the serving-girl had departed before continuing.

	‘I serve Titus. I served his father when he took the purple and now I’d see Rome rest peaceful again. These mutterings of revolt need quashing. And I’d fight the hydra with you.’

	‘You know a great deal, Solenus.’ Marcus said it slowly, choosing his words as he tried to assess the other’s true position. ‘But why should I trust you? Frontinus gave me no word of you.’

	‘Frontinus knew not where I was,’ replied the sailor, ‘but the strands of this web tangle deeper than you or I, and together we’re better fitted to escape them than in single struggle.’

	‘Prove it,’ demanded Marcus simply.

	‘Gods, Britannicus,’ Solenus was impatient now, ‘you’re as hard to fathom as the deeps themselves. Frontinus, Germanicus,’ he ticked off the names against stubby fingers, ‘one in Britannia, one here. Here, too, are Lepidus and Crassus…’

	He stopped, taken aback by the sudden blaze of anger in Marcus’s eyes.

	‘Crassus? You know of Crassus?’ The voice was harsh, insistent, the words breaking almost unbidden from between Marcus’s teeth.

	‘Fat Crassus? Yes, I know of him. A bloated pig of a banker who plots to increase his wealth on the corpse of an emperor. Crassus is one of the instigators, together with Lepidus.’

	‘That name I know,’ said Marcus slowly, finally deciding that Solenus was to be trusted, ‘I heard it on my journey. An ally of Lepidus, is he not?’

	‘An ally, yes. Rich with the gold he brought from Britain. A merchant then, nothing more, but a merchant with powerful friends.’ Solenus quaffed his wine in one gulp, looking suddenly tired. ‘A contract here, a deal there, and the merchant grew fat, like a spider in its web. Crassus wove the strands, and each thread drew in more gold. Gold breeds ambition, Britannicus. Enterprise is all very well, but there was once an order to our world, a man knew where he stood. Now? Why, any upstart with a sack of coin can set himself up as a banker and lend the weight of his gold to tip the scales of the Empire itself. And gold weighs heavy, Britannicus. It’s the gold coin spilling from the fat fist of Crassus that oils the wheels of rebellion’s chariot.’

	‘And Lepidus? What part does he play?’ Marcus was anxious to learn as much as he could.

	‘Quintus Bracus Lepidus.’ Solenus spat out the words as though they tasted bitter on his lips. ‘An equestrian, claiming descent from divine Venus herself, as though he thought himself great Caesar, though the palsied blood of that fine flows in his veins, a legacy of his kinsman, Caligula’s nephew.’

	It was not, in the reign of Titus, a thing to boast of, for mad Caligula had died under the swords of the Praetorian Guard, insane and diseased. If Lepidus vaunted such connections, he must be powerful enough to avoid the Imperial eye, or mad enough not to care.

	‘So you stand with Titus.’ Marcus made it a statement, convinced now of Solenus’s loyalty.

	‘Truly,’ agreed the older man, ‘I’d see no more fighting divide the empire. And if you’re Frontinus’s man, we stand allied.’

	He thrust his weather-beaten hand out over the table and Marcus took it, gladly, pleased to find a friend in this mesh of intrigue.

	‘If you agree,’ said Solenus, ‘we’ll go to Germanicus together. Your message needs delivering, and I carry word of the navy’s loyalty.’

	Marcus nodded his agreement and together they left the tavern. Horses were obtained and they rode out of Pompeii, following the winding road that curled and twisted out of the city towards the luxurious villas built along the sprawling lower slopes of Vesuvius.

	 

	Slaves took their mounts at the gates of the Villa Germanicus, ushering them into the cool shelter of the oecus. They stood only a short time in the small reception room before the tribune appeared.

	He was short and grey-haired, the deeply ingrained lines that etched his patrician features suggesting an age belied by the bright sparkle of his eyes. His carefully folded toga betrayed a spreading paunch and as he clasped Solenus’s forearm in the grip of friendship, Marcus noticed a slight trembling in the fingers.

	So this, he thought, as the tribune turned towards him, was Flavius Julius Germanicus, the man he had come so far to see. The man he had cuckolded in Palaestina.

	If Germanicus was aware of his wife’s infidelity, he showed no sign of it. Rather, he greeted Marcus as a friend and ally, welcoming the young equerry to his house with an invitation to join his family at dinner.

	‘But first,’ he suggested, ‘let us talk of the world, and the words you bring me.’

	He escorted the two men up to the pergola overlooking the central courtyard of the villa, directing them to a quiet corner away from windows, sheltered by tall screens of lacquered wood.

	‘What news from Britannia?’ In private, he dropped the pretence of patrician courtesy, the lines of age on his face increasing as he frowned his worries at the two men.

	‘The legions stand with the Emperor,’ Marcus said simply, ‘S. Julius Frontinus entrusted me with that message. And this token of Britain’s loyalty.’

	He extended his left hand, so that Germanicus could see the heavy ring Frontinus had given him.

	The tribune said nothing, just nodded as though lost in deep thought, studying the ring.

	‘And the fleet?’ He turned abruptly to Solenus.

	‘Firm as the island.’ The mariner spoke as though to an old friend. ‘Pliny stands off the coast, his officers loyal. Give the word and we’ll blockade every port from Rome to Syracuse.’

	‘Easy, easy, old friend.’ The smile that lit Germanicus’s face was tired, heavy with care and the burdens of statecraft. ‘It’s that we seek to avoid. This affair calls for the wiles of a courtesan, not the rush of a galley’s ram.’

	Solenus looked ashamed of his patriotic outburst, and Marcus wondered if he was the straightforward seaman he appeared, or something more. That he stood so easy with a tribune high in the Imperial favour suggested depths greater than those revealed, a position of more importance than would usually be accorded a loyal galley master.

	Germanicus brushed over the moment, engaging them both in talk of their journey to Pompeii, eliciting details of the attacks upon Marcus and the names he had heard.

	‘Yes, yes,’ he dipped his proud head with each word, ‘Lepidus, Crassus, they are both known as the instigators of the plot. Posthumus, though, is a surprise. I had thought the rebellion based upon the Spanish legions, not the Gallic cohorts. So the web spreads out farther than we thought. Soon, I think, the time approaches when we must cull this nest of vipers, before the venom drips any farther.’

	He paused deep in thought; then, as though reaching some decision, looked up, smiling.

	‘But I forget myself, my friends. You’ll both be tired from your journeyings. I’ll have water and fresh robes brought, please make free of my home until dinner.’

	He excused himself, leaving Marcus to ponder the tactics of facing the Lady Agrippina across her husband’s table and what, now that his official duties were completed, should be his next move in the hunt for Crassus.

	 


Chapter Five

	 

	‘A DELIGHTFUL SURPRISE.’ The Lady Agrippina regarded Marcus from beneath heavy-lidded eyes, the lashes thick with kohl ‘I had hardly expected to see you here.’

	‘Service brings its own rewards, my lady,’ murmured Marcus, aware of the eyes flirting over his body. ‘To find myself your guest was an additional compensation for my journey. One surely planned by some friendly god.’

	He was stretched on a couch in the triclinium of the Villa Germanicus, a borrowed toga replacing his tunic as he dined with the tribune and his wife. In addition to his hosts, Solenus and two others, Pompus Helvetius and Sextus Apronius, lay around the dining-table. Marcus was grateful for their presence, for it meant that conversation revolved around local affairs and the latest news from Rome, with an occasional question about Britain. So far no one had mentioned the awkward subject of Palaestina and bis assignment as escort to Agrippina.

	If Germanicus was aware of his wife’s adultery, he let no sign show—which, thought Marcus, could mean either that the tribune was blindly capped with the cuckold’s horns, or that he did not care. Given the licentious nature of Roman society, it could be either one, but so long as no overt comment was made, Marcus was happy to let the matter rest.

	But Agrippina seemed to have different ideas, for her eyes moved frequently to the young man’s face, lashes fluttering in scarce-veiled hints that prompted Marcus to concentrate upon the food set before him in deference to his host’s marital rights.

	The. banquet continued until near midnight, the triclinium lit by flickering oil lamps and the paling glow of the Campanian moon, and Germanicus protested when Solenus rose to go.

	With genuine concern, the tribune asked the galley master to avail himself of a bed, but Solenus demurred. His ship, he explained, must leave come morning to rendezvous with the main fleet, and the loyal captains awaited word from him. The tide would bring the Swan out at dawn, and he wished to be on board earlier to supervise the departure.

	Smiling his apologies, he left the room to shed his formal toga before mounting his horse for the ride back to the docks.

	Marcus bade him farewell and watched with the others as the seaman’s bulky figure clattered away into the darkness.

	 

	The rope made no sound as it curled out of the night, settling around the rider’s shoulders, the loop drawing tight as hidden hands pulled in the slack.

	The horse stopped for a moment as it felt the reins draw tight, then the weight was gone from its back and the sharp cry that followed the thud of a body hitting the ground frightened it into startled movement. It panicked completely as shadowy figures darted from behind the trees lining the road, and cantered away towards the lights of Pompeii.

	The fall knocked the wind from Solenus’s lungs, so that he had no breath with which to shout, even had the second loop given him a chance. As it was, the noose dropped over his head, circling his throat with a band of fire that drew steadily tighter as his unseen assailant pulled him gradually back towards the shadows.

	Instinctively, his right hand went to the hilt of the gladius belted to his waist, but a third noose fell neatly around the sword, snatching it from his grasp.

	Bright coloured fights danced before bis bulging eyes as he drew his pugio, cutting desperately at the throttling rope. He succeeded in parting the hemp cord as the laquearii closed in, dim figures seen through the haze of suffering that clouded his vision. He slashed at the lasso pinning his arms, and fell backwards as he cut it, aware of the figures coming closer.

	Savagely, he cut about him with the broad-bladed dagger, grunting with satisfaction as he felt it grate on bone, heard a gasp of pain.

	But then something that was both hot as fire and cold as ice clutched his bowels, freezing his limbs so that he stopped moving, one arm extended in mid-stroke. He knelt like a statue in the Forum until boiling heat erupted through his chest and he felt a salty wetness spread over his lower lip. His head drooped as a great lassitude spread with the fire through his whole body, and he was dimly aware of a sharp pain in the nape of his neck.

	Then the stars went out and there was no more fire.

	The civic guard, patrolling outside the walls, found the body a little after dawn. Recognizing the uniform, they carried the corpse to the naval commander who identified Solenus. The official records credited his death to footpads, and a nightly patrol was organized to police the roads outside the walls. The Swan was given a new captain and left harbour on the noon tide. Pliny, receiving no message from Germanicus, decided to go about his normal duties and held the fleet in its agreed position off the coast, wondering if there was any further news of the rebellion as he completed the notes he was making on his latest volume of naturalist studies.

	 

	As Solenus died, Marcus wondered if he was being throttled. Agrippina, for all the plumpness girding her body, was exceptionally powerful, her fleshy arms encircling his neck in a grip firm as any wrestler’s.

	She had come to him shortly after the dinner party had ended, murmuring endearments and vague reminiscences of their previous liaison. Germanicus, she assured him, was sound asleep in his own room, leaving them the night together. Marcus, while feigning delight at this news, was worried: he had no wish to upset the tribune, nor did he relish a fresh bout of amorous struggling with the man’s wife.

	He was given, though, little choice. Agrippina was determined and demanding, eager to renew their old relationship, and so, resigning himself to the inevitable, Marcus strove to satisfy the woman.

	She was, at least, inventive, introducing contortions he had never dreamed were possible, producing variations on her favourite theme that left him, come dawn, near exhausted.

	He was, Marcus realized, in a potentially difficult situation. Agrippina had helped him in the past, granting him her patronage, and the more allies a man had in the tangled web of Roman intrigue, the more likely he was to survive. But Agrippina had her own very definite ideas about how he was to show his gratitude, and that was dangerous. She seemed insatiable in her sexual appetites and careless of discovery. Her husband could now, Marcus felt, be counted on as an even more powerful friend, but would he continue in that role if his wife’s adultery was exposed? It was by no means unusual for Roman women to take a lover—several, if their inclinations ran in that direction—but it was done discreetly, not with the husband sleeping a few doors away.

	Discovery could mean disgrace or death, certainly it would make Marcus a powerful enemy.

	He lay pondering these problems, wondering how to avoid bedding Agrippina in the future without offending her, as the sky brightened and birds began to sing.

	The woman lay, a weight across his chest, nuzzling at his neck as she murmured endearments. Marcus whispered back, glad that she could not see the cynical smile on his face.

	‘My lady.’ He brushed his lips over the fatty folds of her neck. ‘The night ends. Should you not return?’

	‘A moment longer, my Marcus, my stallion.’ Her plump fingers sought his manhood as she spoke. ‘Germanicus sleeps with the aid of a physician’s draught, he’ll not wake until the slave calls him.’

