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About the Book

They will fight for honour, for freedom and for revenge

THREE MEN

Tarquinius, Etruscan warrior and soothsayer. Brennus the Gaul, one of the most feared gladiators in Rome. And Romulus, the boy slave, sold to gladiator school, but dreaming of vengeance for himself and for his twin sister, Fabiola.

ONE WOMAN

Fabiola, sold into prostition at thirteen, loved by the second most powerful man in the Republic, driven by hatred for the unknown father who raped her mother.

SLAVES OF ROME

Their destiny is bound and interwoven in an odyssey which begins in a Rome riven by political corruption and violence, but ends far away, at the very border of the known world, where the tattered remnants of a once-huge Roman army – the Forgotten Legion – will fight against overwhelming odds, and the three men will meet their destiny.


About the Author

Ben Kane was born in Kenya and raised there and in Ireland. He studied veterinary medicine at University College Dublin but after that he travelled the world extensively, indulging his passion for ancient history. Now he lives in North Somerset, where he researches, writes and practises as a small animal vet. The Forgotten Legion, born of a lifelong fascination with military history in general, and Roman history in particular, is his first novel.

To find out more about Ben and his books, visit: www.benkane.net.


Also by Ben Kane

Hannibal: Enemy of Rome

Spartacus: The Gladiator

Spartacus: Rebellion

The Forgotten Legion Trilogy

The Forgotten Legion

The Silver Eagle

The Road to Rome



[image: image]



To C.V. and P.v.G., with thanks.


[image: image]


Crassus at the Euphrates lost his eagles, his son and his soldiers,

And was the last himself to perish.

‘Parthian, why do you rejoice?’ said the goddess. ‘You shall return the standards,

While there shall be an avenger who shall take vengeance for the death of Crassus.’

Ovid, Fasti


In his Natural History narrative, Pliny the Elder described how Roman survivors of the battle of Carrhae in 53 BC were sent to Margiana.

Situated in modern-day Turkmenistan, this area is more than fifteen hundred miles from where the men were taken captive. Used as border guards, the ten thousand legionaries would have journeyed farther east than most Romans in history.

But their story does not end there.

In 36 BC, the Chinese historian Ban Gu recorded that soldiers in the army of Jzh-jzh, a Hun warlord and ruler of a city on the Silk Road, fought in a ‘fish-scale formation’. The term used to describe their formation is unique in Chinese literature and many historians assert that it refers to a shield wall. At that time only the Macedonians and Romans fought in such a way. Greek military training would need to have endured in the area for more than a century to influence those men. Interestingly this battle took place only seventeen years after Carrhae and less than five hundred miles from the border of Margiana.

Further to the east, in China, lies the modern settlement of Liqian. The origins of its name are uncertain, but scholars consider it to have been founded between 79 BC and AD 5 under the name of Li-jien, meaning ‘Rome’ in ancient Chinese. An unusually large number of its present-day inhabitants have Caucasian features – blond hair, hooked noses and green eyes. DNA samples are currently being studied by a local university to see if these people are the descendants of the ten thousand legionaries who marched east from Carrhae and into history.

The Forgotten Legion.


Prologue
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Rome, 70 BC

IT WAS HORA undecima, the eleventh hour, and the sprawling city was bathed by the red glow of sunset. A rare breeze moved air between the densely packed buildings, passing relief from the stifling summer heat. Men emerged from their houses and flats to finish the day’s business, chat outside shops and stand drinking at open-fronted street taverns. The eager cries of merchants competed for the attention of passers-by while children played on doorsteps under the watchful eyes of their mothers. From somewhere in the centre, near the Forum, came the rhythmic sound of chanting in a temple.

This was a sociable and safe hour, but shade was already lengthening in the alleyways and small courtyards. Sunlight fell away from the tall stone columns and statues of the gods, returning the streets to a darker and less friendly grey colour. The seven hills that formed Rome’s heart would be the last parts to remain lit, until darkness claimed the capital once more.

Despite the time, the Forum Romanum was still thronged with people. Flanked by temples and the Senate, the basilicae, the huge covered markets, were filled with shopkeepers, soothsayers, lawyers and scribes plying their trade from little stalls. It was late in the day, but someone might want a will drawn up, a prophecy made, a writ issued against an enemy. Mobile vendors made circuits of the area, trying to sell fruit juices that had been warm for hours. Politicians who had been working late in the Senate hurried outside, only stopping to talk if an ally’s eyes could not be avoided. Seeing their masters, groups of slaves jumped up from board games scratched on to the steps. Trying to avoid the blisters on their sunburnt shoulders, they swiftly lifted their litters and moved off.

A handful of determined beggars remained on the temple steps, hoping for alms. Several were crippled but proud veterans of the legions, the invincible army which had provided the Republic’s wealth and status. They wore tattered remnants of uniform – mail shirts more rust than rings of iron, brown tunics held together by patches. For a copper coin they would recount their martial stories – the blood shed, limbs lost, comrades buried in foreign lands.

All for the glory of Rome.

Despite dwindling light, the Forum Boarium, where beasts were traded, was also full of citizens. Unsold cattle bellowed with thirst after a day in constant sunshine. Sheep and goats huddled together, terrified by the smell of blood from the butchers’ blocks only a few steps away. Their owners, small farmers from the surrounding countryside, prepared to drive them to night pasture beyond the walls. On the Forum Olitorium too, stalls selling foodstuffs were bustling with customers. Ripe melons, peaches and plums added their aromas to spices from the Orient, fresh fish and what remained of the day’s bread. Keen to sell all their fruit and vegetables, vendors offered bargains to anyone who caught their eye. Plebeian women gossiped as they finished their shopping and went into shrines to offer a swift prayer. Slaves who had been sent to buy ingredients for last-minute feasts cursed as the light disappeared from the sky.

But away from these open spaces, anyone who was still out scuttled faster to reach the safety of their houses. No decent Roman wanted to be outside after sunset, especially in the dismal alleyways between the insulae, the cramped blocks of flats in which most citizens lived. By night the unlit streets were populated by thieves and murderers.


Chapter I: Tarquinius
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Northern Italy, 70 BC

THE RAVEN HOPPED on to the dead lamb’s head and stared at Tarquinius. He was still more than fifty paces away. It croaked scornfully and pecked at the staring eyeball with its powerful beak. The lamb was no more than three days old, its meagre flesh already devoured by mountain wolves.

Tarquinius stooped, picked up a small rock and fitted it to his sling. A slight figure with blond hair, he wore a loose thigh-length tunic, belted at the waist. Sturdy sandals clad his feet.

‘Spare the bird. He did not kill the lamb.’ Olenus Aesar adjusted his worn leather hat, flattening the blunt peak. ‘Corvus is only taking what remains.’

‘I don’t like it eating the eyes.’ Preparing to release, Tarquinius swung the hide strap in a slow circle.

The old man fell silent, shielding his eyes from the sun. He spent a long time gazing at the broad wingtips of buzzards hanging on the warm thermals and the clouds further above.