	Sweet Mithras! The last thing Marcus wanted was a household of cackle-tongued slaves whispering of the night’s doings; that kind of talk carried too far, and to the wrong ears.

	‘But sweet,’ he whispered, toying with a pendulous breast, ‘would you chance the next night, and those to follow, for a few more stolen seconds?’

	Agrippina muttered something indistinct and began to kiss his chest, working her way downwards. Against his better judgement, Marcus felt a familiar stirring and knew that he must swiftly forestall her plans before primal need drove him into danger.

	Abruptly, he sat up, lifting her face so that he stared into her eyes.

	‘Agrippina,’ he said firmly, trying hard to look like a love-struck suitor, ‘I cannot let you risk everything for me. I’d spend the dawn and pass the day with you, the night, too; but we must not risk it. Better that we lay up our love for the future than throw it away for a moment of the present.’

	It worked the trick, for Agrippina nodded sleepily, planting a wet kiss on his lips.

	‘My Marcus.’ She slid from the bed. ‘So commanding, so strong. You turn my head, and yet, like a battle-scarred warrior, you keep yours as you survey the field of your victory.’

	As she spoke, she pulled a robe of Egyptian silk around the wide-spreading field of his victory, smiling like a girl of half her years.

	Curiously, Marcus felt a certain affection for her. She was, undoubtedly, over-endued with the fleshly virtues, both physically and in her demanding appetites, but there still remained something endearing about her. And her skill in bed was unsurpassed.

	He smiled at her as she dressed, and this time the smile was genuine.

	‘Like any warrior, my love, I need rest after the battle. If, that is, I am to stand again in combat.’

	‘Oh, you’ll stand again.’ Agrippina’s hand touched lightly on the weapon they were talking about. ‘Have no fear of that, my conqueror.’

	She slipped from the room, padding on bare feet back to her own cubiculum as Marcus stretched gratefully upon the battle-scarred bed.

	There was little point in trying to sleep, for the household would be soon awake, so he merely lay for a few moments, relaxing, awaiting the house slave who would bring water and news of the day.

	The man was not long in coming, knocking discreetly at the door before he entered with a pitcher of steaming water fresh from the household thermae, and one of cold water. Marcus rose, dismissing the slave, and washed quickly, using the razor set out for him to scrape the stubble from his cheeks. It was an irksome Roman custom, and there were times when he wished that his father’s people had adopted the habit of his mother’s Iceni kinfolk and let their facial hair grow. But finished and dressed in his new-laundered tunic, surmounted by a freshly polished lorica, he felt better, cleaner. He buckled the cingulum militare tight around his waist and set his gladius in place. Then, carrying his helmet, he went down to breakfast.

	Germanicus was already in the triclinium, awaiting his guest, picking at his food with a serious expression on his lined face.

	Marcus greeted the tribune and seated himself, allowing a slave to serve him.

	‘There are things to be done, Marcus Julius,’ said the older man slowly. ‘Things that need a sure hand and a cool mind. I believe that you possess both, and so I intend to hold you in Pompeii, a secret scourge on the emperor’s foes.’

	‘A scourge, my lord?’ Marcus set down his spoon as he watched Germanicus’s face.

	‘Aye, Marcus Julius, a weapon that can strike where others fail. But come,’ Germanicus gestured for Marcus to follow him as he rose, ‘we’ll speak of it away from listening walls. My slaves are loyal, but the fewer who know what we plan, the better; we’ll take a stroll outside.’

	Marcus followed the tribune into the grounds of the villa, carefully levelled off in deep terraces against the slope of the land rising up to the peak of Vesuvius. It was a pleasant garden, the kind a wealthy patrician would spend a fortune on, in order that its paths and arbours met exactly with his conception of the perfect.

	‘Now, my young friend.’ Germanicus placed a hand upon Marcus’s arm as he spoke, emphasizing with this unusual familiarity the graveness of his words. ‘I will explain to you the background of this unfortunate affair.’

	He paused, as though gathering his thoughts together.

	‘It begins with Quintus Bracus Lepidus, a noble citizen of Pompeii, whose ambition outruns his waning sanity. Lepidus is, on the distaff side, a vague descendant of Caligula, and like his mad forebear, entertains delusions of grandeur.

	‘His ramblings served only to provide amusement until other factors came into play. Chief amongst them was Crassus, a loathsome, bloated upstart of a banker. Where he came from no one knows, he adopts the trappings of nobility with disgusting enthusiasm, but I suspect his background is the gutter. He was, I understand, in Britannia for a period; a merchant, something of the kind. But then he arrived in Pompeii with more gold than you or I have seen outside the Imperial treasuries, and set himself up as a banker.

	‘Money breeds money, and before long Crassus became a very wealthy man indeed. And friendly with Lepidus. Between them, they concocted some crazy plan to overthrow the Emperor, setting mad Lepidus in his place with the aid of Crassus’s gold.

	‘Such plotting attracts the leeches of the Empire as surely as honey draws the ants, and soon—before we knew it—the plot had spread its tentacles across the world. Lepidus bought legions with promises of advancement, just as Crassus bought friends with his money.

	‘Now we face civil war once again. Unless we can stop them.’

	‘But why were they not stopped earlier?’ Marcus was curious, for he knew how swiftly the enemies of the Emperor met their fate.

	‘They are mad with ambition,’ answered Germanicus, ‘but not lacking in guile. The plot was kept secret until it had spread wide, perhaps too wide to stop. Titus is, if anything, overly lenient with those he accounts of no importance, and so it falls upon his loyal captains to guard his back.’

	He ceased talking for a moment as they passed a slave busily trimming the branches of an overhanging shrub.

	‘Tell me, Marcus Julius.’ Germanicus pointed at the unruly bush. ‘If a growth blocks your path, how would you rid yourself of the hindrance?’

	‘Lop it down,’ answered Marcus simply.

	‘Exactly.’ Germanicus smiled approvingly. ‘Sever the main stem and the branches wither and die, lacking the support of the core. That,’ he turned his head to look directly at Marcus, ‘is how we shall rid ourselves of these troublesome plotters.’

	Suddenly Marcus was aware of the part Germanicus had cast him in, and liked it if his guess was right.

	‘And I,’ he said slowly, ‘am to be the axe.’

	‘Yes, my friend.’ The grey head nodded. ‘There’s but one way to end this matter. Lepidus and Crassus must die. Kill them and the rebellion founders like a galley with its rudder gone. I want you to do the trilling.’

	 

	The remainder of the morning was spent discussing their plans. Germanicus explained that Marcus, newly come to Pompeii and unknown, would stand a chance of insinuating himself into the confidence of the rebels where others could not. Befriending the leaders, he was to assassinate them quietly, in ways that would leave no obvious hint of murder.

	It was a plan that found Marcus’s approval, for he had no compunction about killing Lepidus, and to destroy Crassus was one of the reasons he was in Pompeii. Inwardly, he rejoiced: to be asked to slay his mother’s killer! Surely the gods smiled upon him, showering him with gifts!

	Germanicus described, as best his spies had told him, the habits of the two chief conspirators, suggesting ways and means of meeting them. At last, they finished, just as a slave appeared to announce the noonday meal.

	They sat down together, the tribune and the stator, as equals, bound by a shared belief in the lasting greatness of Imperial Rome and their joint desire to maintain order within her dominions.

	Agrippina joined them as Germanicus rose to carry food and wine to the lararium, setting the offering before the little shrine of the Lares protecting his house. To the eternal gratitude of Marcus, she made no reference to the previous night, acting, instead, the part of the faithful wife doing her best to make her husband’s guest feel at home. Her talk was commonplace, trivial, setting Marcus at his ease. He joined in as courtesy dictated, taking his leave when the meal was ended to ride into the town.

	Germanicus had told him where to find Lepidus.

	The Stabian Thermae were situated in a large square bordered by the House of Siricus and the Via Lupanaris, the entrance showing a profusion of expensive togas as the upper classes of the town descended upon their favourite bathhouse. Marcus joined the throng, progressing slowly to the apodyterium, where a smiling attendant handed him a key to a private room. Disrobing, he entered the great courtyard of the palaestra, casually studying the men engaged in the sports available there.

	He spotted Lepidus close by the statue of Mercury, wrestling with a younger man.

	It was easy to pick him out, for Germanicus had provided an exact description of the heavily built, balding patrician, recognizable by the old sword-scar that divided his left cheek from eye to jaw-line. Marcus lifted a set of weights, put out for the use of clients, and pushed them high above his head. He hefted the stones several times before sauntering over to watch the impromptu wrestling match.

	Lepidus was good, for he quickly overcame his opponent, throwing him to the ground to a round of applause from the men watching. He looked up, shouting a challenge.

	It was the moment Marcus had waited for, and he pushed through the watchers to face the man he meant to kill.

	‘I’ll risk a bout.’ He said it as a bored young Roman seeking amusement.

	‘Well said, my friend,’ laughed Lepidus, wiping sweat from his forehead, ‘there’s no one else will chance it.’

	Marcus smiled and paced forwards, his hands extended in the classic Grecian pose. Germanicus had told him of the madman’s love of wrestling—and of his dangerous skill—and Marcus knew this was the best way to befriend the man.

	‘Best of three?’

	Marcus nodded, circling warily. He must lose without making it obvious: win one, lose two, just sufficient to earn the respect of his victim, without his enmity.

	Lepidus closed suddenly, grasping his opponent’s hands and twisting round and under, so that Marcus’s right arm was stretched across his shoulder, the left held off to the side. Marcus countered by throwing his body against Lepidus’s back, slackening the arms and bending his own, pulling the other man’s wrists up tight against his throat.

	Lepidus grunted, dipped, and hooked a leg around Marcus’s ankle. A sudden tug, a push, and Marcus was stretched on his back.

	He grinned as Lepidus stood back. Old one-eyed Argos had taught him how to wrestle, and he knew that he could have snapped the man’s spine like a straw had he wished. He assumed a rueful expression as he climbed to his feet, fighting his natural instincts. Marcus Julius Britannicus did not enjoy play-fighting; practice, yes, that helped a man stay alive, but not this kind of puppy game. Combat was a serious thing, to fight at all was to fight to win, any way possible. Death was the natural end of a fight, and Marcus knew that he would have to struggle to repress that instinct.

	He let a Utile of it show in the next round, swinging a hip to lift and roll Lepidus high in the air before smashing him down, winded, on his back.

	‘Jupiter’s trumpet!’ Lepidus gasped from where he lay on the grass. ‘Here’s no spineless dilettante, gentlemen. This one’s a wrestler.’

	He ended his sentence with a savage punch to Marcus’s stomach. It would have finished a man less fit, but Marcus had the benefit of long years of training allied to the punishing regime of active service to cord his belly with iron-hard muscle. Even so, the force of the blow sent him staggering back as Lepidus closed in. He put up a token defence before he allowed the man to throw him again.

	Prone on the grass, he raised one arm in a pantomime of the fallen gladiator’s plea for mercy. Lepidus roared with laughter, extending his right arm, the thumb raised in the missio.

	‘Live, my friend.’ He reached out to help Marcus to his feet. ‘You’re the first worth-while opponent I’ve met in a long time. Come,’ he threw an arm around Marcus’s shoulders, ‘let’s walk to the piscina together.’

	Marcus let himself be steered to the pool, diving alongside Lepidus into the cool, refreshing water. They emerged together and hurried to the massage rooms, where slaves went to work with the strigils, scraping vigorously over their bodies before applying the oils for the massage.

	Their conversation remained desultory, little more than an exchange of names, as they relaxed from their exertions, lying back on the couches to study the bright-painted scenes carved on the ceiling.

	Then, at Lepidus’s suggestion, they entered the tepidarium, passing quickly through the lukewarm steam of the room into the scorching heat of the caldarium. Clouds of steam rose from the heated pool, joining those from the hypocaust set beneath the floor and inside the walls, so that sweat ran freely from their naked bodies, coursing over their skin in enervating trickles. Speech was impossible; to open a mouth meant breathing in a lungful of burning air, and so they sat in silence until the heat grew too much for them.

	At a sign from Lepidus, Marcus rose and walked back to the tepidarium where, once again, the masseurs took over. Then, oiled and perfumed, he climbed gratefully into the freezing waters of the frigidarium, revelling in the cooling wash of liquid.

	By the time they emerged from the baths, they were firm friends and Marcus had seen the signs of madness in Lepidus.

	‘By all the gods, my Julius.’ Lepidus had quickly adopted the familiar form of address. ‘You’re a rare find in this dull place. I thank Bacchus for your coming.’

	‘Then why stay here, my friend?’ Marcus continued to play his part as a bored young officer. ‘Would Rome not offer greater pleasures?’

	‘Doubtless so,’ grunted Lepidus, growing morose, ‘but there are reasons I cannot visit the city of the she-wolf. Ask me not what they are.’ He looked sharply at Marcus, insanity twinkling in his dark eyes. ‘Such things I may tell you when we’ve sealed our friendship, but not before.’

	‘Ho,’ Marcus grinned lasciviously, nudging an elbow against his companion’s ribs, ‘some pining wife sets a trap that her husband is ready to close. It’s the way of the world, my friend.’

	Lepidus merely muttered something about Marcus’s own troubles and the young Roman let it rest there, content that the would-be emperor should believe that was the reason he had come to Pompeii. It was as good an excuse as any, and saved him the bother of devising some more elaborate justification.

	‘I tell you, my Julius,’ Lepidus seemed torn between gloom and good cheer, ‘this is a tired town. Oh, it has its lupanars and its taverns, but nothing happens. Why, you’re the first man to tumble me since I broke poor Publio’s back.’ He shook his head in sorrow. ‘Poor fellow. He fancied himself as a wrestler, but two falls and he was dead. A sorry business.’

	He waved a hand as though to dismiss the depressing thought and Marcus pondered the vagaries of a mind that could so casually forget a squandered life: his own killings were of necessity, not happenstance accidents.

	‘But let’s talk of our plans.’ Lepidus was abruptly cheerful again, his mood passed as fleetingly as a summer mist. ‘Where do you plan to dine tonight?’

	Before Marcus had time to voice a reply, the other man was speaking again.

	‘You’ll eat with me.’ It sounded like an imperial dictate. ‘Attend my villa at dusk. We’ll dine together and then I’ll show you the night-time face of Pompeii.’

	‘You honour me, Bracus,’ murmured Marcus, the words corning hard to a tongue used to speaking the truth, ‘I shall look forward to the evening.’

	‘Good, good,’ muttered Lepidus, preoccupied again, ‘but now I must leave you to your own devices. I have an appointment with Crassus.’

	‘May I not accompany you?’ Marcus tried to keep excitement from his voice, to maintain the languid tone of a foppish young officer with nothing better to do.

	‘No!’ The answer was shrill and angry, the mood changing with dramatic speed. ‘No, you may not! In the names of all the gods, can a man not go about his business without spies at his elbow!’

	‘Forgive me,’ Marcus placated, I have no wish to spy upon you. I merely…’

	‘You merely have nothing better to do,’ interrupted Lepidus, ‘and you thought to enjoy my company a while longer.’ Again, he was friendly. Tm sorry, my friend, but my business with the banker is of a private nature. Leave me be, we’ll meet again tonight.’

	He clapped a hand to Marcus’s shoulder and strode away in the direction of the forum. Marcus watched him go, realizing that he must pay careful attention to the man’s changing moods. Lepidus was mad, but he was also careful, and killing him without arousing suspicion would be no easy task. First, thought Marcus as he watched the figure disappear around a corner, cement the friendship, get to know the man; then kill him. As old Argos had said so many times, it was the gladius you did not see that made the wound. So Marcus would blind his victim with friendship.

	Glancing around to get his bearings, he headed for the port.

	 

	For all that Lepidus decried the place, Pompeii was a very beautiful city. Basking in the hot sun of August, lulled by the warm Campanian breeze, the town had a solid, lazy air to it, as though the brightly painted buildings knew what cost had gone into their construction and rested safe and secure in that knowledge. There was none of Lugdunum’s riverside bustle, nor the scurry of Massilia. No, this was a leisurely place, the very richness of the buildings offering mute testimony to the wealth shut away behind their gates. For Neapolis, lying north across the bay, was the clamour and chaos of commerce, the hectic intercourse of trade and shipping. Here, their fortunes made and counted, the patricians, the merchants and the bankers could enjoy the summer at their ease, watched over by the sleeping giant that rose above the town.

	Marcus looked up towards the wooded slopes of Vesuvius, remembering the three black crows and Solenus’s comment, and smiled to himself. Perhaps the birds were a portent. He wondered if Lepidus had seen them.

	At the harbour, he stopped a sailor to enquire after Solenus. The man eyed him curiously for a moment, shaking his head.

	‘You’ve not heard, stator?’

	‘Heard what?’ demanded Marcus.

	‘Solenus is dead. They found his body on the road early ‘this morning. His throat was slit by robbers.’

	Marcus turned on his heel, his sandals drumming on the stones as he hurried away. So the portent had come true: for Solenus. What it meant, he was not sure. If the sailor was correct, the killing the work of footpads, he had nothing to fear; but what if hired assassins had lain in wait? And what if Solenus had talked before he died?

	He had to get word to Germanicus.

	That morning they had agreed that Marcus should not be known as a friend of the tribune, an arrangement that both allowed him to enter Lepidus’s circle unsuspected and freed him of Agrippina’s demands, and had arranged a system of communication. Should Marcus need to contact the patrician, it could be done through the offices of Pompus Helvetius. The man dealt sometimes in land, and so no suspicion would attach to a stranger calling upon him, Marcus would simply be a wealthy young man interested in purchasing an acreage in this pleasant town.

	He found Helvetius in the forum, talking with several other local dignitaries. He excused himself as Marcus approached, drawing the younger man to a quiet corner, sheltered by tall columns of white marble, before he asked what was wrong.

	Marcus told him in one brief sentence.

	‘Don’t worry,’ murmured Helvetius quietly, ‘I know—rather, I knew—Solenus. He would not have talked.’

	Marcus wished that he could be as certain as the other. The coming evening, he guessed, would prove the worth of the assurance, for if word of his involvement had reached Lepidus or Crassus, they would surely attempt to slay him then.

	Fatalistically, he decided there was nothing he could do and so must pursue the course mapped out. He would go to the Villa Lepidus as planned and await events, trusting in his own sword-arm should danger threaten.

	Bidding farewell to Helvetius, he walked away, mingling with the throng pacing the tiles of the forum.

	 

	Though he forced discipline upon his impatience, Marcus had never been a man for waiting. Presented with a task, he preferred to face it directly, to deal with it swiftly and put it behind him. The long months of planning his revenge, of executing his duty to his mother, had taught him patience, if not its virtue; but still the afternoon seemed to drag out its course. He found a quiet wine-shop and sat, morose and silent, through the waning hours, eager to face Lepidus and know, one way or another.

	Towards dusk, he went to the room he had taken and, glad to be doing something, prepared for the evening. Germanicus had sent a trusted slave to his quarters with clothing, for Marcus had nothing more than his military tunic and his disguise required that he appear in appropriate dress.

	The dinner invitation, coming from a man he scarcely knew, must be considered of a formal nature, and thus custom demanded that he wear a toga. It was a garment Marcus detested, a clumsy, confining thing that hampered movement and needed cleaning too often. Etiquette, however, required that he wear it, and that, in turn, meant that he must hire a chariot.

	Reluctantly, he wound the linen around his body, slipping his sheathed pugio into his belt, where it would be hidden by the toga’s folds. Then, ready, he sent a slave to find a vehicle.

	He arrived at the Villa Lepidus as the first bats emerged, darting silently through the warm night air as they hunted for food. It was very still and Marcus stood for a moment, ignoring the slave at the gate as he studied the house. It was large, much bigger that the Villa Germanicus, with statues standing ghostly white around the surrounding gardens. Light blazed from the windows and as Marcus approached he could hear voices raised in laughter. The slave took Marcus through rooms decorated with lavish mosaics, carefully rendered hunting scenes that, through their sheer opulence, evidenced the wealth of Lepidus.

	They came to the triclinium and the slave stood back, motioning Marcus to enter. He had not, Marcus realized, said a word.

	Nor did the slave who ushered him to his couch and Marcus grew conscious of the lack of sound. The only noise in the villa came from Lepidus and his friends. There was none of the usual murmur from the kitchens or the slaves going about their normal duties.

	Lepidus explained it as he seated Marcus on his right, gesturing around the luxurious room at the silent men serving his guests.

	‘What do you think of them, my Julius? Quiet aren’t they?’

	‘Quiet indeed,’ murmured Marcus, ‘they’re well trained, Bracus.’

	‘Trained!’ Lepidus roared with laughter, as though Marcus had made a joke. ‘They’re not trained, my friend. They’re [dumb. They can’t speak.’

	He leaned towards Marcus, dropping his voice to a conspiratorial whisper.

	‘A man in my position can’t afford to be careless.’ He tapped Marcus on the shoulder to emphasize his point. ‘The tongues of slaves are notoriously loose, so I stilled them for good. Most of them were born speechless, the others, well,’ he gestured deprecatingly, ‘I had their tongues cut out.’

	Marcus hid his shock behind his wine cup. He had seen the madness in Lepidus’s eyes, witnessed his shifting moods, but this was the grand insanity of a Nero, a Caligula. Insanity that held human life no more worthy of consideration than the unseen ant crushed beneath a sandal.

	With an effort, he forced himself to smile as though in approval of the maniac’s wit.

	‘That way,’ Lepidus continued, obviously enjoying his subject, ‘they can’t spill secrets.’

	He began to describe the problems of purchasing dumb slaves and the difficulties of training those who resented the cutting out of their tongues. To play his part, Marcus had to f listen, but he was grateful when another guest interrupted, demanding that Lepidus introduce his new friend.

	The would-be emperor called Marcus’s name across the room to the others, then, one by one, introduced them to Marcus. He was disappointed that Crassus was not present, though he noted those he met for future reference to Germanicus. Then, maintaining his role, he gave himself up to the pretence of enjoying the feast.

	It proceeded as Marcus expected, the guests slipping steadily into the drunken state that seemed to mark any such gathering of bored men. Rich wine flowed in liberal quantities, washing down the endless supply of food. It was a banquet the like of which Marcus had never seen, delicacy following delicacy, each succeeding dish surpassing its predecessor in exotic fancy. Live birds erupted from a huge pie; a whole roast boar proved boneless, the inside stuffed with chickens and rabbits; sucking-pigs, when cut, turned out to be made of pastry filled with forcemeat; whole fish appeared to swim in great bowls of delicate-flavoured sauces.

	The vomitorium was in constant use and Marcus, feigning a drunkenness in keeping with his fellow guests, staggered more than once into the room.

	It was set off to one side of the triclinium, a windowless cubicle decorated with brightly painted scenes of a bacchanalia. The entrance was hidden from sight of the dining-room by a short passage that opened onto the vomitorium itself. Around the central pit were marble benches spread with cushions and, apart from the entrance, the only opening was a wide square vent cut in the roof.

	Lingering long enough to prove his intoxication, Marcus availed himself of the washing facilities before returning to the couch beside Lepidus.

	‘Marcus.’ He noted the familiar form of address, used only between friends. ‘I promised to show you the brighter side of this drab city. Are you prepared for it?’

	‘Lead on, Quintus,’ slurred Marcus, slapping the man on the back. ‘Where there’s lights, there’s girls.’

	Lepidus roared at the clumsy sally, hoisting himself to his unsteady feet, using Marcus’s shoulder as a pivot.

	‘Who’s with us?’ he bellowed at his guests.

	Of the twelve sprawled around the room, only five succeeded in standing up. The others rested on their couches, unconscious or incapable of movement, too far gone into their gluttony and their cups to even answer coherently.

	And these drunken sots, thought Marcus, were the men who plotted to overthrow Titus.

	Curbing his disgust, he accompanied the others to the door, where three chariots awaited. Lepidus called for Marcus to join him in the first one, leaving the other men to clamber, as best they could, into the remaining vehicles. The drive was hectic as the feast, for Lepidus seized the reins, pushing the charioteer aside as he whipped the horses to a crazy gallop. Marcus grasped the handrail, poised to throw himself clear should the chariot tip, for Lepidus was undoubtedly one of the worst horse-handlers he had ever encountered. Fleetingly, he recalled the wild rides he had enjoyed as a boy, thundering over the good grass of Britannia, feet braced on the platform of a bucking, plunging Iceni war-chariot, a quadriga of good-hearted British ponies racing willingly across the land.

	He was thankful when Lepidus hauled his team to a halt in the Via Lupanaris, ignoring the scattering pedestrians.

	They were outside an impressive establishment, the flagrant carving of a rampant penis advertising the nature of the business conducted inside as clearly as the graffiti scrawled over the walls.

	‘Phoebus the performer had a first-rate time here.’

	‘Posphorus got his money’s worth.’

	‘Bulmerian enjoyed his visit.’

	Lepidus saw Marcus reading the scribbles and laughed drunkenly.

	‘If Pompeii’s ever famous for anything, Marcus, it’ll be the fascinating reading one can find on the walls. Come inside, it may prompt you to set your own seal on old Lucia’s shop-front.’

	He staggered inside, followed by his coterie, shouting that he would pay for everything.

	They were ushered through to a covered atrium, the central hall protected from weather and prying eyes by a ceiling decorated with explicit scenes from an orgy. Wine was brought, followed by the girls, who circled the room, twirling and spinning so that their filmy garments floated around them, allowing the men to view the merchandise.