Tarquinius watched intently, holding back the stone. Since the soothsayer had picked him as a student years before, the young Etruscan had learned to pay attention to everything he said and did.

Olenus shrugged bony shoulders under his rough woollen cloak. ‘Not a good day to kill a sacred bird.’

‘Why not?’ With a sigh, he let the sling drop to his side. ‘What is it now?’

‘Go right ahead, boy.’ Olenus smiled, infuriating Tarquinius. ‘Do what you want.’ He waved expansively at the raven. ‘Your path is your own.’

‘I am not a boy.’ Tarquinius scowled and let the rock fall. ‘I’m twenty-five!’

He scowled briefly, then let out a piercing whistle and gestured with one arm. A black and white dog lying close by sprinted off in a wide arc up the steep hillside, eyes fixed on a group of sheep and goats nibbling short grass far above. They spotted him immediately and began moving further up.

The raven finished its meal and flapped off.

Tarquinius gazed after it balefully. ‘Why shouldn’t I have killed that damn bird?’

‘We are standing above what was the temple of Tinia. The most powerful of our gods …’ Olenus paused for effect.

Looking down, Tarquinius noticed a red clay tile protruding from the soil.

‘And the number of buzzards above is twelve.’

Tarquinius’ eyes searched the sky, counting. ‘Why do you always speak in riddles?’

Olenus tapped his lituus, a small crooked staff, on the broken tile. ‘Not the first time today, is it?’

‘I know twelve is our people’s sacred number, but …’ Tarquinius watched the dog, which had begun herding the flock towards them as he wished. ‘What has that got to do with the raven?’

‘That lamb was the twelfth this morning.’

Tarquinius did a quick calculation. ‘But I didn’t tell you about the one in the gully earlier,’ he said with amazement.

‘And Corvus wanted to feed right where sacrifices used to take place,’ the haruspex added enigmatically. ‘Best leave him in peace, eh?’

Tarquinius frowned, frustrated that he had not noticed the buzzards first and made the link with the location. He had been too busy thinking about killing wolves.

It was time to hunt some down. Rufus Caelius, his evil-tempered master, tolerated these excursions only because he could question Tarquinius afterwards about Olenus and the state of his flocks. The noble would be displeased to hear about further losses and Tarquinius was already dreading his return to the latifundium, Caelius’ huge estate at the foot of the mountain.

‘How did you know about the lamb in the gully?’

‘What have I spent all these years teaching you? Observe everything!’ Olenus turned around, seeing what was no longer there. ‘This was the centre of the mighty city of Falerii. Tarchun, the founder of Etruria, marked out its sacred borders with a bronze plough, over a mile from here. Four hundred years ago, where we are standing would have been thronged with Etruscan people going about their daily business.’

Tarquinius tried to imagine the scene as the haruspex had described it so many times – the magnificent buildings and temples dedicated to the Vestal Virgins, the wide streets paved with lava blocks. He pictured the cheering crowds at boxing contests, racing and gladiator fights. Nobles presenting wreaths to victorious contestants, presiding over banquets in great feasting halls.

His eyes cleared. All that remained of Falerii, one of the jewels of Etruria, were a few fallen pillars and innumerable pieces of broken tile. The depth of its decline was brought home to him all over again. Long association with the haruspex meant that his people’s history was ever-painful. ‘They took our whole way of life, didn’t they?’ Tarquinius spat angrily. ‘Roman civilisation has completely copied the Etruscan.’

‘Right down to the trumpets announcing the start of ceremonies and battle manoeuvres,’ Olenus added wryly. ‘They stole it all. After destroying us.’

‘Sons of whores! What gives them the right?’

‘It was pre-ordained in the heavens, Tarquinius. You know all this.’ Olenus stared at the young man before taking in the view that fell away to the east and south. A lake at the bottom of the mountain glistened, reflecting the sun’s rays with blinding intensity. ‘Here we are in the heartland of ancient Etruria.’ Olenus smiled. ‘Lake Vadimon at our feet, the foundations of the sacred city below.’

‘We are almost the last pure-bred Etruscans on earth,’ said Tarquinius bitterly. Defeated and then assimilated by the Romans, few families had continued to marry only others of their kind. His had. And generation after generation, the ancient secrets and rituals had been handed from one haruspex to another. Olenus was one of a long line stretching back to the heyday of Etruscan power.

‘It was our destiny to be conquered,’ Olenus replied. ‘Remember that when the foundation stone of the temple was laid many centuries ago …’

‘A bleeding head was found in the soil.’

‘My predecessor, Calenus Olenus Aesar, stated it foretold that the people would rule all of Italy.’

‘And he was wrong. Look at us now!’ cried Tarquinius. ‘Little better than slaves.’ There were almost no Etruscans left with any political power or influence. Instead they were poor farmers, or like Tarquinius and his family, workers on large estates.

‘Calenus was the best haruspex in our history. He could read the liver like no other!’ Olenus waved his gnarled hands excitedly. ‘That man knew what the Etruscans could not – or would not – understand at the time. Our cities never unified and so when Rome grew powerful enough, they were defeated one by one. Although it took over a hundred and fifty years, Calenus’ prediction proved correct.’

‘He meant those who crushed us.’

Olenus nodded.

‘Bastard Romans.’ Tarquinius flung a stone after the raven, now long gone.

Little did he know the haruspex secretly admired his speed and power. The rock flew fast enough to kill any man it struck.

‘A hard thing to accept, even for me,’ sighed Olenus.

‘Especially the way they lord over us.’ The young Etruscan swigged from a leather water bag and passed it to his mentor. ‘Where is the cave from here?’

‘Not far.’ The haruspex drank deeply. ‘Today is not the day, however.’

‘You’ve dragged me all the way up here for nothing? I thought you were going to show me the liver and sword!’

‘I was,’ replied Olenus mildly. The old man turned and began to walk downhill, humming as he used the lituus to steady himself. ‘But the omens are not good today. It would be best if you return to the latifundium.’

It had been eight years since he first heard of the gladius of Tarquin, the last Etruscan king of Rome and the bronze liver, one of only a few such templates for soothsayers to learn their art. Tarquinius was chafing to see the ancient metal artefact. It had been the subject of so many lessons, but he knew better than to argue with Olenus and a few more days would make little difference. He hitched his pack higher, checking that all the sheep and goats had come down.

‘I need a trip up here with my bow anyway. Spend a few days killing wolves.’ Tarquinius affected a nonchalant tone. ‘You can’t let the bastards think that they can get away with it.’

Olenus grunted in reply.

Tarquinius rolled his eyes with frustration. He wouldn’t get to see the liver until the haruspex was good and ready. Whistling the dog to heel, he followed Olenus down the narrow track.

Tarquinius left the haruspex sleeping in the little hut halfway down the mountain, the dog curled up by his feet, wood crackling gently in the fireplace. Even though it was a balmy summer night, Olenus’ bones had felt the chill.