	‘Lucia,’ shouted Lepidus, ‘I want Lucia.’

	A dark-haired girl hurried to his side, pale arms twining around his thick neck as she settled on his knees. One after the other, the remainder chose their girls, Marcus calling a flaxen-haired whore to his side.

	The girls, for few were over thirteen or fourteen years old, matched the men cup for cup in their drinking, and Marcus sensed what was to come. His apprehension was proved true by Lepidus’s bellow of laughter as he ripped Lucia’s flimsy robe from her body, spinning her to her feet as he threw the garment off to the side.

	‘Sweet breasts of Venus! Did you ever see a body like that?’

	He tore at his own clothes as he spoke, ripping them away until he stood naked in the centre of the room. Lucia giggled, spilling wine from her cup as she rubbed against him, arousing him so that he dashed the cup from her hand and pushed her down onto the heavy thickness of the rugs spread over the floor.

	Around their writhing figures, the others pulled at togas and gauzy wraps until the floor was a moving, undulating sea of bodies. Marcus felt artful hands pulling at his own clothes, was abruptly aware of soft, warm lips, a probing tongue flitting deep into his mouth. Instinctively, he ran his hands over the naked body of the girl beside him, returning her kiss with a mounting passion. Deft fingers drew his toga from his body as a husky voice murmured against his neck. He felt his belt drawn loose and reached out for his dagger, tucking it beneath a cushion as the girl tugged at his tunic, endeavouring to draw it over his head.

	Unseen slaves had dimmed the lamps and withdrawn, and in the faint light Marcus could see naked bodies clambering over one another in a variety of positions, hear voices laughing and whispering, smell the heady odour of spilled wine and raw sex.

	He had little taste for orgies, but the outspoken display of sheer abandoned wantonness paraded before him stirred his loins as surely as the deft touches of the fair-haired girl.

	Giving himself up to the moment, he let her draw his tunic from his body, pulling her close as animal desire overcame his scruples.

	Firm, hard-nippled breasts pressed against his chest as he pushed her down on the couch. He stroked her body as he kissed her, aware of undulating hips rising and falling against his groin in a parodied invitation to love-making. Her hands reached down to take him and guide him into her, and Marcus, feeling only the swelling tension inside him, thrust hard into the wet softness of her.

	She held him tight, sharp nails raking his back as she writhed and moaned beneath him, her body heaving in shuddering waves of desire. And then, like the molten core of a volcano spewing forth its burning essence, he trembled and groaned, and was spent.

	The girl lay back, her eyes closed, soft moaning sounds coming from between her parted lips, her arms still holding him. Marcus looked at her, studying her face for the first time, and realized that she was even prettier than he had thought. Then he became aware again of the others, conscious of positions changing, partners traded like used horses.

	Two whores lay stretched upon the rugs, their arms wrapped around one another as three men watched their love play. Lepidus stretched out as Lucia fondled him, another man kneeling behind her, stroking her breasts, as Lepidus touched a raven-haired girl.

	Abruptly, Marcus felt bile rise in his throat. A disgust directed partly at himself for taking part, but more at the debauched representatives of Rome carousing around him. He stood up, hauling the blonde girl to her feet.

	‘Come.’ He picked up his clothes, covering the pugio. ‘Show me your room.’

	Startled, the girl obeyed without a sound, leading him from the hall to a flight of narrow stairs. Marcus pushed her before him, noting the sensual undulations of her buttocks as she climbed the steps, feeling fresh desire swell within him.

	He awoke heavy-eyed and ashen-mouthed, anxious for the water the girl brought, splashing his face and drinking deep to dispel the fog of night.

	Mithras! If he felt like this, what must the others be like?

	He smiled at the thought. They’d pay a heavy price for their licentiousness. Bacchus and Venus alike demanded their just due, and Lepidus and his friends must be paying now.

	But for all the fog and ashes, he had succeeded: he was a boon companion of the mad hope-to-be emperor.

	 


Chapter Six 

	 

	HE FOUND LEPIDUS and some of the others at the baths, come, like himself, to an early cleansing of their bodies.

	There was no wrestling this day, simply a group of leaden-skulled young men sitting in silence as the steam of the caldarium boiled the vapours of the night from their fur-tongued I heads. Marcus, having drunk infinitely less, was once again required to play the part of fellow-drunkard, mumbling with the rest of them as they planned the day. Sober as he was, the night’s athletics were better remembered after the steam-bath and the massage.

	He dived into the frigidarium with a vigour that elicited an admiring cry from Lepidus.

	‘Sweet Venus, the man thrives on Drusilla’s attentions. Yet she’s wasted bigger men than him.’

	So that was her name. Marcus had forgotten to ask it in the heat of his passion.

	He climbed from the pool, reaching back to extend a helping hand to Lepidus. And was suddenly aware of a stirring in the water. The calm surface of the frigidarium was broken by tiny ripples, the marble tiles of the surrounding floor trembling with a near-imperceptible motion. He paused, strangely conscious of something wrong; though what it was, he could not say.

	Something clattered behind him, and he turned to see a vase, tipped from its pedestal, lying in broken fragments on the floor.

	There was no one near it, and Marcus felt the short hairs on his spine rise in tingling foreboding.

	Beside him, Lepidus laughed.

	‘The hypocaust belches again, Marcus. Like my guts after last night, the thing forever rumbles and complains. Think no more of it, my friend.’

	They walked together to the cloakrooms, collecting their tunics, talking, planning the afternoon. Marcus joined Lepidus at his villa for the noonday meal, grateful that he could now forget the formal toga and kit himself, instead, in his familiar tunic. He was accepted, a trusted companion, and already poor, mad Lepidus was murmuring of his grandiose plans. Marcus listened attentively as they ate, Lepidus talking freely before his tongueless slaves, though his companion wondered if any of the white-tunicked servants could write, for that would surely upset the madman’s plans.

	Faced with the proposition, Lepidus assured him of their ignorance of the scribe’s talents, hinting vaguely at some elevated position should Marcus join what was, as yet, merely some mysterious venture planned by Lepidus and bis bosom friend, Crassus.

	Chafing though it was to wait, Marcus could not hurry the meeting with Crassus; it had to come at Lepidus’s instigation, and so he bided, waiting the time when he could sink his hungry fingers deep into the flesh of Crassus, rip out the life from the man, as he had ripped it from the others.

	For now, though, he must play the spy’s game, waiting, like the spider of Arelate, for his victims to enter the web.

	The afternoon was to be spent in a hunt up on the slopes of the volcano. Vesuvius, Lepidus assured him, boasted as fine a selection of game as could be found anywhere in Italy. And this clear, warm August day, their quarry would be the wild boar.

	They collected lances from the waiting slaves and, accompanied by two others of Lepidus’s faction, rode out of Pompeii, up the steepening slope of the dormant giant.

	The woods were thick and dusky, even in the afternoon sunlight, rich with wild life that ran and flew noisily from the approaching horses. Ahead of the hunting party slaves beat through the undergrowth, to drive the animals onto the waiting spears, starting hares and partridges from their hiding places in a wild profusion of scurrying life.

	Marcus rode beside Lepidus, picking his way through the thick trees, his lance resting casually beneath his right arm. He had hunted the wild boar in Britain, riding alongside his father through the spreading oak forests, and knew how cunning, how viciously dangerous the long-tusked beasts could be. At least, though, the hunt allowed him to forget his pretence of the bored young officer seeking excitement; he could, now, be himself, a hunter knowledgeable of the woodland’s ways.

	That knowledge gave him the first sign that something was amiss.

	His horse grew suddenly restive, pulling against the reins, fighting the rider’s control. Marcus brought bis lance to rest firmly between elbow and hip, the point lowered to take a charging boar. Then, with no prior warning, the sky was suddenly dark with silent birds, blotting out the bright afternoon sun. All around, the woods were quiet, mute as the necropolis outside the city walls. Only the beat of wings disturbed the tranquillity, so calm that it seemed unnatural.

	The horse reared, whickering in protest, and Marcus fought it down.

	Behind and to one side of him, Lepidus was struggling with his own bucking, snorting mount, using the butt of his lance to beat the nervous animal to a halt.

	The two men sat their horses in silence, acutely conscious of something awry, though what it was, neither could have said. Then, with the abruptness of a shaken blanket, the ground lifted beneath them as a great, deep-throated rumble echoed down the slope.

	Lepidus pitched from his horse as it feared afresh, hoofing the warm air in crazed frenzy.

	Birds blasted skywards, as though slung from a ballista; rabbits scuttered, ignoring the men, past the prancing horses; a fox, its tail a rigid exclamation of terror, leapt onto the chest of the fallen man, paying him no attention, as it hurled itself madly down the slope of the volcano.

	Lepidus lay, winded, still clutching his lance as his horse raced madly back down the trail.

	He was pushing up onto his knees when the boar erupted from the thickets. Curling tusks rose from the beast’s slavering jaws, and its minute, yellow-rimmed eyes carried a glint of madness brighter even than the insanity that shone in those of Lepidus. It paused as it smelled the men, raking the woodland turf with angry hooves as it peered around.

	It saw Lepidus and snorted. Its hugely muscled hindquarters propelled the vicious head forward, lowered for the murderous thrust to the belly.

	Lepidus screamed and tried to run, but his legs gave out so that he pitched backwards, dropping his spear as the boar thundered at him.

	Marcus gave no time to thought. His heels drove the horse forwards, lance dropping to line upon the boar’s shoulder. It was far from the classic thrust, but it took the animal under the right forelimb, driving it sideways, away from the fallen man, as the metal point ripped into the hairy hide.

	The boar squealed, high and shrill, as Marcus’s charge carried it away from its intended victim. The stubby legs pounded the air as it twisted, using the sheer weight of its body to snap the stout pole penetrating its side. Then, with the broken length of the lance still protruding from under its shoulder, it charged at Marcus.

	Before he could pull his skittish mount away to the side, the boar was in under the horse’s belly. The great head lifted, raking heavy tusks deep through the animal’s gut, spilling entrails as the horse went down in a screaming welter of pain-ridden flesh.

	Marcus pitched over its head, tumbling into a thicket that clung and clawed as he tried to draw his sword.

	Across the clearing, the boar turned, charging again at this fresh target.

	Marcus hurled himself away to the side as the creature hit the thicket, ignoring the brambles that raked his arms and face. The force of the great beast’s rush sent it clear through the undergrowth, crashing out on the far side like a squealing thunderbolt. It spun around, charging back, and a grim thought entered Marcus’s mind. If he let the boar tusk Lepidus, his killing would be done for him: an unfortunate hunting accident. But after? On foot, armed only with a sword, he would stand no chance against the maddened beast.

	He glanced quickly around. There were no trees close enough to afford the protection of height, so the opportunity was gone.

	‘Your lance, man!’ he roared at Lepidus, climbing shakily to his feet. ‘Throw me your lance!’

	Lepidus was befuddled by his tumble, seemingly unaware of his danger. He saw it hurtling towards him as he stooped to grasp the fallen lance. And screamed. And screamed again as he tried to run and the boar hit him.

	A yellowed tusk ripped deep through his right thigh, the great head lifting, tossing him up into the sulphureous air. He screamed again, his hands clawing at the sky, sheer chance propelling the spear across the clearing to Marcus.

	He snatched the stout pole in mid-flight, catching it on the run as he threw himself at the pivoting boar.

	‘Let the pig do the sticking,’ Argos had told him, ‘ground your lance and let the beast impale itself. It takes nerve, but if you’re afoot, it’s the only way.’

	Training and reflex took command of Marcus’s body as he rammed the butt of the lance firmly against the turf, kneeling to grasp the pole in both hands, iron head directed at ivory tusks.

	He shouted, a raw, incoherent challenge that drew the animal to him. Divots of earthy grass flew from under the pounding hooves as the boar thundered straight at him, its little eyes shining with a wicked light. His mouth was dry and he felt a sudden, crazy urge to yawn, but the adrenalin flooding through his system seemed to slow time so that everything happened with the graceful slowness of some classic ballet.

	The boar’s huge head came straight at the lance and Marcus gripped the shaft, bracing himself for the shock to come, shifting the pointed tip so that it was aimed at the snout.

	Then a force like Vulcan’s hammer slammed him backwards, lifting him off the ground, carrying him through the air. His hands were iron bands around the shaft, suddenly bloodied, but still gripping tight. The world spun and exploded and he thought his shoulders would break unless his lungs burst first. But the boar was dead, full half the length of the lance driven deep through its jaws, its throat, its heart.

	It kicked, chewing on the ash staff as it died. Marcus watched it, marvelling at its savage strength; three hands’ breadths more and the tusks would have reached him.

	‘Divine Jupiter!’ Lepidus was sitting up, clutching at his ruined leg. ‘Mars himself could do no better. Marcus, you saved me. I’ve seen nothing like it. I owe you my life.’

	And soon, thought Marcus, rising to his feet, I’ll claim the debt.

	He went over to Lepidus and tended, as best he could, to the wound. The boar had tusked him deep, laying the thigh open to the bone, slashing muscle and sinew, severing veins so that the man was bleeding profusely. Shock, however, eliminated the pain he would feel later and Marcus swiftly cinched his belt tight around the thigh, staunching the flow of blood. He tore Lepidus’s shirt for bandages and then slung the madman across his shoulders and began to walk back down the slope.

	‘The boar,’ mumbled his human burden. ‘We must come back for him. He’ll be the centre of the feast I’ll give you. A triumph, Marcus, in your honour.’

	Then he passed out.

	A quarter-mile on Marcus found the slaves and the two other hunters, confused and frightened by the strange movements of the land, sniffing the air as malodorous fumes poisoned the sunny afternoon.

	He slung Lepidus across a horse and led the beast downslope to the villa.

	 

	He met Crassus that day. The banker arrived at the Villa Lepidus in a bloated lather of concern for his stricken friend, sweat flooding down his overfed cheeks and worry showing in his watery blue eyes.

	Marcus sat by the bedside, watching a Greek physician minister to the gaping wound, using fine-drawn catgut to sew the edges together. Unguents had been applied, and a red iron to cauterize the gash. Lepidus was fortified with unwatered wine and lay, a piece of leather clamped between his teeth, watching the Greek close the cut.

	Marcus looked up as a silent slave ushered a gross, pig-like man into the room. Folds of surplus flesh drooped beneath his jaw, matching the fleshy, baby-like lips. Pale blue eyes peered out from between heavy eyebrows and pink, fat cheeks. An expensive toga failed to hide the spread of stomach pushing against the linen, just as the artfully arranged ringlets of oiled, black hair failed to hide the sweat-shiny yellow pate.

	‘Crassus,’ Lepidus spat out the leather as the physician finished his needlework, ‘welcome, my friend.’

	Marcus looked at the fat man with hooded, hawk’s eyes. So this tub of lard was the creature he had come so far to kill. This overstuffed barrel of fat-fed guts was one of the men responsible for his mother’s death; not a participant in the killing, no, for this kind of leech grew fat on others’ efforts. But involved: and so to die.

	He stood up, smiling as Lepidus introduced them.

	‘Gods, Crassus, you should have seen him, like Mars. There I was, near ripped apart, helpless; and there was Marcus, facing the boar alone to save my life. Greet him as one of us, Crassus, for he’s a true companion.’

	Crassus extended a beringed hand to Marcus, who took the plump offering in his own calloused fingers, evincing false friendship as thoughts of death chased through his mind.

	Lepidus went on talking, extolling the virtues of his newfound friend, persuading a cautious Crassus to accept Marcus as a peer.

	The banker was not wholly convinced, but could do nothing to stop the flow of Lepidus’s words as the madman spread their secrets to Marcus’s ears. By the time he had finished Marcus knew so much of their planning that Crassus had only two alternatives: to accept him, or kill him. And the friendship of Lepidus militated against the latter choice.

	Marcus had succeeded: he was a member of the conspiracy.

	Crassus said his farewells and left the villa for his offices in the town. The physician was summoned in to attend his patient and suggested rest. Lepidus invited Marcus to dine with him on the following night, and the young Roman departed to find Helvetius and send word to Germanicus. That night Marcus ate alone and, after, returned to Lucia’s house. He asked for Drusilla, taking the fair-haired girl up to the room they had shared the night before.

	The air was heavy with foreboding, a sickly, sulphur-tainted odour lying over Pompeii. The night was silent. No cicadas chirruped in the grass, no night-birds sang; even the bats were absent from the thick, overheated air. Drusilla’s body was sheened with a film of sweat even before they writhed together on the bed, and Marcus could feel an unnatural heat prickling over his back and chest.

	He started, surprised by a sudden rattling on the tiles of the roof.

	Drusilla murmured, reaching out to pull him back onto the bed, but Marcus pushed her away, rising to pace over to the window. He looked out, facing a night blacker, denser than any he had seen. Hailstones echoed in the street and off the roof, though no hailstones could fall, surely, in August.

	Marcus shrugged, dismissing the vagaries of the weather, and returned to Drusilla’s waiting arms.

	 

	Day came with a yellow flood of light, a leprous tinge decorating the sky. Pompeii was oddly quiet, her citizens lowering their voices as they went about their business, a heavy, nervous hush settling over the town. It was as though men feared to disturb the cloying air with words, lest their presumption disturb some greater, waiting force.

	Not so the animals, for when Marcus rode out to visit Lepidus, he found the discreet streets loud with noise. His own mount snorted nervously, and from stables all around he could hear the snickering of other horses, shifting restlessly in their stalls. Cattle, in the pastures of outlying farms, lowed in bovine apprehension, and several times cocks crowed a strident challenge at the yellow sky.

	Marcus rode slowly, his right hand moving instinctively to the hilt of his gladius. Yet there was no enemy to see, no overt sign of danger.

	His horse skittered as a flock of crows passed low overhead. Marcus looked up, surprised that the usually noisy birds made no sound as they winged by. They came, he noticed, from the direction of Vesuvius, and looking towards the tree-lined slopes, he saw a sudden flash of crimson fire roll across the sky. Then, like a clap of summer thunder, a rolling wave of sound washed around him.

	Forcing the horse into obedience, he pushed it along the road towards the Villa Lepidus. That great blast of thunder was no more, he told himself, than a summer storm, the latter half of August was often like that; there was no threat in the air, no portent of disaster.

	Yet the ground had shaken that morning, there was no arguing with that.

	Irritated by his own uneasiness, Marcus kicked the horse to a canter that brought him swiftly to the gates of Lepidus’s palatial home. He handed the reins to a waiting slave, and allowed another, equally silent, to lead him through the opulent rooms to the triclinium.

	Lepidus awaited him alone, his bandaged leg stretched out on a couch, his face pale, but cheerful.

	‘Greetings, Marcus,’ he appeared in good spirits, ‘join me in a cup of wine.’

	He motioned to one of the waiting slaves, bringing the man hurrying over with an amphora. Another proffered a richly inlaid cup, which Marcus took thankfully. For some reason, his mouth was curiously dry, as though tainted with ashes.

	On his left, Lepidus raised his own cup in a toast.

	‘To gratitude, Marcus, and friendship. I owe you my life, and the debt of an emperor is worth the having.’

	Marcus sipped at his wine, waiting for the explanation to come.

	‘Yes, my friend,’ Lepidus’s eyes shone with an insane inner light, ‘you saved an emperor today, for soon I shall claim what is rightfully mine. You see, Marcus, I am descended from divine Venus, a nephew of Gaius Caesar.

	‘They called him mad too, you know. Yes, Marcus, mad Caligula they called him, just as they call me mad. Oh, I know, never fear. I know who names me mad and who a friend.’

	He reached out, grasping Marcus’s wrist in a powerful hold, burning eyes probing, seeking reassurance.

	‘But you’re a friend, aren’t you? You wouldn’t have saved me from the boar otherwise. I wondered, you know, at first. Too many people seek to befriend me, only to betray me. I tore out the slaves’ tongues so they couldn’t tell any secrets to my enemies. I have to be careful.’

	A slave, silent and stern-faced, came forward to pour more wine.

	‘Yes, Marcus.’ Lepidus was in full flow again. ‘I must pick my friends with care. Friends like you, Marcus. Good, strong friends who will stand by me when I claim my right.’

	He spluttered, frothing wine over his tunic, and Marcus wondered how much blood he had lost, to render him so lightheaded.

	‘I tell you, Marcus, that when I come into my own I’ll give you a legion. No, better than that. I’ll give you the Praetorian Guard. You’d look well in the uniform, standing at my back.’

	He broke off from his crazed rambling as a peal of thunder shook the air. It rolled and echoed, the sound bouncing from the walls like the pounding of a god’s war-drum. Lepidus cowered, trembling as a great flash of unnaturally bright light lit the room as though it was noon and the sun full overhead.

	Again Marcus felt the prickling of his skin, like tiny insects clawing their way over warm flesh, and smelt the cloying odour of sulphur.

	A second blast shook the villa, rattling the busts and vases placed around the room. A wall bulged suddenly, showering fragments of displaced stucco onto the floor, and several of the tiny mosaic tiles flew into the air.

	Then, as abruptly as it was disturbed, the night became quiet again.

	Too quiet. And too dark.

	The moon was hidden behind a cloud of pure black. So thick it looked to Marcus, as he peered from a window, that he felt he might reach out and touch it, and find it solid. He held out his hand, conscious of a warmth in the night air that was heavier, thicker somehow, than was normal As he stood there, he felt the house tremble again, its entire framework shuddering, shifting as a groaning mumbled through the night as though some Titan stirred restlessly beneath the earth.

	He drew in his hand, noticing that it was blackened with sooty particles such as a man might find if he thrust his hand over the flames of a charcoal-burner’s fire.

	The rumbling died away and all was still again. Lepidus had regained his composure and was calling for a slave to bring water and clean linen, that his guest might cleanse his dirtied hand. Marcus went to his seat, noticing that his wine cup had spilled good Falernian over the table.

	‘You see, Marcus?’ The paranoia consuming Lepidus’s mind was in the ascendant. ‘Mercury himself trumpets for my cause.’

	‘Perhaps,’ Marcus felt uneasy, ‘or was it the volcano?’

	‘Vesuvius?’ Lepidus looked amazed. ‘Gods, man, don’t you recognize an omen when it’s presented to you? That sound was Mercury, heralding my empire. Anyway,’ he looked sulky, ‘Vesuvius is just a pile of rocks, everyone knows that.’

	‘But there was a time when the earth sent forth fire?’ Marcus queried.

	‘Near two decades ago,’ muttered Lepidus. ‘The fire-giant’s last gasp destroyed the city. It was rebuilt, and there’s been no further danger. Today’s thunder is an omen, I tell you; just as the ground’s shaking yesterday was a sign from the gods, an indication of your true friendship.’

	The memory stirred him to fresh heights of adoring comradeship, and he gushed with promises of high office and ever-growing wealth when he came to power. Marcus listened carefully, memorizing the names mentioned that he might pass them on to Germanicus, who was, to his amusement, high on the lists of those Lepidus intended to execute when he became emperor.

	At last the man tired of his overblown speeches, and called for his slaves to bring food.

	‘You’ll forgive me, Marcus,’ he smiled ingratiatingly, ‘if we dine alone tonight. I’m in no great mood for the company of any other than true friends.’ He patted his bandaged leg by way of explanation. ‘Though as soon as this is mended, I’ll hold that feast I promised you.’

	He fumbled with a heavy seal-ring, pulling it from his thumb with difficulty, pressing it into Marcus’s hand.

	‘Take this as token of my friendship. Tomorrow, go to Crassus and show it to him. It will identify you as one of us and with it, the coffers of Crassus’s bank will be open to you.’

	Marcus smiled, thanking Lepidus. He would use the ring, yes. He would go to Crassus, certainly. Go to him and kill him.

	He sat back, sipping his wine, as the slaves brought in the food.

	 

	High above the Villa Lepidus, close to the cone of Vesuvius, a wooden hut looked down on the rich houses circling the lower slopes. It was a poor place, rough-built and furnished with the spartan simplicity of a poor man. Plurio, the freed-man who had built it with his own calloused hands, hoped one day to move closer to the town, into a proper house with rooms he didn’t have to share with sick sheep.

	Plurio was a shepherd, tending a small flock that grazed the rich uplands of the fire-mountain. He took his charges out each morning to crop the grass, watering them at a swift-running rivulet that had its source even higher up the slope. But this black day they had not drunk. The stream had dried up, making the sheep more nervous still, and they were bad enough already, what with the thunder and the quaking ground and those great flocks of birds going over without a sound.

	It wasn’t natural. Something was wrong in the world. Plurio had known that two days ago, when the first shaking dropped tiles from his roof. The old man was stirring, down there in the dark belly of the earth, and his shifting caused the land to quake and smoke.

	Plurio had seen it before, when the other disturbance wasted Pompeii; he’d been a slave then and laughed at the ruin of his owner’s villa. The man was so upset that he’d freed his slaves and gone off to Rome, leaving Plurio to start up as a shepherd.

	What was happening now, he wasn’t sure, for everyone knew that Vesuvius was stilled forever, so it couldn’t be another eruption. The city fathers had said it couldn’t be, and the soothsayers down in the forum and the old women along the Decumanus Major all agreed that the volcano was dead, its power spent as surely as an old man’s potency.