The young man picked his way along well-used paths through the sprawling fields, olive groves and vineyards that surrounded Caelius’ enormous villa. When he finally reached it, the thick limestone walls were still warm from the sun.

The slaves’ miserable shacks and the simple farm buildings housing indentured workers were situated to the rear of the main complex. He reached these quarters without seeing a soul. Most people rose at dawn and went to bed by sunset, making escape and return in darkness relatively easy.

Tarquinius paused at the entrance to the small courtyard and peered into the gloom, seeing nothing.

A voice broke the silence.

‘Where have you been all day?’

‘Who’s there?’ Tarquinius hissed.

‘Lucky the foreman’s asleep. You’d get a beating otherwise!’

He relaxed. ‘Olenus was teaching me about our ancestors, Father. That’s far more important than digging in the fields.’

‘Why bother?’ A short, fat man wove into view, clutching an amphora. ‘We Etruscans are finished. The butcher Sulla made sure of that.’

Tarquinius sighed. This was an old argument. Sensing their chance to regain some autonomy, many of the remaining Etruscan families and clans had joined Marius’ forces in the civil war nearly two decades previously. It had been a calculated gamble that had gone spectacularly wrong. Thousands of their people had died. ‘Marius lost. So did we,’ he whispered. ‘It doesn’t mean that the ancient ways need to be forgotten.’

‘It was the last opportunity for us to rise up and reclaim ancient glory!’

‘You’re drunk. Again.’

‘At least I did a full day’s work,’ his father replied. ‘You just follow that eccentric fool, listening to ramblings and lies.’

Tarquinius lowered his voice. ‘They’re not lies! Olenus teaches me secret rituals and knowledge. Someone has to remember. Before it is all forgotten.’

‘Do what you will. The Republic cannot be stopped now.’ Sergius noisily slurped some wine. ‘Nothing can stop its damned legions.’

‘Go back to bed.’

His father stared at the shrine in the far corner of the courtyard. It was where he spent his sober moments. All its oil lamps had gone out. ‘Even our gods have abandoned us,’ he muttered.

Tarquinius pushed the unresisting figure towards the family’s small, damp cell. Wine had reduced the once proud warrior to a lonely, morose drunkard. Just a few years previously his father had been secretly teaching him to use weapons. Tarquinius was now equally proficient with a gladius or an Etruscan battleaxe.

With a groan, Sergius collapsed on to the straw mattress he shared with Fulvia, Tarquinius’ mother. Instantly he began to snore. The young man lay down on the other side of the room and listened to the loud noise. Tarquinius was worried about his father: at the rate Sergius was drinking, he would not live for more than a few years.

It was a long time before Tarquinius slept, and then he dreamt vividly.

He was watching Olenus sacrifice a lamb in an unfamiliar cave, cutting its belly open to read the entrails. Looking round the dark space, he could see no sign of the bronze liver or sword that Olenus had spoken about so many times.

The old man’s face changed as he scanned the animal’s organs. Tarquinius called out, but could not get Olenus’ attention. His mentor seemed totally unaware of him, instead fearfully watching the mouth of the cave.

It was impossible to see what was scaring Olenus so much. The haruspex had placed the dark red liver on a slab of basalt and was studying it intently. Every so often he would pause and gaze outside, his fear apparently lessening each time. After what seemed an age, Olenus nodded happily and sat back against the wall, waiting.

Despite his mentor’s apparent contentment, Tarquinius now felt a strong sense of impending dread which intensified until it was unbearable.

He ran to the entrance.

Peering down a steep mountain slope, he saw Caelius ascending with ten legionaries, each face fixed and grim. All the men held drawn swords. In front of them ran a pack of large hunting dogs.

‘Run, Olenus! Run!’ Tarquinius cried.

At last the soothsayer turned with a look of recognition. ‘Run?’ He cackled. ‘I’d break my neck out there.’

‘Soldiers are coming to kill you! Caelius is guiding them.’

Olenus’ eyes held no trace of fear.

‘You must flee. Now!’

‘It is my time, Tarquinius. I am going to join our ancestors. You are the last haruspex.’

‘Me?’ Tarquinius was shocked. Through all the years of teaching, it had never occurred to him that he was being groomed to succeed the old man.

Olenus nodded gravely.

‘The liver and sword?’

‘You have them both already.’

‘No! I don’t!’ Tarquinius gesticulated frantically.

Again Olenus seemed not to hear. He stood up and began walking towards the figures at the mouth of the cave.

Tarquinius felt somebody grab his arm. The cave receded slowly from view as he swam into consciousness. He was desperate to know what had happened to Olenus, but could see no more. The young Etruscan woke with a start. His mother was standing over the bed, looking concerned.

‘Tarquinius?’

‘It was nothing,’ he muttered, his heart racing. ‘Go back to sleep, Mother. You need to rest.’

‘Your shouts woke me,’ she answered reproachfully. ‘Father would have woken too, if he wasn’t drunk.’

Tarquinius’ stomach clenched. Olenus had always said never to mention anything he taught. ‘What was I saying?’

‘Hard to make out. Something about Olenus and a bronze liver. The last of those was lost years ago.’ Fulvia frowned. ‘Has the old rascal laid hands on one?’

‘He’s not said a thing,’ Tarquinius replied smoothly. ‘Go back to bed. You have to be up at dawn.’

He helped Fulvia across the room, wincing at her stooped back and at how much effort it took to climb into the low cot. Long years of hard labour had crippled his mother’s body.

‘My strong, clever Arun.’ Fulvia used the sacred term for youngest son. ‘You are destined for greatness. I feel it in my bones.’

‘Hush now.’ Tarquinius glanced around uneasily. Caelius did not like ancient, non-Roman terms being used. ‘Get some sleep.’

But Fulvia was undeterred. ‘I’ve known it since I first saw your birthmark – the same one Tarchun bore. We could not have given you any other name but Tarquinius.’

He rubbed self-consciously at the red triangular shape on the side of his neck. It was something he had only seen occasionally in the reflection of a pool and the haruspex often commented on it.

‘It was no surprise to me when Olenus took an interest in you. Teaching sacred rituals, pushing you to learn languages from the foreign slaves.’ She swelled with pride. ‘I kept telling your father. Once upon a time he listened. But since your brother was killed fighting Sulla, he is only interested in his next jug of wine.’

Tarquinius considered the sleeping figure sadly. ‘He was once proud to be a warrior of the Rasenna.’

‘Deep down he’ll always be an Etruscan,’ his mother whispered. ‘Like you.’

‘There are still many reasons to be proud of our race.’ He kissed Fulvia’s brow and she smiled, closing tired eyes.

The art of haruspicy is alive, Mother. The Etruscans will not be forgotten. But he did not say it out loud. While Sergius talked to no one, Fulvia was prone to gossiping. It was vital that Caelius did not know the truth about his trips to see Olenus.

Tarquinius clambered into his own bed. By the time he fell asleep, the sky was beginning to pale.