	It must be an omen, Plurio decided. Maybe that madman who thought he was going to become emperor had asked for a portent. Though what this belching and shifting portended a simple shepherd couldn’t begin to guess.

	Plurio pulled his threadbare blanket around his shoulders and decided to forget it all until tomorrow, when he’d have to find a new stream.

	He was still clutching his blanket as he went to sleep, dreaming that he was falling.

	He was still asleep when the ground opened beneath his hut and it fell into the great crack that suddenly ran down the mountainside. Most of his sheep fell in too, and those that escaped were burned to death by the spurts of flame that shot from the gap.

	The air was thick with the sulphureous stink of the gases spuming from the ground, mingling with the crisp odour of roasted mutton and burned wool. Trees caught fire, crackling in the night, the flames hidden behind a pall of smoke that lay like a heavy blanket around the cone of Vesuvius.

	One animal, a big ram with great curling horns and a heavy fleece, ran madly away from the flames, smouldering sparks lighting its headlong passage as it careened down the slope.

	But there was no one there to see it.

	 

	Far below, Marcus and Lepidus were acting out their parts of emperor and supporter. Marcus was thankful that he had not been required to speak much, for it was difficult to still his tongue in the face of Lepidus’s mad ambition. But the rebel needed no answers to his monologue, merely someone willing to sit silent and listen, nodding once in a while and making vague noises of approval.

	Marcus had done that, thinking all the time that he must kill the man soon.

	Lepidus had revealed his plans in fine detail, confident of Marcus’s support and so hiding nothing. Aided by the gold in Crassus’s coffers, he had suborned the Spanish legions, and several thousand men based in Gaul. Certain of the naval officers under Pliny’s command had pledged allegiance in return for wealth and promises of promotion and the next day, the twenty-fourth of August, a message was to be delivered to one of the galleys. Then, leaving the fleet, the fast ship would take word to Massilia and to Spain.

	Given the command, the traitors would lead their men in a two-horned attack on Rome. The Gallic legions would march east and south, descending on the she-wolf’s city from northern Italy while the Spaniards attacked from the south and the sea.

	The plan had the elements of classic simplicity. The bulk of the legions was spread too thinly across the Empire to meet such a threat with coherent force, and before the loyal commanders could be gathered together into an effective defence, the rebels would hold Rome and the corpse of Titus feed the Tiber’s fish.

	They would come together eventually, Marcus knew that; but months too late. The Empire would no more tolerate Lepidus than it had his forebear, Caligula. But before the madman was overthrown there would be civil war again, leaving the civilized world in ruins.

	It was a thread that held the balance of power, of sanity in place. A thread fine as a spider’s web. A thread that Marcus could break or hold.

	‘And you, Marcus, my captain, shall carry the message to the harbour.’

	Lepidus slurred his words, far gone into wine-tainted rambling.

	‘We silenced Germanicus’s man.’ He tittered, slopping wine onto the floor. ‘Solenus would have warned Pliny had we not killed him. But now, no one suspects and Apronius waits on my word.’

	He broke off, belching loudly, waving away the dumb slave who hurried to his side.

	‘No, no.’ The slave returned to his station, silent. ‘Marcus, will you help your emperor to the vomitorium?’

	It was a command, and Marcus accepted it, for a plan was forming in his mind. He helped Lepidus to his feet, and then, supporting the man, half walked, half carried him to the cubicle he had seen two nights earlier.

	‘Gods, Marcus, but I need to ease my belly.’

	Lepidus drooped on the bench beside the pit, clutching his stomach. The sharp smell of lime filled the room, overwhelming the odours of disgorged food and lost wine, stinging Marcus’s nostrils as he stood behind the swaying figure.

	An accident, Germanicus had said, it must look like an accident.

	Then, in the name of the Emperor, that was what it would be. One chance had gone when he killed the boar to save his own life; this one would not escape him.

	‘You’re a true friend, Marcus,’ Lepidus was swaying backwards and forwards, holding his protesting stomach, ‘a true friend. Gods, man, I owe you my life…’

	He leaned urgently forwards, spewing into the pit.

	‘Then pay the debt.’

	Marcus gripped him by the neck, driving a knee hard against his buttocks, tipping him from the bench, forwards. He fell head first into the pit, mouth filling before he could cry out to summon help, bis lower body spread over the parapet. Marcus held him tight, ignoring the nails that raked his hands, the scrabbling fingers that clutched at his wrists.

	He knelt on the edge, leaning over to push the slime-draggled head beneath the filth, shoving down as Lepidus writhed and wriggled, legs kicking madly as he fought for air. One knee pinned the drowning man in position, hard muscles held him there, choking out his life in the muck of his own vomitorium. Slowly, his struggling eased, the desperate hands fell from Marcus’s wrists, the legs ceased their frantic movement.

	Marcus kept his grip for minutes longer, ignoring the vileness sliming his arms, until he was sure that Lepidus was dead.

	He pushed the corpse all the way into the pit and washed his hands and arms, cleaning them of the clinging filth. All the while, he kept up a conversation with himself, aware of the dumb—but not deaf—slaves waiting outside.

	When he was clean again, he walked out, stumbling a little in a pretence of drunkenness.

	‘Your master is unwell,’ he announced to the silent room, ‘he wants to be left alone a while. Don’t disturb him.’

	Then he left the Villa Lepidus and rode back into Pompeii.

	 


Chapter Seven  

	 

	‘APRONIUS; VARESIUS; TULLUS.’ As Germanicus said the names a scribe wrote them on a wax tablet. ‘Pius; Hermanicus; Genolus; Publius.’

	The stylus engraved a dot beside the names of those conspirators deemed too dangerous to live; a small, horizontal line indicated exile; a vertical mark, some posting to a far-flung border garrison.

	Marcus sat beside the tribune, adding the names of the plotters he had met to those already listed by Germanicus. Clear, bright sunlight flooded through the windows of the villa, shining from a calm, azure sky. It was as though the culling of the rebels had ended the earthen grumblings and noxious vapours of the past days, as though the land rested content in the knowledge that civil war was averted. The galley master, Apronius, lay in prison, taken quietly at sunrise, so no message would reach the waiting rebels in Spain and Gaul.

	The others would be gathered in to face the choice between honourable suicide and public execution, and the rebellion would quietly founder. With its figure-head gone, there was no reason for it, no cause to wave before the cohorts.

	It was finished, over and ended before it could even begin. Only Crassus remained a threat.

	Marcus was horribly conscious that with Lepidus dead, Germanicus might easily order the banker arrested, hold him safe from vengeance in the city jail and deliver him to the clean death of the headsman’s axe.

	He fought his impatience as he awaited the tribune’s decision.

	‘You’ve done well, Marcus Julius,’ the older man smiled at his companion, ‘and your efforts shall not go unrewarded. One thing remains, however.’ He paused, thoughtful. ‘We cannot afford to let Crassus live. He controls too much wealth, and his ambition outgrows itself; leave him, and a new plot will form. Yet he has friends in Rome who could harm us if he were arrested.’

	He paused again, humming tunelessly as Marcus waited in growing tension.

	‘Easier to kill him quietly. Yes, that’s the best way. Will you do it?’

	Marcus nodded, rejoicing in the justness of fate.

	By Mithras! He’d thought his prey lost, but the gods smiled again, handing him Crassus to kill with official blessing. Oh, what joy in that! What sweet justice!

	‘It must be done soon.’ Germanicus interrupted his silent exultation. ‘Word will soon be out of Lepidus’s sad… accident, and Crassus is too wary to take chances. He’ll flee Pompeii to start afresh elsewhere. Kill him soon, Marcus.’

	Marcus rose, clapping his right hand to his shoulder in the salute of the Legions.

	‘Soon, my lord. My word on that.’

	 

	As Marcus left the villa a vase, mounted on a column, toppled from its plinth, shattering on the floor. A slave hurried to sweep up the fragments, but Germanicus was too engrossed in his lists to pay any attention.

	 

	In Lucia’s brothel, Drusilla stirred sleepily, smiling at the memory of the young, strong body of the man called Marcus. She turned her head, coughing, as a cloud of plaster fell suddenly onto her face from a crack that appeared with no warning in the ceiling of her room.

	 

	Just off the forum, crouched in his tiny shop, the soothsayer, Crixus, frowned at the message spread before him. Shaking his head in disbelief, he re-arranged the entrails, convinced that he had cast them wrongly.

	 

	In the rooms he used for business, Crassus poured a glass of wine, impatient at the delay of Lepidus’s message. He paused as he reached for the glass, wondering why the surface of the liquid was marked with tiny ripples.

	 

	Castus Quintus Pomonius, who had spent a small fortune on bis new villa, studied the fishpond and cursed. He could not understand why his carp had died. Yet the fat fish were floating, lifeless, on the surface of the pool, their only movements imparted by the strange undulations of the water.

	 

	Marcus walked his horse down the road to Pompeii, glorying in the bright morning and the sweet taste of vengeance to come. He would gain entry to Crassus’s offices under the pretext of bringing a message from Lepidus. That should ensure secrecy. And then he would kill the murdering bastard.

	He threw back his head and laughed, and as he did, he saw a hawk winging high over the town. Following the bird’s path across the blinding blue sky, he spotted the dove it was hunting. The white bird twisted and turned in its efforts to escape its pursuer, but every sudden shift was countered by the hawk. Marcus wondered why the dove did not seek refuge amongst the trees lining the slopes of Vesuvius, but it seemed anxious to avoid the mountain, even though the woodlands offered refuge. Then the hawk stooped, dropping from the sky like a falling stone, straight at the dove.

	The white bird jinked aside and Marcus waited for the hunter to arrest its fall and continue the pursuit. But it did not. Instead, it fell, wings still folded, plummeting directly into the hollow cone of the mountain.

	It did not emerge, and Marcus watched the dove turn back, flying away from the slope.

	What, he wondered, would the soothsayers make of that?

	 

	Crixus the soothsayer left the entrails where they lay and closed bis shop. He gathered his few belongings together and began to walk, along the Decumanus Major towards the city walls. He wanted to get away from Pompeii, as far and fast as possible, if his forecasting was true.

	Along the way, several other soothsayers and fortune-tellers joined him, making a little procession that hurried through the crowds in the direction of the nearest gate.

	 

	Marcus left his horse at the wall, just inside the Porta Vesuvio, proceeding on foot down the length of the Via Stabia. Later, he hoped to attend the baths, for that curious prickling sensation once again troubled him, but now he must turn to his right, in the direction of the forum.

	He followed the sunlit street, shoving his way through the late-morning bustle towards the offices of Crassus, hoping the banker had not yet heard of Lepidus’s death.

	A slave escorted him up a flight of stairs to the suite of rooms occupied by the banker, and Crassus met him at the landing, rivulets of sweat trickling down his bloated face.

	He dismissed the slave and ushered Marcus into an opulent room, a table laden with food at the centre.

	‘Gods, Britannicus.’ Worry overrode the man’s usual caution. ‘Have you heard the news?’

	Marcus shook his head.

	‘That fool Lepidus killed himself! The drunken idiot drowned in his own puke. Head down in the vomitorium, that’s where they found him. Sunk in his own filth, and all our plans with him.’

	It was all Marcus could do to keep from laughing, but he let Crassus continue.

	‘The whole thing’s finished, of course. Lepidus was mad, but he made a useful figure-head. Without him, we’re finished, may as well forget everything. If you’ll take my advice, you’ll get out of Pompeii. That’s what I plan to do.’

	Marcus shook his head, but this time there was ominous meaning in the slow movement.

	‘No, Crassus.’ His voice was cold as the Alpine winter, the glacial tone sparking fear in the blubbery banker. ‘You go on one journey only. The final journey.’

	‘What do you mean?’ Crassus moved back, away from the staring eyes of the man facing him.

	‘Your money, Crassus. Where did it come from?’ Marcus kept his voice cold, even-toned, dispassionate as a grave-digger discussing a fresh corpse.

	‘Why? What are you after, Britannicus?’ Crassus shook and trembled as violently as a volcano erupting.

	‘After, Crassus?’ Marcus said it slowly, picking his words with care, for fear the man should fail to understand why he was about to die. ‘Why, I’m after your life.’

	He laughed suddenly, a raw, baying sound that rang against the walls of the room like the howling of a wolf.

	‘In the names of all the gods,’ Crassus stuttered, fumbling at a leathern purse resting on the table, ‘What do you want my life for? Look, here’s money. Take it. Take it all, I beg you.’

	He threw coins onto the table, reaching behind him when the purse was empty to seize a heavy wooden box. He held it out, upside down, so that bright gold clattered and fell over the floor.

	‘There, there’s money for you, Britannicus. Money to set you up, to buy your pleasures. And there’s more, I promise you.’

	Marcus scooped up a handful of coins and slung them at the fat, sweating face. His eyes shone with a feral light as he studied Crassus, a wolfish smile thinning his lips.