There was little chance to hunt wolves or visit Olenus in the days that followed. It was nearly harvest time, the estate’s busiest time of year. The workload for slaves and indentured families like those of Tarquinius had increased fourfold.

Rufus Caelius had returned from Rome to supervise the important task. Most had supposed his trip had been to raise capital to bolster his ailing finances. The redhead was a typical example of the Roman noble class: good at warfare, poor at commerce. Ten years earlier, when the price of grain had begun to plummet due to a large increase in imports from Sicily and Egypt, Caelius had failed to spot the trend. While shrewder neighbours converted entire latifundia to growing more lucrative grapes and olives, the bullish ex-staff officer had persisted with wheat. In only a decade, the profitable estate had been brought to the edge of ruin.

It had not taken long for the cheap foreign crops to bankrupt thousands of small farmers throughout Italy, Tarquinius’ family among them. Big landowners capitalised on the opportunity, increasing their properties’ sizes at others’ expense. New workers were required quickly and the gap was filled by thousands of slaves, the human prizes of Rome’s conquests.

Although they were citizens, Sergius and his family were fortunate enough to get low-paid contract work from Caelius. At least they were paid. Thanks to the slave population, others were not so lucky and cities swelled immeasurably from the influx of starving peasants. Even more grain was thus required for the congiaria, the free distributions to the poor.

If Caelius had been to see moneylenders in the capital, it seemed he had been successful. The noble was in excellent humour organising work parties in the courtyard each morning. Tarquinius was picked for the harvest, as he had been every summer since arriving on the estate eight years previously.

Huge areas of ripe oats and wheat had to be cut and stacked. It was a backbreaking task, lasting from dawn till dusk for a week or more. Already tanned from days on the mountainside, Tarquinius’ skin was burnt a deep mahogany colour. To the delight of some female slaves, his long hair grew even blonder. Its length helped conceal the birthmark.

Fulvia was now too infirm for physical labour and ferried food and drink to the fields with the older women. Caelius had tried before to make the men toil all day without pause, but too many had collapsed from dehydration in the hot summer two years before. One had even died. The noble realised a short daily break was cheaper than dead labourers.

By the fourth day, the sun was beating down with a malicious intensity. Fulvia’s arrival in the early afternoon with a mule-drawn cart full of water, bread and root vegetables was most welcome. She parked it in the shade of a large tree and everyone crowded round.

‘I’ve got a bit of cheese here,’ Fulvia whispered, patting a cloth-covered package by her side.

Tarquinius winked in reply.

The whole group was stripped down to loincloths and sandals, short-handled scythes shoved into the leather belts that Caelius provided. To prevent attempts at escape, the slaves among them wore heavy iron manacles round their ankles. Like any big landowner’s, Caelius’ workers were from all over the Mediterranean. Judaeans, Spaniards and Greeks sweated beside Nubians and Egyptians. Conversation was limited as the famished men ate, and soon each basket of food was empty. Only a few crumbs had fallen for the sparrows pecking hopefully round their feet.

Maurus, one of the Greek slaves, chewed the last of his bread wistfully. ‘What I’d give for a piece of meat! Maybe we’ll get some at the Vinalia Rustica.’

‘Caelius is too stingy! And he’s got real money worries at the moment,’ snorted Dexter, the vilicus, a tough ex-legionary from the south. ‘But I’d say Olenus eats plenty, eh?’

The others glanced curiously at Tarquinius, whose trips to see the old man were common knowledge.

‘Bet that sorcerer feeds him lamb all the time!’ said one.

‘Is that why you go up there?’ There was an envious tinge to Maurus’ dark-skinned features.

‘No. It’s so I can’t hear your whining.’

There was a burst of laughter, scaring the birds into flight.

The foreman squinted at Tarquinius, a strange look in his eyes. ‘You do spend a lot of time on the mountain. What’s the attraction?’

‘He wants to escape this damn heat!’ remarked Sulinus, a thickset slave.

There was a general murmur of agreement. It was fearsomely hot. The uncut wheat shimmered and swayed, baking in the sun.

Tarquinius remained silent, letting the drone of cicadas fill the air.

‘So?’ Dexter rubbed absentmindedly at an old scar.

‘So what?’ Alarmed at the foreman’s sudden interest, Tarquinius feigned surprise.

‘Does that crazy soothsayer eat meat every day?’

‘Only if he finds a dead lamb or kid.’ Tarquinius’ mouth watered. He had eaten freshly roasted meat with Olenus countless times. ‘Not otherwise. The master wouldn’t allow it.’

‘The master!’ Dexter scoffed. ‘Caelius hasn’t a bloody clue how many sheep and goats are up there. He’s often said that eight lambs for every ten ewes per year is enough.’

‘That’s a poor return,’ added Maurus spitefully.

‘Olenus is the only one who will herd on the peak.’ Sulinus made the sign against evil. ‘Too many spirits and wild beasts around those cities of the dead.’

Fear filled the men’s eyes.

Streets of tombs in the graveyards near the ruins of Falerii were a powerful reminder of the area’s history and few on the latifundium dared go near them, even in daylight. The whole mountain had a name for freak storms, packs of wolves and harsh weather, a place where the Etruscan gods still lingered.

‘That’s why Caelius leaves him be.’ Tarquinius wanted to change the focus of conversation, the nightmare fresh in his mind. ‘This section is nearly finished.’ He pointed at the field. ‘We could have it stacked by sunset.’

Dexter was surprised. Normally it took threats to get the men moving after a break. He sank another beaker of water. ‘Back to work, boys. Don’t make me use this,’ he growled, tapping the whip on his belt.

The workers trudged across short stubble towards the remaining wheat, some casting resentful glances at Tarquinius. But none dared to resist the overseer’s iron will. Or his whip. Dexter had been hired to keep everyone in line and he did so with brutal force.

Fulvia waited until the others had walked some distance before she handed over the cloth bundle with a sly smile.

‘My thanks, Mother.’ He planted a kiss on her brow.

‘The gods bless you,’ Fulvia said proudly.

‘Dexter?’ The moment his mother had turned the cart, Tarquinius hurried after the burly vilicus. ‘Some tasty goat’s cheese for you.’

‘Show it here!’ Dexter reached out with eager hands. He tasted a piece and smiled. ‘My compliments to Fulvia. Where did she get this?’

‘She has her ways.’ Everyone knew kitchen workers were able to obtain foods that others could only dream of. ‘I was hoping …’

‘To finish early today?’ Dexter guffawed. ‘That’d take more than a lump of cheese. Caelius would have my balls if he caught you skiving again.’

‘It’s not that.’ Tarquinius was risking a beating by speaking out of turn, but the look he had seen on Dexter’s face was worrying him. ‘I was hoping you might tell me if the master was planning anything. For Olenus.’

Dexter’s eyes narrowed.

The haruspex had long existed on the periphery of estate life, tolerated only because of his skills with animals and his isolated lifestyle. Like most Romans, Caelius strongly disapproved of anyone practising ancient Etruscan rituals and Dexter was no different.

Tarquinius sensed the foreman knew something.