	‘No.’ It was a denial of bribery and Crassus’s hopes, of life itself. ‘Not money, murderer. Blood. I want blood. I want your blood.’

	‘Why?’ Crassus emptied his bowels as fear knotted his stomach, voiding a stinking mess on the wool of the carpet. ‘What have I done to you?’

	‘Not me,’ the voice was harsh, grating from between clenched teeth, ‘my mother. Your money came from her, the treasure of the princess Elfleda.’

	‘Sweet gods,’ Crassus fell to his knees in his own filth, ‘you’re the one who killed them.’

	‘Yes!’ Marcus shouted the word. ‘I killed them one by one, all the murderers. They died, Crassus, by my hands. As you shall die, you overstuffed pig.’

	He kicked the food-laden table aside, scattering dishes across the floor. Soups and sauces cascaded over the shaking head of the banker, coating his obese cheeks with sticky, clinging slime that mingled with the fear-tears coursing down his face.

	Crassus shook like a woman as Marcus towered above him, mumbling incoherent words through slobbering lips. Marcus kicked him, hard, in the face, lifting his head up so that he could see the eyes, speaking very clearly, slowly, so that Crassus should understand.

	‘I am going to kill you, Crassus. I want you to know that, but first I want you to know how. I am going to tear you apart with my hands, rend you like a sucking-pig. Tear you, rip you. You will feel it all, and as you do, I want you to remember why.’

	He reached down, thrusting for the fat throat.

	And as he did, the world fell apart.

	 

	There was a thunder, as though Jupiter himself had slammed a fist against the world, and a blinding, eye-burning flash of fight that sparked fires from trees and houses and the very clothes on men’s backs. The land lifted, rising up like the ocean’s waves as the sea roiled and tumbled, lifting ships high in the air, to smash against the harbour. A great black cloud, stinking of fire and of brimstone, fell over Pompeii, choking and burning in the throat.

	Birds fell from the sky, their wings stilled forever, and horses went mad, dragging loose from their riders as they ran before the hell descending on the city.

	High above Pompeii, Vesuvius shook and gouted fire, blasting explosions of gas and burning stone against the sky. From a thousand scars flowed rivers of red lava, washing all before them in a smoking, reeking miasma of destruction.

	Trees crackled, incinerated like pine splinters in a winter fire; vineyards disappeared for ever beneath the molten tide; villas split and fell, tumbling their inhabitants into the hell-sea washing down the slopes faster than the fastest horse could run.

	The slopes of the fire-mountain were painted red as the lava flowed down, pushing before that demon’s tide a great wave of boiling mud that clogged and burned and smoked, overtaken by the seething death behind. Maddened animals raced before it, only to choke and die in the poisonous vapours, the flesh boiled from their bones by the mud. Men screamed and fell, hair burning and lungs scorched, as the lava melted them.

	Death fell on Pompeii that day.

	 

	Marcus sensed it, smelled it in the air as he rose from the wreckage of Crassus’s offices. The floor he had stood upon was gone, gaping open to the black sky above. Had he not landed upon a couch, he would be broken like the house, like the city.

	He climbed to his feet, cursing whichever god had robbed him of his victim. He rubbed plaster from his eyes, coughing as his lungs filled with dust and smoke and sulphur, looking around for Crassus.

	Mithras! Aid me now. Let Mercury take me, but give me Crassus first!

	He saw the banker, staggering towards the Porta Marina, and started after him, climbing over the rubble that had once been a wall. He sprang back as a building shuddered and fell, pitching screaming men and women into the great, black hole that opened beneath them. He ran around the pit, shielding his eyes from the spouting column of flame that licked forth, still watching Crassus.

	The banker darted around a colonnaded frontage as Marcus skirted the yards-wide pit, disappearing around the corner as the columns shook and fell, bringing down the entire front in a great smouldering wave of dust.

	Marcus ran, oblivious to the screams around him as blocks of stone crashed down upon fleeing bodies, ignoring the spouts of flame that darted from the street, unaware of the houses falling all around him. He jumped a crevasse that opened suddenly at his feet, and never heard the screaming of the other runners less agile than himself.

	He saw Crassus pass a statue that shuddered and toppled, fragmenting into shards of marble as it hit the street, only to be lifted up on a tower of fire that gouted at the smoking sky, raining hailstones of flame down onto the fleeing citizens.

	A woman clutched at his arm, her robe smouldering, her hair a crackling mass of flame. He shook her loose, deaf to her screams as he pursued his quarry through the streets of hell. She collapsed, sobbing, as flame consumed her, leaping from the street on which she lay to match the fire in her hair with the tongues that lapped her robe. She wriggled, a burning worm, along the red-hot stones until a fountain of boiling mud erupted beneath her, lifting her up, tossing her skywards into the cloud of heavy ash falling upon the city, choking her, killing her, so that she was dead even before she fell into the yawning chasm that split the ravaged street.

	All around him people screamed and died, but Marcus kept running, following Crassus. The banker seemed as oblivious of the hell-fire as Marcus himself, intent only on saving his life.

	They raced down streets that curved and fell inwards, the buildings coming together to form smoky catacombs that rained fire and corpses, long tunnels lit by sudden flashes of flame. Pits opened to bar his path, but Marcus crossed them, jumping as the earth itself sought to swallow him. Pots, dishes, knives and pans showered around him, pitched from buildings that trembled and fell, bringing bodies with them, yelling as the masonry gave way to the fury of the land.

	He was almost on Crassus when a sudden river of scorching heat gushed across his path, flooding from a narrow alley. He paused, paced back, and hurled himself over the flow of lava.

	Landing on the far side, he saw Crassus ahead of him, racing into a sunken garden close to the harbour.

	Marcus followed, a sudden gust of black smoke blinding him as he entered the place. He paused, drawing a hand across his eyes as he looked for the fat figure of the banker.

	Crassus was on the far side of the garden, staggering towards the steps leading out to the docks, and Marcus started after him. Then stopped as the pillars opposite fell abruptly inwards, crashing around the exit, blocking Crassus’s escape. Marcus laughed as the porcine figure jumped back from the falling columns, and shouted.

	‘Me or Vesuvius, Crassus! Which?’

	Crassus began to claw his way over the tumbled stone, falling back as raw heat scorched his palms. He stumbled as lava spurted from between the cracks, great welling streams pouring suddenly over the fallen pillars. He ran to the side of the garden, but lava flooded along the portico, cracking stone as it went so that columns burned and fell in smoking ruin.

	Around three sides of the sunken garden the lava ran, leaving Crassus only the exit guarded by Marcus. He darted that way, saw the gaunt, smoke-grimed face of his nemesis, and ran back.

	Marcus watched as lava flooded into the well of the garden, ignoring the heat in bis atavistic enjoyment of Crassus’s suffering. For the man could not escape now. Lava surrounded the garden, reeking and steaming, binding the place with walls of flame as Crassus turned and spun, seeking a way out.

	There was no way out, unless he would risk passing Marcus. And that Crassus was not yet ready to do.

	He turned back to the centre of the garden, fear adding extra runnels of sweat to his face, his pig-like eyes casting around for some means of escape.

	‘Will you fry?’

	Marcus shouted over the seething of molten stone, laughing as he watched Crassus climb the ornamental rocks rising in the centre of the pit.

	‘Would you cheat me, Crassus?’

	Marcus watched the lava spilling into the garden, filling it, rising steadily around the banker’s refuge.

	Whatever plants the place had held were long dead beneath the rain of ashes and lung-cloying heat, blackened shards of twigs and flowers crackling as the lava consumed them. Crassus was a grey man, ashed over from bald pate to burned sandals, a sorry parody of the overblown rebel, plotting to topple empires.

	Marcus himself stood like a figure from a myth, his dark hair grey under its coating of ash, his tunic a pale, ghostly shade of grave-like uncolour.

	He blinked clogging particles from his eyes as he watched Crassus, realizing that he could no longer reach the man. Between them stretched a pool of lava, cooling as it filled the pit of the sunken garden, but too hot for a man to walk upon. Crassus clung to the highest stone of the pile, weeping and shaking as the waves of heat washed over his gross body.

	Across the garden, a column toppled suddenly, splashing lava up over Crassus. His toga began to smoulder and he slapped at the little flames, whimpering as they grew larger, taking a hold on the garment. He grasped the robe and ripped it from his body, leaving himself clad only in a knee-length tunic and undershirt. And as he tore the linen loose, he lost his grip on the piled stones and fell outwards.

	He rolled heavily down the rock garden, his feet hitting the pooling lava that filled the area all around him. He screamed as heat scorched upwards through the leather of his sandals and stood up.

	Amazingly, he ran over the lava. Cooling, it was firm enough to support him for a step, though each tread raised pools of smoking, red destruction behind him. Sobbing, screaming, he ran towards Marcus, arms stretched in wordless entreaty. Marcus waited for him, drawing his gladius.

	As Crassus reached his vantage point above the molten pool, he swung the blade, slashing at the man’s outflung hands.

	The banker yelped and tottered back, his stumbling feet still carrying him over the surface of the lava, even though coils of black smoke rose from the soles of his feet. He ran towards the centre, but fresh pilings of the molten stone drove him back as though from a raging sea that battered at a swimmer careless enough to risk its anger.

	He ran to one side of the filling pit, plucking at the burning strands of his tunic. The heat of the place was igniting the thin cotton, sending tiny slivers of flame up around his body. Gradually, as he staggered over the lava, the slivers grew, expanding to engulf the whole garment, so that Crassus ran wreathed in flames. A high, thin, endless scream rang from his lips as he felt fire bathe his face. His hands blistered as he tore away the burning tunic, slapped at the smouldering strands of his hair.

	A cruel smile decorated Marcus’s lips as he watched his mother’s murderer dying.

	His only regret was that the killing was done for him, though the lava afforded as much pain as his hands might have imparted. He laughed, his eyes wild in the red glow.

	Crassus staggered, his sandals burned away, the soles of his feet roasting as huge swellings rose and burst on his legs. He wore only his leather undergarment now, for his shirt ignited and fell from his back. His whole fat body blackened like a plucked chicken turned over an open fire; grease ran from his raw flesh, crackling in the heat; his eyelashes burned away and his lips blistered and cracked.

	He kept moving in sightless circles, for the heat boiled his eyes, popping them, blinding him.

	The last thing he ever saw was the awful figure standing, laughing, blocking the only exit from the hell-pit.

	He sobbed and toppled face down into the lava, and Marcus watched as the gross body seethed and bubbled, sinking into its molten tomb. Then he was forced back by a fresh wave of rolling fire, and the entire garden was abruptly drowned beneath the lava.

	He turned away and ran for the docks.

	 

	Like the body of Crassus, Pompeii was disappearing beneath a sea of molten rock. Rivers of boiling mud and smoking lava engulfed the city; a black pall that rained steaming pumice-stones and thick grey ash lay like a blanket over the broken roofs. Along the seafront, the ocean spat and billowed, torn by rifts in the sea bed, streaming billowing clouds of gas as the lava ran into the water.

	Marcus saw a galley pulling out, shouting sailors lending their own strength to the oars as they sought to evade the destruction ravaging the shoreline. Along the yards, the single sail burned, dropping chunks of flaming material onto the yelling men below. On the deck, cursing sailors hauled screaming citizens on board, ignoring those unable to jump the increasing gap between galley and dock. The unfortunate ones boiled in the seething waves, joined by others driven mad with fear and heat.

	Marcus paused, calculating the distance separating him from the ship, then began to run. His legs drove like pistons over the hot stones of the dock, propelling him in a headlong rush towards the edge.

	A man saw his stator’s tunic and yelled for help. Marcus ignored him, smashing a fist into the blackened face as the fellow tried to clutch his arm. Then he was on the edge and flying out over the water.

	The galley’s stern rose above his head and he knew the distance was too great. His outthrust hands touched wood, splinters ripped his palms and he felt a nail tear loose as he tried to grasp the slippery beam.

	Scalding water burned his legs, closed over his head. Then something struck his face and he clutched at it, his bleeding hands closing around a length of sodden rope. Instinctively, he pulled himself upwards, out of the water, gasping as his straining lungs sucked in heated air. He kept on pulling, hand over hand, rising with agonizing slowness from the sea.

	He was dragging behind the galley, clutching a trailing rope fallen overboard from the burning mast. A sailor appeared, wielding an axe, hacking at the dead-weight.

	Marcus shouted and the man looked down, called another, began to haul in the rope.

	He bumped heavily against the stern as he was pulled up, bruising knees and elbows as he lent his own efforts to those of the sailors. But then he was over the stern-rail, stretched gasping on the deck as the two men returned to their duties.

	‘Gods, man,’ the captain’s voice was a smoke-roughened rasp, ‘will you stretch there like a beached fish? Stand up and lend a hand.’