Neither spoke for several moments.

‘Get me some meat and I’ll consider it,’ Dexter replied. ‘Now get back to work.’

Tarquinius did as he was told. As soon as the wheat was harvested, he would offer to hunt some wolves. Knowing that predators had been decimating flocks on the lower slopes this summer, Caelius might just let him off before the olives and grapes were taken in.

And once up the mountain, he could easily kill a lamb for Dexter. It was a gamble whether the overseer would keep his side of the bargain, but he had no other way of discovering what Caelius might have planned. After years of Olenus’ tutoring, Tarquinius’ senses were extremely sharp. His dream had been followed by Dexter’s interrogation and he felt sure something was about to happen to the haruspex.

‘Put some energy into it!’ Dexter cracked his whip. ‘You’re the one who wanted to get back to work early.’

Tarquinius took hold of a bundle of wheat in his left hand, holding it steady for the scythe. In one smooth movement, he stooped and cut the ripe stalks close to the ground, placed them behind him, turned back and grabbed another bunch. On either side, the men were performing the same rhythmic movement, moving steadily forward into the crop. It was a task Etruscans had been doing here at harvest time for hundreds of years and the knowledge calmed Tarquinius as he worked, imagining his ancestors before the Roman invaders had come.


Chapter II: Velvinna

[image: image]

Rome, 70 BC

NOT FAR FROM the Forum, seven young nobles picked their way along a dusty side street. Expensive white togas were stained with wine, the result of a prolonged drinking bout. Half the taverns across the seven hills had been visited that day. The men talked in loud, arrogant tones, uncaring who might hear. Slaves armed with cudgels and knives paced behind, torches in hand.

There was a muted curse as a burly figure at the rear stumbled and fell against the wall of a house. He doubled over and was sick, narrowly missing his leather sandals.

‘Come on!’ A thin, clean-shaven man with an aquiline nose and short haircut barked with amusement. ‘We have hours more drinking to do!’

A shutter banged open above. ‘Do that somewhere else, you bastard!’

Wiping vomit from his lips, the big noble stared up into the darkness. ‘I am an equestrian of the Republic. Puke where I want. Now piss off unless you want a good beating!’

Intimidated by the speaker’s rank and his bodyguards, the householder quickly withdrew.

There were roars of laughter from the drunken men.

It was a foolish person who took on a group of the nobility. All citizens were supposedly equal, but Rome was really ruled by an elite of senators, equestrians or equites, and the richest landowners. Together the families that made up the aristocracy formed a clique that was virtually impossible to join, except with great wealth. A few individuals from this small class controlled the Republic’s fate.

The burly man retched again. ‘Bloody plebeians,’ he said, placing a meaty hand on his companion’s shoulder. ‘Take it easy, old friend. My legs aren’t working too well.’

‘Plebs are good for little,’ agreed his companion. ‘Except manual labour and the army.’

Most of his companions smiled, but the stocky redhead at the front spoke impatiently. ‘Get a move on! Still got to reach the Lupanar!’

The nobles perked up at the mention of Rome’s most famous brothel. Its specialities were known throughout Italy. Even the drunkest ones looked interested.

‘Never happy unless you have a screw, eh Caelius?’ the lean man replied, a slight edge to his voice.

‘Best whorehouse in the city. You should try it some time.’ Caelius rubbed his hands together in anticipation. ‘Nowhere better for beautiful women after a skinful.’

‘Just had a new delivery of slaves from Germania, apparently.’ The big noble cleared his throat. ‘But I need more wine first!’

‘Then the whorehouse!’ Caelius clapped him on the arm.

‘If I can still get it up!’

‘And me!’ The oldest of the group, who was forty-five, laughed.

‘Coming? Or does your wife need you at home?’

The lean man smiled without rancour. He’d heard the taunt many times before. It stemmed partly from jealousy of his wife’s proud lineage and partly from his devotion to her. But no drunken comment could come close to upsetting him. The whole group knew the noble for his restraint and composure and he wasn’t about to spoil that impression.

‘If the women are really so good looking, I might be tempted. But they’re more likely to be pox-ridden hags!’

The others laughed, eager to please their powerful friend. This was a politician who had survived the bloody purges by Sulla, the successor to the first co-dictators of Rome, Cinna and Marius. Despite many threats, he had refused to divorce his wife, the daughter of an enemy of Sulla’s. After months of pleading by the lean man’s family and its supporters, Sulla had reversed his death sentence. The dictator’s prediction that Rome’s nobility would eventually be overthrown by him had been forgotten, and the ambitious equestrian was now one of the most prominent young men in the public eye.

‘Bugger one of the boys then,’ Caelius snapped. ‘Leave the women to us.’

The noble rubbed his aquiline nose. ‘Thought they were all at your house.’

Caelius’ fists clenched.

‘Leave it, you two. We are all friends here,’ said Aufidius, his normally jovial face serious. A stout figure, he was popular with everyone for his good nature.

Always the politician, the lean man shrugged. ‘I have no wish to quarrel further.’

‘What do you say, Caelius? Shall we leave this bad feeling behind?’

Biting his lip with fury, the redhead nodded. ‘Very well.’

The tone was insincere, but it was enough for Aufidius, who turned to the group. ‘Where’s the nearest hostelry?’

‘Opposite side of the Forum. Behind the temple of Castor.’ The burly equestrian weaved to the front. ‘Follow me.’

A short time later they were all seated at a table in a stone-walled tavern, its air reeking of cheap wine and sweat. Rush torches guttered from brackets, blackening the walls and casting long, dancing shadows. The inn was typical, with one room on the ground floor and three- or four-storey tenement flats above. Loud conversation filled the air. On some tables games of dice were being played, at others men arm-wrestled for money.

Despite their retinue of bodyguards, most of the newcomers felt uneasy. This was a far cry from their usual watering holes. Unused to mixing with nobles, many customers were also casting wary glances in their direction.

‘What are you staring at?’ Caelius snarled.

The nearest drinkers quickly looked away.

With a malicious smile, Caelius jerked his head and the biggest slaves instantly moved to stand behind the curious citizens. When he nodded again, they hauled two outside while the remainder stood guard by the entrance. The men’s friends sat helplessly as screams carried inside. Even the huge doorman kept his mouth shut.

‘You’ll win no friends like that, Caelius,’ commented the lean man.

‘Who needs scum as friends?’

‘Beat plebs when necessary.’ He glanced at the door. ‘Otherwise let them be.’

‘Always know best, don’t you?’

‘These people are not slaves.’

‘Equestrians can do as they wish.’

‘If you want them to support you for a position in the Senate, keep behaving like that.’

Caelius curled his lip, but had no reply.

‘We equites are the most powerful people in the strongest state in the world. Those men knew that already, Caelius. Rule them through respect, not fear.’

There were nods of agreement but the redhead scowled.

‘Is there nowhere better round here?’ Aufidius lowered his voice slightly. ‘This place is a shithole.’

Most turned to Caelius, the self-elected expert on brothels.

‘I’ve had better horse piss and the clientele are low class too. But it’s only a short walk to the Lupanar,’ said Caelius, satisfied to be the centre of attention again. He drained his beaker. ‘Let’s have a few here. Then we can give some blonde whores a good seeing to!’

Everyone nodded, with the exception of the lean man.

‘I’ll be going home after this.’

‘What? Fading on us?’ The burly equestrian refilled his friend’s cup and shoved it along the table, spilling wine.

‘I have to prepare for a debate in the Senate tomorrow.’

‘Genius flows better after a night in the saddle!’ Aufidius made an obscene gesture to gales of laughter.

‘I want to be a quaestor next year, my friend. Such positions don’t just fall into one’s lap.’ As an assistant to the senior magistrates, the lean man would have the opportunity to learn much about the intricacies of the Republic’s legal system, perhaps even to manage some of the public finances. It would be valuable political experience, preparing him for the rank above, the praetorship.

‘Jupiter’s balls, will you lighten up?’ sneered Caelius, aware that without a powerful sponsor, he had no chance of election to such a post.

‘The man has a point,’ admitted Aufidius. ‘Once in the magistracy, nights like this won’t happen too often.’

‘I’m aware of that.’

‘Then stay out with us!’

‘I would rather decide the path of the Republic. You can all screw the night away.’

‘You’re not the only one with an important job.’

‘Forgive me,’ he said quickly. ‘I meant no insult.’

‘Did you not?’ Caelius gripped the edge of the table so hard his knuckles went white. ‘Not a quaestor yet. You’re still an equestrian, like us! Arrogant prick!’

The lean man’s stare became icy and the pair locked eyes.

‘Come now, Caelius,’ Aufidius interjected. ‘Sooner a whore soothes your brow, the better!’

The redhead forced a smile.

The other’s eyes remained stony.

‘It’s Caelius’ balls need soothing more than anything!’

Most laughed at the joke.

The equites continued drinking and talking, but the convivial air had been lost. Eventually conversation petered out altogether. In the tavern’s din, it was noticeable only to those at the table.

‘Who’s for the Lupanar?’ Aufidius drained his cup to a chorus of approval.

Following Caelius, the group weaved out on to the rutted surface of the street. Two prone bodies lay in the dirt a few steps from the door.

Caelius kicked the nearest in the belly. ‘Won’t forget us in a hurry.’

The lean man pursed his lips in disapproval.

They had not gone far when Caelius collided with a young girl hurrying through the semi-darkness. She was knocked to the ground and a basket of meat and vegetables went flying.

Recognising a slave by the light wrist chains, Caelius backhanded her across the face as she got up. ‘Watch where you’re going! Clumsy bitch!’

The girl fell back into the dried mud with a cry, her worn shift riding up slim, shapely legs.

‘She meant no harm, Caelius,’ said Aufidius, helping her up.

The young woman was about seventeen, very pretty, with dark hair and blue eyes. Uneasy in the presence of nobles, she bobbed her head in thanks.

‘Sorry, Master,’ she mumbled, turning to leave.

Caelius was having none of it. He had seen how attractive she was. Grabbing the front of the light woollen shift, he ripped it to the waist, revealing a pert pair of breasts. The girl cried out in terror and embarrassment, but Caelius’ blood was up. He tore the dress completely off her shoulders.

She backed away and was instantly blocked by two of the others. Aware they could not help, the bodyguards moved discreetly into the shadows. There was no one else around to help a lone slave. From dusk to dawn, Rome’s streets were the province of the lawless. Only the foolhardy ventured out without guards. Or a slave sent on an errand.

‘Please, Master.’ The girl’s voice trembled. ‘I meant no harm.’

Caelius grabbed her arm. ‘This won’t take long.’

There was a murmur of agreement. Only the lean man and Aufidius remained silent.

The girl moaned with fear.

‘Let her go.’

‘What did you say?’ said Caelius incredulously.

‘You heard me.’

‘Rot in Hades!’ Shaking with anger, Caelius took a step forward. ‘She’s only a damn slave.’

The lean man plucked a long-bladed dagger from inside his toga. ‘I am sick of you.’ He held it nonchlantly by the tip. ‘Do as I say.’

Caelius’ eyes darted to the bodyguards.

Instantly the knife was poised to throw. ‘I can put this through your heart before they come five paces.’

‘Calm yourself, my friend,’ said Aufidius, looking worried. ‘No point anyone getting hurt.’

He smiled. ‘That depends on Caelius.’

The rest watched the argument unfold. It had been brewing for months, and none of them wanted to oppose the powerful and ambitious noble.

Scowling furiously, Caelius released the girl.

The lean man beckoned her over. ‘Enjoy the Lupanar,’ he said, gesturing commandingly down the street.

‘He disapproves of two lowlife citizens getting a beating, then stops an equestrian screwing a slave?’ spat Caelius in an undertone. ‘The prick is going soft. Or mad.’

‘Neither.’ Aufidius shook his head. ‘He is far too shrewd.’

‘What then?’

Aufidius ignored the question, clapping the redhead jovially on the back. ‘It’s time for more wine!’

Caelius let himself be led away and the others followed meekly, glad the argument had been settled without bloodshed.

It would not always be so.

‘See you in the Senate tomorrow,’ the lean man called after them.

He stood in silence, holding the slave until the group was some distance away. Two personal bodyguards waited in the shadows. The girl peered at him nervously, hoping to be released, but when the noble’s piercing gaze turned back, it was filled with lust. Tightening his grip, he dragged her towards an alleyway.

She whimpered with fear. It was obvious what was about to happen. Only the rapist had changed.

‘Be quiet, or I’ll hurt you.’

Glancing up from his latest pile of vomit, the burly equestrian saw the pair disappear. ‘Probably planned it all, so he could have her to himself,’ he muttered. ‘That man will not stop at quaestor.’

‘He’ll be a consul before long,’ complained Caelius. The redhead had not seen the girl’s fate.

For centuries, Rome had been governed each year by two elected consuls, supported by military tribunes, judges and the Senate. It was a system that worked well if the participants complied with the law. Historically, the pair of officials, effective rulers of Rome, had changed every twelve months. This ancient statute had been passed to stop individuals from holding on to power. But since a civil war over enfranchisement thirty years before, Rome’s democracy had been slipping into decline and the important positions had changed hands less than a dozen times in a generation. Ambitious nobles such as Marius, Cinna and Sulla had begun the trend, forcing a weakened Senate to let them retain the consulship long term. Now only a favoured few ever succeeded to the posts, which were jealously guarded by the richest and most powerful families in Italy. It took incredible drive to become a consul by sheer merit.

‘The prick will make a mistake eventually,’ snarled Caelius. ‘Everyone does.’ Still seething with anger, the redhead knew he was too drunk to outwit his enemy. Dragging his companion away, he staggered towards the Lupanar.

The lean man strode into the darkness, the girl held firmly by one arm. Waste and broken pottery discarded by the inhabitants of nearby houses littered the alley. Finding a suitable spot at last, he ripped her light shift off and shoved the slave to the ground. She fell awkwardly, exposing a triangle of dark hair at the base of her belly. Adjusting his toga, he swept open both legs with a foot and lowered himself to his knees. The girl cried out in terror. With a shove, he entered her, sighing with pleasure.

The lean man thrust in and out eagerly. His wife had not been well for some time and his physical needs had been neglected. Caught up with furthering an ambitious political career, he had gone for months without sex.

The girl’s eyes were wide with fear.

‘Look at me again and I’ll cut your throat!’

Hastily she obeyed, jamming a hand in her mouth to keep silent. Tears rolled silently from between closed lids. This was the lot of a slave.

With a loud moan, he climaxed, pushing deep inside.

She did not open her eyes as he got up, rearranging his toga.

The lean man stared down with a satisfied smile. Even with a swollen, tearstained face, the girl was a real beauty. Lust sated, he could return home. He had to finish the speech on public spending for the next day. If it was well received, his chances of election as quaestor would be greatly enhanced. Having served in the priesthood of Jupiter and as a military staff officer, he was determined to proceed along the noble’s career path – the cursus honorum – as fast as possible.

He was sure his father would have been proud to see how far an only son had risen. Though patrician, the family had not been wealthy. His father had worked hard in the Senate for many years to achieve the rank of praetor, just below that of consul, shortly before he died.

Initially the young man’s own career had been helped by the family’s connections, which opened many doors that would have remained shut otherwise. Long years of listening to his father’s conversations with political allies, watching debates in the Forum and attending society banquets had also paid off. He had become a consummate politician and a suitable marriage had cemented his social position. The union of an aunt to a powerful consul had brought him into the public eye, but when his uncle had died during a period of civil war, his progress had faltered somewhat. Sulla’s bloody reign had been dangerous for anyone with different ideas. The first general ever to march soldiers into Rome, Sulla had executed virtually everyone who got in his way. It had earned him the nickname of ‘the butcher’.

Only the lean man’s intelligence and will to survive had carried him through that time. Through sheer hard work, he had built up a network of friends among the rich and powerful and was now a rising star of the Roman political world. People like Cato and Pompey Magnus were starting to notice him. Marcus Licinius Crassus, one of the most prominent figures in Rome, had lent him huge financial backing, but the young politician needed smaller men’s support too. It had been a good opportunity to show who led the group.

By cowing Caelius into submission, the lean man had strengthened his dominance over more lowly equestrian friends. On the road to power, he needed obedient allies for a smooth passage. The capital was full of those who wanted to rule, but that position was really only open to a few. By playing his hand right, he too would be one of them one day.

He came back to the present. ‘Go home. Before someone less merciful finds you.’

Disbelief flitted across the slave’s face, but it was instantly hidden. ‘Thank you, Master.’ She had seen the dagger and knew how easily he could have used it.

‘Be swift, or you’ll end up in the Tiber.’ The idea of killing the girl did not appeal – he wasn’t a cold-blooded murderer. He turned and was gone.

The girl waited until all sounds had disappeared into the night. Gripping her torn shift tightly, she fled through the dark streets towards her master’s house. Returning late and without her basket of food, the reception from Gemellus would be even worse than what she had just endured. But there was nowhere else for her to go.

Nine months later …

The merchant opened the door without knocking and entered the small room, his face dripping with sweat. He stared down at the sleeping baby in the cot.

Velvinna, who was nursing the other twin, gazed at her owner with a mixture of terror and hate.

‘More mouths to feed! At least this is a girl,’ Gemellus said, scowling. ‘If I’m lucky, she’ll have your looks. Sell her to a whorehouse in a few years.’

He turned to Velvinna. The young mother’s face crumpled with anticipation.

‘I want you back in the kitchen tomorrow. Two days’ rest is more than enough!’

Velvinna had no choice but to obey. Although exhausted from a long labour, she would have to fire the oven and clean the floors. The other slaves would help as much as they could.

‘Keep up with your work,’ Gemellus said threateningly, ‘or I’ll leave both of them on the midden.’

Only the poorest citizens left new babies to die on communal dung heaps. Velvinna clutched the infant closely to her. ‘I will, Master!’

‘Good.’ Gemellus bent over and squeezed her breast. ‘I will visit tonight,’ he grunted. ‘Those brats had better not cry either.’

She bit her lip until it bled, stifling her instinctive protest.

The merchant leered at Velvinna from the doorway and was gone.

She gazed down at the male baby. ‘Feed, my little Romulus,’ she whispered. There would be no golden bullae charms for her twins, no naming ceremonies at nine days of age. Like her, they were slaves, not citizens. Her milk was the only thing she had to give him. ‘Grow strong and healthy.’

One day you can kill Gemellus.

And the lean one.


Chapter III: Olenus
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Northern Italy, 70 BC

THE VINALIA RUSTICA had been and gone and still no opportunity had arisen for Tarquinius to get away from the latifundium and visit Olenus. Normally he enjoyed the annual festival celebrating the harvest, a riotous affair that lasted several days. This year had been different in more ways than one. Large amounts of wine and food had been consumed but Caelius had ensured celebrations did not get out of hand. Just as Dexter had predicted, there had been no meat for the workers. The nobleman never wasted a single sestertius if he could avoid it. And Tarquinius was growing impatient. He desperately needed to talk to the haruspex about his vision, which had now recurred a number of times. But he dared not leave without permission because the vilicus knew about his wish to climb the mountain. Dexter’s speciality lay in punishing the workers who had disobeyed Caelius’ rules. It was not uncommon for men to die of the injuries he inflicted.

About two weeks after talking to the foreman, the young Etruscan was summoned to Caelius’ stone-flagged office early one morning. Tarquinius was delighted. Events were beginning to move again. Yet it was still intimidating to be in the hard-faced Roman’s presence. Tarquinius strongly disliked the estate’s owner – he could not have explained why – and his dream had only strengthened this feeling.

Studying a parchment on his desk, Caelius ignored him for some time. Tarquinius waited, staring curiously at mementoes throughout the large, square room. Greek statues of the gods sat either side of a low altar. A bust of a man with a beaked nose and piercing gaze sat in an alcove, displayed so everyone who entered could see it. Shields and swords of different types hung from nails, trophies from Caelius’ time in the army. The weapons, evidence of a world outside the latifundium, sparked Tarquinius’ imagination. He had learned much from Olenus, but most of it was theory. These objects were real.

The noble looked up at last. He had not noticed Tarquinius’ interest. ‘Too many animals have been killed recently,’ he said, tapping a fingernail against his teeth. ‘I’m giving you three days. I want half a dozen wolf pelts on the wall by then.’

‘Three days?’ Tarquinius was stunned by the timing. ‘Six wolves?’

Why now? He had told Caelius about the losses a month earlier.

‘Correct.’ Caelius’ tone was icy. ‘Unless someone else could do it better? Plenty of men would jump at the chance to avoid harvest work.’

‘I can do it, Master,’ Tarquinius said hurriedly. It would give him the chance to get meat for Dexter.

Caelius waved a hand in dismissal.

Tarquinius had reached the door when the redhead spoke again.

‘Return late and I’ll have you crucified.’

‘Master?’ Shocked, he stared at Caelius blankly. The threat sounded genuine.

‘You heard me,’ the redhead replied. His eyes were dark slits.

Tarquinius bobbed his head and closed the door behind him. Alarmed by the cryptic remark, he went to the family’s room and gathered up a few belongings, together with a bow and quiver. The thought of time with Olenus soon lifted his spirits. Grinning broadly, he kissed his mother goodbye and left the estate buildings behind.

The small groves on slopes above the villa were full of slaves bringing in the olive harvest. The original trees had been brought from Greece hundreds of years before. Green olives and their valuable oil provided a huge part of Rome’s wealth. Tarquinius wondered again why Caelius had not planted more of them to help with his financial problems.

‘Don’t forget our deal,’ the vilicus yelled when he saw Tarquinius. ‘Otherwise I’ll put you to work in the mill.’ Grinding flour was even more backbreaking than cutting wheat, and a common punishment. ‘It’s good you’re going up there,’ Dexter added ominously.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Crassus has an interest in the old man. Gods alone know why.’

Tarquinius opened his mouth to ask more, but the foreman had already turned away, shouting orders.

What interest could Marcus Licinius Crassus have in Olenus?

The immensely wealthy noble had defeated Spartacus the year before, ending the slave rebellion which had almost brought Rome to its knees. It was now common knowledge that the victory had been cleverly claimed by Pompey Magnus, his main rival. The lie had won him a full triumph from the Senate while Crassus had to be satisfied with a mere parade on foot. For months afterwards, the enraged Crassus had continually failed to regain the political advantage.

But recently he had skilfully manoeuvred to become joint consul with Pompey, and in an initial show of unity, the pair had restored the tribunate, which had been abolished by Sulla. Only plebeians could serve in these posts. With their rights to veto bills in the Senate and to convene public assemblies to pass laws of their own, the tribunes were immensely popular with the Roman public. The reform had been a clever move and Crassus had immediately used his new-found recognition to stir up resentment against Pompey in the Senate. At only thirtysix, his co-consul was legally too young to serve in the post. In addition, he had never even served as a senator. Pompey had quickly heard about Crassus’ tactics and soon the pair were publicly disagreeing with each other. Instead of working together as they were supposed to, their rivalry had become more bitter than ever.

Tarquinius shivered.

There could be only one reason for Crassus’ interest. The bronze liver. Tarquin’s sword. Caelius was planning to sell the sacred items to a man who wanted – needed – signs of divine approval.

He walked on, mind racing. Time was suddenly of the essence.

‘Skiving again?’ His leg manacles still in place, Maurus looked at Tarquinius sourly from his position halfway up a tree. In one hand the brown-skinned slave held a small, sharp knife to cut olives from the branches; he gripped the trunk with his other. A wicker basket hung from his back. ‘The master know about this?’

‘He’s sent me to kill some wolves. Half a dozen in three days. Want to help?’

Maurus’ face paled at the idea of physical danger.

Tarquinius mimed pulling back his bowstring and loosing an arrow. ‘Keep picking, then.’

The gnarled trunks and busy workers were soon left behind as he climbed above the tree line to see the surrounding countryside that he knew and loved so well. Lake Vadimon sparkled in the sunlight and he drank in the view, momentarily putting aside his worries at Caelius’ and Dexter’s comments.

The powerful aroma of wild herbs filled Tarquinius’ nostrils and he breathed deeply. Breaking off a small branch of rosemary from the nearest bush, he stuffed it into his pack to use later. The young man kept his eyes peeled for wolves, though it was unlikely he would see any in daytime. The predators lived in woods much higher on the mountain and came down to hunt only at dusk or dawn. He found traces of their passage here and there, in the form of spoor. There was even the carcass of an adult sheep near the track, bones picked clean of flesh by the birds. Only a jackal remained, sucking the marrow from a cracked femur. It darted away before he could string his bow.

Tarquinius worked his way to Olenus’ hut, continuously scanning the sky and slopes for unusual signs. The first thing the old man would ask was what there had been to see on the climb. He counted eight buzzards hanging on thermals that swirled over the peak. Pleased there weren’t twelve and that the clouds appeared innocuous in shape and number, Tarquinius clambered surefootedly up the light scree covering the mountainside.

Spotting Olenus’ tiny dwelling, his pace quickened. Despite the altitude, the temperature had been rising and he was looking forward to a rest. The makeshift hut where his mentor lived was built into the edge of a clearing, with commanding views south to the lake and beyond. It was one of Tarquinius’ favourite places, full of good memories.

‘Finally you grace me with your presence.’

He spun round to find Olenus standing on the track behind.

‘How did you get there?’ Tarquinius was so relieved to find the haruspex alive that he nearly hugged him.

Olenus smiled and adjusted his leather hat. ‘I have my ways. Good to see you, boy. Notice anything on the way up?’

‘Nothing much. A jackal. Eight buzzards.’ Tarquinius made an apologetic gesture. ‘I’d have come before, but the harvest took an age to bring in.’

‘No matter. You are here now.’ Olenus moved past smoothly. ‘We have much to talk about and time is short.’

‘I can’t stay long.’ Tarquinius tapped the bow hanging from his left shoulder. ‘I’ve only got three days to hunt six wolves.’

‘Just as well I have killed some then, eh?’

Olenus pointed at the drying racks outside the hut. Five distinctive grey pelts were stretched across their timbers.

‘One wolf in three days? That’ll be easy,’ grinned Tarquinius. ‘What’s going on? You normally leave the hunting to me.’

The haruspex shrugged. ‘A man gets bored talking to sheep all day.’

‘You knew how many Caelius would demand?’

Olenus beckoned to him. ‘Come and rest in the shade. You must be thirsty after the climb.’

Delighted by the revelation, Tarquinius followed Olenus to a log under the trees. The pair took their ease in silence, contemplating the view. The sun beat down, creating a haze that would eventually obscure the panorama below. Tarquinius drank and passed the leather water carrier to the haruspex.

‘Any vivid dreams recently?’

Tarquinius half choked on the liquid in his mouth. ‘What?’

‘You heard.’

‘I had one about you. In a cave. Maybe the one where the liver is kept.’ He wrinkled his nose at the smell from the pelts. ‘So I’ve seen it at last!’

‘What else?’

‘Nothing.’ Tarquinius stared down at the impossible brightness of the lake.

‘You make a terrible liar, boy.’ Olenus chuckled. ‘Scared to tell me that I will die soon?’

‘I didn’t see that.’ A shiver ran down Tarquinius’ spine at the haruspex’ ability to read his mind. ‘But Caelius and some soldiers were nearing the cave. It looked like they meant business.’

‘He has sold knowledge of my presence
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