	Marcus rose to his feet, smiling. Vesuvius might be spewing death across Campania, and Pompeii gone from the face of the world, but Rome’s officers continued to ply their trade, stiff-necked and unbending whatever disaster threatened.

	He took the axe the man offered and set to hacking free the fallen sail.

	For all the confusion on shore, the galley was swiftly ordered. The fires were doused and the trailing rigging cast over the side. Three civilians, overcome by the fumes, followed the mast into the water, while the others clustered on the deck, watching their home die.

	The galley master took his vessel out into the open water, calling for full ram speed as he sought to escape the rain of fire tumbling into the steaming waters of the harbour. Away from the danger of flame and falling pumice, he called a fresh course, bringing the galley round in a sweeping curve that pointed her prow towards the little town of Stabiae, where they could see other vessels standing offshore.

	They came up alongside a larger galley, thronged with watching sailors, and the captain shouted across for orders.

	‘Pliny’s ashore,’ came the answer, ‘took a boat in to see if he could help. If you can, make for the shore: there’ll be refugees enough waiting.’

	The master bellowed fresh orders and, with noticeable reluctance, the oar-slaves pulled for the cove.

	As they drew closer to the land, the stink of sulphur filled the air. Hot ash fell in ever-increasing quantity so that it became hard to see, harder still to breathe. Marcus took a rag, drenched it in sea water, and bound it over his nose and mouth. Others followed his example, their frightened eyes ever going to the black cloud that seemed to cover the entire bay. It was riven with sudden darts of light, as though great thunderbolts blasted the earth, and ear-splitting claps of deafening sound echoed from its centre.

	Beside Marcus, a man panicked, jumping over the side in an attempt to swim back to the safety of the larger ship. He swam no more than thirty strokes before a sudden wave, rising from nowhere, lifted him up and dashed him back against the oars. He cried out once and then disappeared as a whirlpool spun him down into the depths. His body did not come up again.

	The captain brought his vessel in as close as he dared, then called for men to go ashore. Marcus joined him in the small craft and they rowed ashore through the thickening fog. He had lost his helmet in the hunt through burning Pompeii, and now heavy chunks of flint and pumice threatened to crush his skull But they made the beach without loss, and hurried inland. A group of sailors was escorting frightened civilians towards a boat, and the captain called out to them.

	Coughing, his hair a sooty mess black as his face, an officer came over.

	‘Pliny is dead.’ He could barely speak for the noxious fumes clogging his lungs. ‘He went to the villa of Pomponianus to save his friend. Sweet Jupiter, I’ve seen nothing like it in all my life! He told us not to worry and lay down to rest. When he arose, he spat and fell down dead. We left his body there. Someone had better tell his nephew.’

	He staggered off through the darkness and Marcus’s party made their way towards the houses.

	Close to a villa split as though by a Titan’s sword, they came upon a band of refugees hurrying through the murk. Blankets and pillows were held above their heads to fend off the rain of falling stones and Marcus recognized one of them as Germanicus.

	The tribune was supporting the tottering figure of his wife, no longer the oiled and coiffured patrician lady, but a bedraggled woman, her hair hanging in grimy ringlets, her make-up a streaked and blotchy mess. Tears coursed down Agrippina’s plump cheeks and she leaned heavily on her husband, wheezing as she sucked air into her tortured lungs. Marcus took her, lifting her up in his arms as Germanicus, with a grateful smile, staggered beside him.

	The galley captain, as best he could over the rolling thunder, shouted orders to the rescue party and his men hurried the refugees back towards their boat.

	There were too many for the small craft to carry and Marcus was forced to unsheathe his sword to quell the disorder that threatened to swamp the boat. It was filled close to overflowing as it pulled away to the waiting galley, returning long minutes later for the others. Marcus waded through the shallows carrying Agrippina. He settled her at the prow and helped Germanicus on board, then turned to lift another fainting woman into the boat. When it filled, he helped the captain push the vessel out from the shore and climbed wearily over the stern.

	They reached the galley and handed the refugees up to the waiting sailors, then clambered up themselves.

	As they reached the deck, the sea drew suddenly back, exposing a bottom black and littered with fallen stone. Fish flopped, dying on the sand, and a swirl of dense smoke hid the houses from view.

	‘Back oars!’ The captain’s shout was urgent as he saw the danger of beaching his vessel. ‘Take her back!’

	The oar-master took up the shout, striking the rhythm as the slaves hauled on the poles, driving the galley back into the deeper water that offered safety.

	‘There’s no more we can do here.’ The captain spoke as much to himself as to Marcus. ‘We’d best find the fleet and see who’s in command now. Then we’ll see if the rest of the world still lives.’

	Tears made lines through the grime on his face, though whether he wept for grief or because the sulphur fog stung his eyes, Marcus could not tell.

	 

	They reached Rome a few days later, rowing up the stricken coastline past a vista of black ruin. Pompeii no longer existed. Where once had stood a proud and beautiful city, there was only a great field of smoking ash. Like the approach of night, or a hovering storm-cloud, a black pall stretched over the land, its gloom alleviated only by the glow of burning woods and houses. South and north the cloud stretched, extending tendrils out across the sea, and even when they came to Rome they found people talking of the ashes and stones that had fallen upon the great city.

	Marcus left the galley docked on the Tiber steps and went with Germanicus through the busy heart of the Empire.

	Agrippina was safely lodged in her townhouse, recovered enough from her trials to whisper endearments to Marcus once her husband was out of earshot, to promise fresh dalliance at the earliest opportunity. Marcus smiled and nodded and whispered the right words in her plump pink ear, and left her to her dreaming and whichever young man she might find to occupy her bed when he was gone.

	More important matters took up his thoughts.

	Germanicus had promised an interview with Titus himself! It was an unprecedented honour for an unknown young stator and when it came, with many veiled references to his extraordinary loyalty, he realized there was only one request he wished to make of the Emperor.

	He could have asked for gold or promotion, found an appointment with the Praetorian Guard. Instead, he requested leave to return to Britannia.

	Posthumus was dead, a shattered corpse that must now feed the worms of Gaul. Crassus lay beneath the smoking wreckage of dead Pompeii. Only one remained to kill.

	The Emperor shook his head, amazed at the loyalty, the devotion of this hard-eyed young officer. But, if Britain was what he wanted, then Titus would grant his wish.

	Marcus exulted as the Emperor dictated the orders. Britannia! The land of his birth: the land that held the last of his mother’s murderers! There Vellius Condorus dwelt in short-lived safety, soon to be disrupted by the vengeance of Marcus.

	He smiled as he left the Imperial palace, heading for the busy docks and a ship bound for Britain.

	 


Chapter Eight

	 

	FIRE. FIRE OF pain flooding through his body. Fire of death, hot from the nostrils of the tiger. Fire that burned and consumed. Fire that washed red through his mind, over his vision. Fire that scorched his bleeding side.

	Fire that was licking at the leather cloth girding his waist.

	The fire that was still burning in the brazier, standing where the gut-ripped slave had left it.

	Once, fire had nearly destroyed him, now it might save him. But careful, careful. It needed timing, movement faster than the great cat’s slashing claws.

	With an effort that near drained him of his last reserves of energy, he shifted his body, twisting against the overwhelming weight crushing against him, ignoring the pain in his shoulder. He let the shield slip from his left hand, falling to the sand that puddled and clotted with his blood. And he reached out, grasping the stem of the brazier.

	Abruptly, he twisted back towards the tiger, lifting his arm, scattering the glowing coals over the striped skin.

	Like the burning stones that destroyed Pompeii, the coals rained over the tiger’s head and back. The stink of burning hair overpowered even the fetid breath of the cat and it roared and yowled as it felt the fire eat into its hide.

	The great jaws opened, freeing his shoulder so that he fell sideways, rolling away from the frenzied claws. He still held the brazier and he rammed it against the beast’s muzzle as it snapped and bit at the burning patches of its hide. On his knees, shuffling like a cripple, he drove the animal back, forcing it away from the wall, away from his fallen sword.

	He reached out, fingers closing around the familiar haft of the gladius, bloodied now from the welling of his torn shoulder.

	He rose to his feet, sword in hand, facing the snarling tiger that was already coiling powerful hind-muscles for a spring.

	 

	‘VULPUS! Vulpus lives!’ Poppaea was the first to scream it, standing on her bench, eyes wild with excitement.

	Then the rest of the crowd took up the cry, so that waves of sound echoed over the sand.

	‘VULPUS! VULPUS! VULPUS!’

	It was a solid wall of noise that he never heard, too intent was he on ending the combat, killing the crouching tiger.

	 

	The beast exploded off the sand in a ferocious streak of slavering hatred. Jaws stretched wide, blood dripping from yellow fangs; forepaws reached out to grip and hold. But the man was gone, his blade darting to hack at ribs, carving a great crimson gash along the cat’s side.

	The tiger landed in a twisting ball of angry, bloodied fur, snapping at the fresh wound decorating its ribs. But there was no time to lick at the blood, for the sword came in again, stabbing savagely at the huge head. The point gouged an eye, blinding the cat, driving it back from the sudden pain of the emptied socket.

	A second blow hacked its muzzle, slicing the delicate nostrils, driving it back farther still.

	‘When it goes back,’ Comus had told him, ‘chase it. Give it time to recover and you’re dead. Wound it and wound it again, keep after it. That way you might—just—kill it.’

	Vulpus snarled, a sound as animal and vicious as any that came from the big cat, and kept up his attack. Thrusting, slashing, he forced the tiger across the arena towards the centre.

	 

	In the editor’s box, Glaucus turned avid eyes upon his young companion, one hand reaching for the boy’s thigh.

	‘You spoke too soon, my little one. Vulpus lives yet.’

	Julianus failed to answer. His eyes were fixed, glazed over with unnatural excitement, on the struggle below. His lips were wet, moistened by his flickering tongue, and as he watched, he grasped his lover’s hand, thrusting it beneath his toga.

	 

	Poppaea’s throat was dry from screaming, her thighs damp with excitement. The box of sweetmeats lay crushed and forgotten at her feet. One hand rested in her mouth, busy teeth chewing frantically on a broken nail; the other rubbed furiously against her breasts, the nipples hard with anticipation.

	 

	Comus watched from a gate, nodding in approval. Vulpus was a stiff-necked, arrogant bastard, but—by all the gods that ever lived!—was there ever a gladiator like him? Man or beast, that killing machine took them in his stride and crushed them down into the bloody dust. That trick with the brazier. Charon’s hammer! That was good, that. Another man would have died there, pinned against the wall. Not Vulpus, though. He lived, and killed.

	And won, hoped Comus.

	At least it looked as though he’d collect the bet he’d placed on Vulpus.

	 

	Thrust, slash, counter. Drive forward, always forward. Don’t give the animal time to jump or strike, keep it moving; back, back. No shield now to fend off those scimitar claws, only the sword. Twenty inches of Roman steel, enough for any man. But for a tiger? No, don’t doubt: kill. Kill.

	Kill.

	‘KILL! KILL! KILL!’

	The words were like the sea smashing against the shore.

	Kill Paulinus.

	Kill Salvius.

	Kill Priscus.

	Kill Severus.

	Kill Curtius.

	Kill Posthumus.

	Kill Crassus.

	But they were all dead. He had killed them already.

	But Condorus? He had lived. For a little while.

	The man—the killing machine—that had once been Marcus Julius Britannicus drove forwards, a hell-born growl breaking from between his clenched teeth.

	The gladius flashed and shone in the afternoon sun, bright red blood spewing with every stroke. The tiger snarled and cringed, frightened, now, by this feral, unnatural opponent. It made a final effort, rearing up on its hindquarters to slash at the savage, bloody figure before it.

	And Vulpus ducked and drove the gladius deep into the exposed belly, oblivious of the crimson torrent that spouted over his chest and face, roaring his hate of Vellius Condorus as he skewered the tiger’s heart and watched it die.

	He stood back as the tiger crashed to the sand, the magnificent body painted with bloody gore, deflated by the abrupt extinction of life.

	He staggered, blood streaming from his wounds, and then braced his legs firm on the scarlet sand and raised the sword high above his head as he heard, for the first time, the screaming of the crowd.

	‘VULPUS! VULPUS! VULPUS!’

	It went on and on, an ovation, a hymn to a bloody god of battle and of death.

	A hymn to the greatest gladiator Rome had ever known.

	A hymn to a man, to Marcus Julius Britannicus. A paean to the bloodstained killer who was Vulpus.

	He turned away from the sound he could not escape and walked towards the Gate of Life.
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	Notes

		[←1]
	 See—The Eagles: The Hill of the Dead.
 




cover.jpeg
‘ EAGLES
BNDREW QUILLER
CITY OF

FIRE





images/image.jpeg
PICCADILLY
PUBLISHING






images/image-1.jpeg
Andrew Quiller

The Eagles?:






