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“Caesar,
having ended the civil wars, hastened to Rome, honoured and feared
as no one had ever been before. All kinds of honours were devised
for his gratification without restraint, even such as were divine.”
– Appian: Civil Wars II. 106


Chapter One

 


‘Try to
control your temper this time.’

Marcus
Antonius, alighting from his litter with a sour expression, fixed
his wife Fulvia with a glare. ‘That depends entirely on how
reasonable he is, as always.’

‘Even when he
is hard on you, Marcus, it is always in your best interest, or at
least he believes it is. You are too quick to anger, and that does
little to mend any fences.’ She apparently saw something pass
across his eyes, for her own gaze hardened. ‘And do not think of
turning your anger on me.’

Antonius took
a deep breath. She was right, of course, about both him and Caesar.
But more than that, as the sole heiress of two of Rome’s most
prominent houses, despite her sex she was more powerful than most
senators. Pissing her off could very well make him a lot poorer. He
contented himself with giving her a nod. She returned it,
satisfied, and sat back in the litter, pulling closed the curtains
so that the passing life of the city could not ogle her, while
their guards and slaves huddled around, keeping all and sundry at a
safe distance. The small entourage turned with the litter and began
to move away, for Fulvia had her own business to attend to, and
Antonius would return on foot with his own people.

It was said
that a few short generations ago the city had been safe to walk
alone, barring potential encounters with the petty criminals
prevalent in all cities. Even Antonius found that hard to believe
really, even though his mother had claimed to remember such days,
before the civil wars of Sulla and Marius. These days, even the
hardiest of noblemen would not dare brave the streets without a
stream of lictors or a private bodyguard. Petty criminals were the
least concern in a city where everyone with status had an agenda
and everyone who did not have money brandished a knife on behalf of
those who did. ‘See Rome and die,’ was a saying in the provinces,
but it had never been meant as literally as it appeared to these
days.

Antonius took
another breath as a slave adjusted and rearranged his toga, making
him as noble-looking as possible. Suitably arrayed, he nodded to
the chief of his guards, who stepped forward and approached the
gate. As the man hammered the decorative bronze knocker on the
timber, Antonius looked around himself.

Caesar did
himself no favours with his detractors, really. His family had
originally had modest estates and town houses, actually not as
grand as those of Antonius’ forebears, but at some point during his
fourteen years of campaigning all over the republic and beyond, one
of Caesar’s factors had used some of the enormous sums of money
he’d acquired in purchasing land and building a grand villa here.
There were plenty in Rome who maintained the notion that Caesar had
his eyes set on nothing less than monarchy, and this palatial home
could only fuel that fire.

A high wall
with no windows and just this one gate enclosed a set of grand
sculpted gardens that spread up the slope above the Tiber, opposite
the city. Such was the gradient that even over the walls, Antonius
could see the avenues of cypress trees, the jetting fountains, the
beautiful statues and there, above it all, the towering villa of
Rome’s dictator.

He felt a
familiar twitch reach his face and tug at the corner of his lip as
the guard knocked again and finally the gate opened. The sight of
what emerged set that twitch off all the more, and he thrust out
his hand. A faceless lackey placed a cup of wine in it, and
Antonius slugged down the rich, unwatered liquid with a sense of
relief, for even in an instant, he felt its familiar warmth take
the edge off his nerves. The slave retrieved the empty cup and
Antonius took a step forward while his guard announced him to
Caesar’s soldiers… for that was what they were. There was little
really to distinguish the guards on Caesar’s estate from the
legionaries that had traipsed across the world with him, and with
good reason. Most of them were drawn from those very legions,
veteran killers who owed the general everything – men loyal beyond
all doubt. Their arms and uniform were very familiar. Of course,
they openly brandished weapons of war for here they were outside
the pomerium, and the laws of Rome did not apply, leaving them free
to move about fully armed.

As the
almost-legionaries opened the gates fully and stepped back to allow
them entrance, Antonius, feeling a familiar prickling sensation of
warning, turned. The street was wide and spacious, this side of the
river not packed tight like the bulk of the city, and there were
considerably fewer people about, but those who were generally
looked his way. A toga-clad man with a large entourage at the gate
of the city’s most eminent citizen would draw attention naturally.
Nothing really seemed out of place, and yet something out there had
set off a warning with Antonius. He noted it, and tried to commit
that ordinary scene to memory before turning once more and walking
through the archway into the grand gardens.

Antonius’ lip
twitch began again. A set of steps led up directly through the
gardens between lawns, flower beds, fountains, pools and avenues,
straight from the gate to the villa itself, and Antonius knew why.
Anyone approaching Caesar would be exhausted and trembling from the
climb by the time they arrived, putting the general immediately at
an advantage. The old bastard knew every trick there was. For those
in the know, and favoured by the general, of course, there was an
alternative. A litter had been brought round and lowered to the
ground for him. The eight men bearing it were Hispanics, Antonius
thought, from the look of them. Big men, but then they had to be,
really. Stepping inside, Antonius settled himself as the vehicle
was lifted up onto shoulders and began to move. His entourage
followed, bracing themselves for the climb. They need not use those
awful steps, though. A second approach wound like a snake up the
hill at the side of the estate, the journey twice as long, but half
as steep. Antonius looked out of the window as he climbed, noting
how expertly the men changed their stance and grip to keep the
litter horizontal despite the slope.

He couldn’t
decide whether what he was seeing on the journey was meant as
honest tribute or as some sort of joke. At every second turn of the
winding path, they passed a small shrine with tumbling waters, each
dominated by a statue. From the very start they drew the eye, for
that first one was truly familiar. Antonius had commanded cavalry
at Alesia almost a decade ago, and he knew Vercingetorix as few
would. He could see how well the sculptor had rendered the image of
the Gallic chief. From there, the statues were no less familiar as
they climbed. Pompey. Scipio. Ptolemy. Pharnaces the Second. More.
All men vanquished by Caesar. It was a rather tasteless display,
really. As they reached the top of the hill, Antonius was
interested to note only one face conspicuously missing from the
list of foes.

Caesar would
never again look upon the face of Titus Labienus, the man who had
been his closest ally and betrayed him to become his greatest
foe.

Approaching
the villa, the litter slowed, and finally touched to the ground.
Antonius alighted and once again his slave, puffing with the effort
of the hill, hurried forward to adjust his toga. As his weary men
gathered, Antonius approached the door of the house, where Caesar’s
slaves were waiting, heads bowed in respect. Without a glance at
any of them, he walked in through the door. Numerous voices were
audible across the house, from far ahead and from various rooms
nearby and, as he strode past the altar to the household gods and
the brightly painted scenes of Venus’s exploits on the vestibule
walls, he could also hear voices from the staircase that led to the
second floor.

‘…in
preparation for any event. I must look as though…’ the start and
end of the sentence, delivered haughtily to a slave, were lost as
the speaker moved close to the stairs and then away again. Even
dulled slightly with wine, though, Antonius’ senses identified the
voice’s owner in an instant. That sibilant drawl with the heady
accent that spoke of Aegyptus. That honeyed voice that could
persuade a man to anything. Cleopatra, Queen of Aegyptus
and… what of
Caesar? Not wife, certainly, for Antonius could also hear from
ahead the aristocratic tones of Calpurnia, the dictator’s spouse.
Antonius winced. He was no celibate himself, and he knew Fulvia was
well aware of his periodic dalliances with rich ladies around Rome,
but that was all they ever were: a bit of fun. Fulvia knew that,
and knew that at the end of the day he was hers and hers alone. How
Caesar had the gall to have that woman here as a consort, living
under his roof with their child, sharing a house with his own wife,
Antonius could not imagine. It felt uncomfortable even to him, and
he didn’t have to live here. The great man’s decision-making needed to be questioned
from time to time.

Passing the
stairs and the fading Aegyptian drawl, he passed through the
atrium, again loaded with images of Venus, the founder of Caesar’s
line, back in the mists of time. He could hear Calpurnia better
now, and she sounded angry. Her voice was lowered, so he could just
hear her tone, though not the words, and, as he passed through the
next corridor and out into the huge peristyle garden, he was just
in time to see her disappear into another room at speed, slaves
falling over one another in her wake to get to the mistress and
help.

Gaius Julius
Caesar, consul and Dictator of Rome, pontifex maximus, master of
the senate, conqueror of Gaul, stood on the far side of the garden,
eyes narrowed as his gaze remained on the doorway into which his
wife had vanished. He was almost vibrating. Antonius girded
himself. He was not feeling particularly at ease, and Caesar looked
angry. Such was often not a good combination between them, but he
could not really put this off again. He’d done so often
enough.

The memory
flashed up once more, into the back of his mind: Trebonius in that
office in Narbo, speaking words of murder and treachery.

 


‘I am not
alone, Antonius. There are others.’

 


Antonius had
told him flatly to put aside any such idea, and had even threatened
him, but had said that he would forget he’d ever heard such words.
Over the three months since then, though, the scene had replayed
time and again, and Trebonius’ last words had nagged at him as he
settled into Rome once more and summer slid through autumn into
winter.

 


‘There are
others.’

 


He’d told no
one, just as he said he would, but every passing day made him feel
more and more uncomfortable with that decision. In truth, he would
probably have told Caesar about the possible plot months ago, had
things been easier between the two of them. But Caesar had changed;
was changing still. He was not the poor, hungry, ambitious son of
Rome that Antonius had known in the old days. He had become
something altogether different, and every passing day made those
rumours of his intended kingship seem more and more
realistic.

He’d not told
Fulvia, even, about the plot. He had told her that he had very
important information for Caesar, and she had urged him over the
months to mend whatever had broken between them and to reveal
whatever it was that had increased his drinking and kept him awake
at nights. He’d made two visits to Caesar over the autumn, outside
official business, thinking to finally tell the general of the
potential plot that lurked among men he had once trusted. Trebonius
was back in Rome now, and spending time with other senators, after
all. But both times Antonius had visited, Caesar had either done or
said something that pissed him off and pushed the words back down
into his throat. Perhaps this was the time. Perhaps, he noted,
looking at the angry dictator across the garden, not.

‘Marcus
Antonius,’ Caesar said, his voice not over-friendly, without even
looking his way, eyes still on the doorway to Calpurnia’s
rooms.

‘Caesar.’

‘You have
come to speak of position and war again?’

Antonius felt
his jaw tighten, that twitch increase again. The old bastard. Why
bring that up straight away? As if that matter had not already
brought them into direct argument even in official meetings among
senators. For a moment, he felt a different irritation arise, one
that was nothing to do with plots or with Caesar’s increasing
autocracy in the city. Perhaps it was better to speak of something
else first and work up to the matter of the plot, for that would
likely cause a whole new argument. Caesar would want to know when
and how he found out, and would inevitably be angered that Antonius
had known for three months and yet said nothing. The longer that
went on, the harder it would be to tell him. Yes. A different
argument, to put him in the right frame of mind to stand up to
Caesar’s ire.

‘I hadn’t,
but what better time.’

‘I have made
up my mind, Antonius. I have made the assignments.’

‘I am a
warhorse, Gaius, and you know that. Don’t put me in a fucking
stable again to moulder over the summer while you charge around the
provinces making war. My place is with your cavalry, or even more,
commanding whole armies on the battlefield.’

‘Look at you,
Marcus. You’re drunk already. It’s not even noon.’

‘Sober, I’d
never have come,’ he snapped in reply.

‘I have the
men already assigned to legion commands, I have all the legates and
prefects I could need. And though I have yet to secure his aid, I
have my overall strategist in mind. You are not it. You are none of
them. But that does not mean I do not value you, Antonius. In my
absence, Rome will need a firm hand on the reins.’

‘I am not a
baby-sitter for your pet kingdom, Gaius.’

Caesar’s eyes
became flinty. ‘Be careful what you say Marcus. We have known each
other all our lives, but I will accept certain accusations from no
man.’

Antonius felt
that twitch threatening to pull his face off now. ‘Don’t try and
threaten me, Gaius. I’ve known you too long. You conquered Gaul.
Well done. All Rome bows to you for that. You settled Aegyptus, but
that little coup has somewhat soured, since you brought the queen
back here as your whore.’ He saw Caesar’s eye flicker then. That
had hit the man where it hurt, but he didn’t let up. He knew he was
making dangerous points and straying ever further from the reason
he was actually here, but he just couldn’t stop himself. He had set
the boulder of his anger rolling, and the slope was long. ‘Rome
faltered with you when you went to war against our own, and yet I
supported you. I went with you, fought Romans for you. You seem to
have come through that largely unscathed.’ So far. Barring possible plots… ‘And
now, at last, you turn your sights once more to enemies of Rome.
Something no one will argue with. Parthia has been the thorn in
Rome’s side for as long as we have known them. There will never be
peace between they and us, and their conquest will truly
consolidate the republic and will be your greatest triumph of all.
But we all know it will also be your last. You’re not a young man,
Gaius, but neither am I. This will be my last chance at a great conquest
too, and instead you want to leave me here, arguing senators back
into their seats, negotiating with moneyers so that they can put on
coins images of victories I cannot be part of.’

‘You should
bear in mind,’ Caesar answered in a slight hiss, his face stony,
‘that you cannot be trusted.’

Antonius felt
the fury rise in him then, ready to launch into a tirade, but
Caesar did not give him space to interrupt. ‘All that business with
Dolabella,’ the dictator went on, ‘and almost war in the forum?
Even in asking you to maintain peace in Rome, I am putting in you a
trust that many say you do not deserve. What’s more, you know that
Parthia will last more than one season of campaigning, perhaps even
as long as Gaul. Maybe if this time you prove you can be trusted to
do the job in Rome, I might look at a position for you out east.
Although that might be a sizeable “if”.’

‘You arrogant
shit,’ Antonius snapped. ‘You might think you rule Rome like a
king, and we are all your minions to assign as you see fit, but
some of us have blood as old as yours. I have commanded armies for
Rome, led sessions in the senate, overseen festivals, given games.
I am not your lackey, Caesar.’

‘No.
Lackeys know their
place,’ Caesar countered, eyes flashing.

‘Fuck you,’
Antonius spat. ‘I should have known better than to come here and
try to speak to you like a friend. Like an equal. Because in your
eyes you have no
equal these days, and precious few friends, I’d wager, too. Those
you do have are
deserting you daily. Watch your back, Caesar. That’s all I’m
saying. Just watch your back.’

He turned,
ignoring the dictator’s blustering fury as Caesar launched arrows
of words at his back, and stormed away across the garden. By the
time he entered the atrium once more and was lost to Caesar’s
sight, he was shaking. By the time he was at the front door, he was
scolding himself for having once again allowed himself to get
side-tracked from his main purpose. Again, he had come to tell
Caesar about Trebonius and a potential plot. Again, he had ended up
arguing with the man for not allowing him a role that he deserved,
and had gone away without revealing the plot. And now it would be a
month before he could even hope to find sufficient inner strength
to try again, by which time telling him would be all the harder,
for more time would have elapsed.

The eight
Spaniards opened the litter door for him. He ignored them, instead
bounding down that enormous staircase towards the gate at the
bottom. His entourage, surprised, leapt to follow, scampering in
his wake.

It was
somewhere about halfway down the gardens that his blood began to
cool, but where usually he would now feel regret worming its way
into his soul, this time things were different. The anger had
cooled, but it had not gone. Instead, it had formed into a diamond
and frozen there. He had failed to tell Caesar about the plot. Of
course, Trebonius had probably forgotten all about it anyway. There
probably was no
plot. And in a way Antonius had
warned him, had he not?

 


Watch your
back, Caesar.

 


He felt the
anger, nestling there, cankering. Maybe it was all in the lap of
the gods now. What was meant to be would be. He would not try
again. Let Caesar live with his own decisions.

Indeed, by
the time he had reached the bottom of the stairs, he had found that
his fiery anger at Caesar had
faded, but only because it had become something
new. A cold ire that glittered in his heart. One thing he would do,
though, was to prove the old bastard wrong. If Caesar would not
take him to Parthia with the army, Antonius could not force his way
into a position. No one with the authority to assign him was going
to do so against Caesar’s wishes. Such was the man’s power and
authority these days that even Antonius, scion of one of the
republic’s most noble and ancient houses, married to an heiress of
unimaginable wealth, could not hope to deny him. Angry though he
might be, he was going to be left to run Rome, and if that was
inevitable, he would prove that no one could run Rome better. He
would be consul this year, that was part of the deal, alongside
Caesar. But from March, Caesar would be off fighting in the east,
and so in his absence, Antonius would have almost unlimited power
in the city. He would prove himself. He had to admit that the
Dolabella episode had rather battered his reputation, and he knew
he’d cocked that up properly. But this year he would redeem himself
in that regard, and prove himself.

Fuck
Caesar.

Moments
later, he was back out of the estate and on the street of
Transtiberim. His people were still with him, but he was striding
ahead now. Anger was still driving him, but it had now been joined
by purpose, and the twin powers were pushing him on. He stormed
along the road towards the Aemilian Bridge. Some of his guards had
managed, tired though they were, to forge on ahead and manage to
get in front as a vanguard. Others were keeping pace to the sides,
while more followed on behind, along with the slaves. Twelve guards
and five slaves. About the minimum he ever travelled the city with
these days, and only so few because half had gone with Fulvia about
her business.

He was so
angry he never felt it this time. Never felt the eyes on him, that
should have raised the hairs on his neck. The wine, the anger, both
had dulled that reflex that had kept him alive on so many
battlefields in his life. The prickling sensation went unnoticed.
And so focused on his internal troubles was he that his people’s
attention was likewise on him, much more than on their
surroundings.

They failed
to see the figures near the river, in the archways of buildings and
alleyways, watching as he emerged from Caesar’s gate. They failed
to see those same figures flitting from block to block, keeping
pace with them. They even failed to see them emerge ahead of
Antonius onto the bridge that crossed back into the city proper.
And that was why what happened next came as a shock.

Antonius,
still wrapped up in his irritations, stormed across the bridge at
pace, passing the warehouse by the river that stored all that was
needed for the cattle markets in the forum boarium. He passed the
temple of Portunus and the hall of the flower market, marching
around the edge of that wide open space and into the narrower
streets that lead into the Velabrum and would carry him to the
forum and beyond.

It was only
as the turned into the Vicus Canarius that he finally realised
something was wrong, for it was then that their shadowing observers
struck. The two guards who had led the van, out of breath from the
hillside and their hurrying to keep up with their angry master,
fell first. Half a dozen thugs stepped out of a side alley with
surprising speed and struck their blows before Antonius’ guards
were even aware of the danger. They were armed with stout clubs,
much like the guards, for only the truly brave broke Rome’s ancient
law against carrying a weapon of war within the pomerium. That, of
course, was why they had not struck on the far side of the river,
where Caesar’s guards were close, brandishing steel blades, safely
outside the sacred boundary. Here, they could fight on their
terms.

Antonius
blinked, shock pulling him out of his internal monologue as the
leader of his guards died in an instant, half his head mashed in
with a massive swing of heavy oak that smashed the man’s cranium,
eye socket, cheek and jaw. The guard collapsed to the ground,
shaking uncontrollably as the body tried to react to the damage
without the control of the brain. The other man perhaps had it
worse, for a well-aimed blow with a length of ash took him in the
throat, flattening his windpipe and crushing his throat-apple. The
man dropped the weapon he had only just begun to draw as he fell to
his knees, clutching at a neck that no longer allowed the passage
of air, gagging and hissing in pain and panic.

Antonius
stared at the two dying guards, and the four others that leapt
forward to help, their own clubs coming out. The tactician in him
took over in an instant. He spun, checking his surroundings. The
pair who’d attacked from the front were not alone. Even as his own
guards leapt in to take them on, their own mates were pouring from
the alley to swamp Antonius’ party. To the right of him, the street
held the large, forbidding gates of guarded warehouses, and there
was no sign of respite there. There would be no retreat, either.
Behind him, more men were looming at the end of the street,
converging from the open space of the cattle markets. Some of those
men brandished not only clubs, but had acquired sharp animal goads
in passing, which they now waved eagerly. The way back was sealed
off. Fear rising, he glanced left. Several shops lined the street,
and he wondered as his eyes played across them whether any of them
would have a rear exit that they could use to flee through,
escaping this street. There was no way he intended to stay and
fight, whoever the assailants were. He had only ten guards with
him, and the slaves would be of no use whatsoever, while the enemy
were far more numerous, like a criminal gang.

His eyes fell
on a sign – an old sign with peeling paint beside an open dark
door. A sign that showed a bunch of grapes. The name of the caupona
had long since worn away, though it was clearly a low-class
establishment, from the condition of the building, the lack of
proper signage and the proximity to the extremely pungent cattle
market. It crossed his mind for a moment that only the lowest of
Rome’s society would eat or drink in such a place, and so there was
every chance of finding even more hostile foes inside, yet it
looked very much as though he’d been left with no choice. Superior
numbers of the enemy both ahead and behind, the impassable facades
of sealed warehouses to one side, and shops that would have no rear
exit because they backed onto housing everywhere else. Only the
caupona gave even the slightest hope of escape.

Many cauponae
would be much the same as the shops to either side, simple
single-room establishments rented from the owner of the building
whose frontage they occupied, their back wall the outer one of that
house.

This one, he
reasoned, had to be different, and for just one reason. Wine could
be transported in amphorae and jars of all sorts of sizes and so
could easily be brought in to most establishments. But in the past
decade, since Caesar’s campaigns in Gaul and, most particularly,
since the more noble among the Gauls had been admitted to the
senate, the city had gained a peculiar and unexpected interest in
beer. Gone were the days when beer was a barbarian abhorrence. Now
it was a fascinating foreign beverage. Not for the patrician elite,
of course, but then the patrician elite wouldn’t be caught dead in
a caupona like this one. This served the poor and the hard-working,
and it was almost certain it served them beer. Beer came in
barrels. And while all manner of wine jars might fit through the
narrow doorway of this unnamed drinking pit, there was no way a
barrel was getting through. That meant a rear access, and a rear
access meant potential escape.

Antonius
returned his attention to the fight. They were in trouble. Five of
his twelve men were already down, and there were now more enemies
visible on the street than there had been when he’d first seen
them. Even as he cleared his throat, the sixth of his guard was
felled by blows from three sides, one of the unarmed slaves running
forward to try and pull him away, only to join him in the world of
the mortally wounded.

‘Back,’
Antonius bellowed, waving to his men. ‘Back to the
caupona.’

‘There?’
cried out one of the guards who’d just freed himself from a
struggle and managed to step back into the open. ‘In
there?’

‘Or stay here
and get beaten to death,’ Antonius snapped back at him as he turned
and began to run for the doorway. On the way, he passed another
fight, ducked, swept up a fallen club, and swung it at the nearest
of the attackers. The shock of the weapon’s contact sent a numbness
up his arm, for he was out of practice, and it had been a number of
years since he’d had to swing a weapon. But it had the desired
effect. The street ruffian’s head snapped around sharply as blood
and teeth flew through the air, and he fell into the next man,
fortuitously freeing the nearby guard from his own fight. That man
gave his falling opponent a last thump for good measure and ran
after his master.

‘Please,
Fortuna,’ Antonius hissed under his breath as he made for the dingy
entrance, ‘let this shithole have a back door.’


Chapter Two

 


‘Can you go
ask for more wine?’ Fronto said, gesturing to Aurelius.

‘Of
course, Domine,’
the former legionary grinned, rising.

‘Domine?’

Aurelius
pointed to Fronto’s garment, still grinning, then turned and
gestured to the proprietor. Fronto looked down. His tunic was
white, or at least had been when he’d put it on, though now it had
a large splash of grease from the suspicious meat-on-a-stick they
had all eaten for lunch and two stained trickles of red wine that
were slowly becoming a permanent feature. It was neither the white
tunic nor its new stains that Aurelius was indicating, though. That
was the two wide dark red stripes running down it on either side of
the neck, indicating the rank of a senator.

He felt his
lip curling in distaste.

He had fought
political advancement for so long he’d assumed himself free of it,
but it seemed that politics was an expert hunter and had caught him
in the end, in his old age. He was damned if he was going to accept
it gracefully, though.

‘What wine,
your senatorship?’ Aurelius called across the room. Fronto glared
at him until he collapsed in a fit of laughter and then ordered a
new jar. Clearly this joke was the gift that was going to keep on
giving for his friends.

He sighed.
He’d done so well. His family were, of course, of extremely noble
lineage, an offshoot of the Valerii, and expected to sit in the
senate. His mother had been so proud when at twenty-two he had
taken his first step on the cursus honorum, accepting a military
tribuneship in Hispania, where he served with Caesar, the great man
himself assigned there as quaestor. He’d excelled in the post,
showing a natural talent for war. Unfortunately, for his ambitious
mother at least, he’d returned three years later a grizzled soldier
with a mistrust of politicians. She’d urged him to take a position
as quaestor, and in the end he’d accepted, largely to shut her up.
He’d managed, more through luck than judgement, to secure the
quaestorship in charge of military pay, something he understood
without too much difficulty and which kept him close to the army
and as far from the politics of Rome as the position would
allow.

In theory, he
would have needed to serve as an aedile or a praetor next, though
in those days, in the aftermath of the civil war of Sulla and
Marius, things were a little flexible, and many of the age and
career requirements for postings were easily ignored with the odd
promise and a passing of coins. Thus had Fronto managed to skip the
next postings and secure his command of the Tenth at the tender age
of thirty two. Then had come Gaul, and everything had marched on
from there, all focused on the military with no further thought of
a military career.

He’d married,
had his boys, and fought his way across the republic and back under
Caesar’s banner. Last summer, in Hispania, the wars had finally
ended, the first time in well over a decade when there was nowhere
waiting to be fought in next. He’d returned to Rome a happy,
forty-seven year old man, knowing he had a wonderful wife, two
eight year old boys, plenty of cash and estates protected by Rome’s
most powerful men, as well as a burgeoning wine business. He’d had
visions of a happy retirement, spending time sitting in an arbour
in the villa near Tarraco perhaps, drinking wine and watching the
sea, or here in the city, spending the days in the baths and at the
games.

He’d reckoned
without Lucilia.

He had been
home three days when her plans were laid out in stark detail. He
had avoided climbing the Cursus Honorum through military service
throughout Caesar’s wars, but now he was home and there was no
excuse.

He’d argued.
He had already had a career and was ready for retirement. He’d
acceded to her wishes and ended his military career. No more
legions. No more war. Home and peace. She had asked him how he was
going to keep busy? He was not a man given to quietude and
introspection. He had made the horrible mistake of bringing up
baths, games, races and wine, and had winced as her eyes hardened.
She had no intention of retrieving her husband from years of war
only to lose him to a daily round of bars and games.

‘And if you
care little for your own advancement, and as little for me, then at
least think of your sons,’ she had said in a tone of voice that
labelled him an arsehole of the first order. He’d winced again, and
she had gone on to point out that if his sons wanted the chance to
reach high position in the republic they would need whatever leg-up
Fronto could provide. A father who had served in the senate, held
important positions, and had built up a clientele of Rome’s more
useful men would give the boys a head start in life. If Fronto
really pushed, given his connections, he might even secure the
consulship in time, and that would set the boys up for
good.

He’d felt so
battered after that conversation he’d found himself promising that
he would ask Caesar to use his power and influence to secure Fronto
some higher position. That was when the other boot hit the floor.
Lucilia had told him there was no need. She had already been in
conversation with Caesar’s wife Calpurnia while the men were still
on their way back from Hispania. The woman had promised to persuade
Caesar. Within a day of their return to Rome, Caesar had relented
to his wife and made a place available in the senate. Lucilia had
spoken to one of the city’s best artisans and ordered suitable
garments.

And so within
a month of his return, Fronto had found himself in the position
he’d managed to avoid for the past thirty years or so. He was a
senator. It was little comfort that Galronus still sat too, for his
friend seemed to have acquired a talent for politics and persuasion
and was already far better a senator than Fronto would ever be. And
somehow he managed to keep his broad-striped tunic clean, even though he
was eating and drinking the same stuff as Fronto.

And the less
said about having to wear a toga, the better. Why their forebears
had decided to create and to pin their social status on a garment
that seemed designed to unravel as you walked was beyond him, but
he always seemed to arrive at social occasions with an armful of
folds that had slid to the ground on the way.

Aurelius
returned with a slave at his shoulder carrying a tray of wine jar
and cups. ‘There we go.’

‘Thank you…’
Fronto said, pausing for a moment while trying to think of a
cutting, scathing nickname to use.

‘Lucius
Aurelius, son of Marcus Aurelius Cotta,’ helpfully supplied a voice
behind him.

Fronto turned
and shot an angry glance at the man. That was another problem.
Apparently sitting in the senate and having to wear important
clothing was not enough. As a senator, Lucilia was determined he
would hold his own, and so he had a proper senatorial entourage.
Despite Fronto’s tradition of keeping only freed servants in his
house, a habit inherited from his father’s fear of slave uprisings,
Lucilia had been insistent, and now five slaves stood idly by a
wall, waiting to hurry over at his gesture, all a little confused
that their master seemed determined to do things himself or let his
important friends do them. Then there was his personal attendant,
who had quickly learned not to surreptitiously comb Fronto’s hair
when he sat down, and still sported a black eye from when he’d
tried to apply perfume.

But the worst
of all the slaves was Abronius, the nomenclator. Every senator had
one, a clever and well-trained slave who attended them in public
and whose entire job was to remember the name of everyone of even
remote importance, and to supply their name, the names of their
family, their history, and anything pertinent about them at the
drop of a hat. Abronius was good at his job. Fronto had yet to find
someone of any remote rank the man did not know all about, despite
repeated attempts to trip him up. But Abronius was also far too
over eager, and spent much of his time barraging Fronto with names
and information, whether he wanted them or not.

He’d also
acquired a new guard unit, mercenaries drawn from the retirees of
Caesar’s legions, requested by Lucilia and selected by Masgava and
Aurelius. There were forty of them, and half that number went
everywhere with Fronto, making it very hard to be incognito, one of
Fronto’s favourite conditions. The twenty men were currently out
back in the cold air, out of sight, where Fronto preferred them.
They weren’t happy about it, but stuff ‘em. He was safe here with
his friends, Galronus, Aurelius, Masgava and Arcadios.

‘When are we
going home?’ Galronus asked quietly.

Fronto winced
again. He was trying not to think about home. He’d been trying to
stay out of the way all day. He’d claimed a meeting of the senate,
which he’d attended just long enough to be noted as present, and
then slipped out. Not expected home, he’d then been to watch the
early afternoon races, which had become an extremely troublesome
pastime when one was accompanied by an entourage. Then they’d
eaten, Fronto dropping food down his tunic. At least it wasn’t his
toga, which he’d taken off as soon as possible and was now being
carried by one of the slaves. Since then they had been in the bar,
hiding. Hiding anywhere was preferable to going home.

Lucilia was
in organisation mode. She was throwing a small soiree this evening
for some of Rome’s more important senators and their wives. Fronto
had quickly learned that the more important a senator was, the
higher the chance he was an unbearable arse. So he was not looking
forward to tonight. And even before the party, the house would be
chaos and whatever he did would be wrong and in the wrong place.
Thus they hid here, and remained hiding, somewhere Lucilia would
not look.

‘As late as
we can reasonably get away with,’ he answered. ‘If we could go home
once the party’s over, that would be a win for me.’

‘Is Caesar
coming?’ Arcadios put in.

‘I don’t
think so. He was invited, of course, but he’s got rather a lot to
do at the moment.’

Aurelius gave
him a lascivious grin. ‘I’ll bet he does with two women in his
house.’

Another
wince. If Fronto kept this up he was going to have a face like a
prune, or at least that was what Lucilia kept telling him. ‘At
least it means he doesn’t need to decide whether to bring Calpurnia
or Cleopatra with him.’

That comment
caused an outbreak of laughter among the others. Once it settled,
it was Galronus who spoke quietly. ‘He’ll have to send her back to
Aegyptus, won’t he? I mean, he already has a wife. And he’s not
allowing the boy to inherit.’

They all
nodded at this. Caesar’s will had been witnessed by Fronto among
others, so he knew clearly what was in it. The lion’s share of all
he had would go to Octavian, with a reasonable sum to his other
nephews, Pedius and Pinarius. Caesarion was not even named in the
will. Oh, they all knew the boy would be looked after, but Caesar
had to be careful. Rome grudgingly accepted the presence of the
Aegyptian queen, so long as she held no actual power, but to
legitimise Caesarion would turn many a senator against
him.

‘Personally,’
Masgava put in, ‘if I were Caesar I would send her back to
Alexandria as a client queen of Rome with the boy set to inherit.
He would be pharaoh of Aegyptus in good time, and with close ties
to Rome. He would owe Rome and he’d know it. The place would be a
staunch ally. It’s the only feasible way.’

They all
acknowledged the sense in this with nods as Aurelius poured wine
into the cheap, cracked krater and added the water for a sensible
mix, dipping the cups in and passing them round. In the moment’s
silence, Fronto looked around, suddenly acutely aware they were
discussing a rather sensitive topic in a very public place. He
relaxed a little. There were only half a dozen other occupants, and
they were over at the far side, trying to stay out of the way of
the senator in their midst. This was not the sort of place a
senator stooped to visit, which was precisely why it attracted
Fronto, with the added bonus that Lucilia would never think to look
for him here.

It was as he
was considering the poor quality of his surroundings that the world
exploded into action.

A man
barrelled in through the doorway at speed and skidded to a halt in
the middle of the room, looking around and blinking, adjusting to
the dim interior. He was a swarthy fellow in a well-cut but very
miscellaneous tunic, solid boots, and wielding a nightstick of
solid ash that was already stained with blood and seemed to have
hair stuck to it. Fronto was just staring in surprise at the man
when a more familiar figure charged in after him and staggered to a
halt beside the club man.

Marcus
Antonius spun, focusing on the caupona’s owner.

‘You have a
back door?’

The barman
stared at him in shock. He was probably still reeling from a
senator coming in with his retinue, which had driven out half his
regulars in a heartbeat, and most certainly would not be prepared
for one of Rome’s most important persons darkening his door.
Antonius snapped the fingers of the hand not holding a club, with
some urgency. ‘Come on, man. A back door.’ He turned to his guard.
‘Pay the man.’

Fronto found
his voice from somewhere.

‘Antonius?’

The luminary
in the centre of the room turned slowly, brow furrowing.
‘Fronto?’

‘What in the
name of Venus’s left tit are you
doing here?’

‘Bit of a
problem outside,’ Antonius replied. ‘Is there a back
door?’

‘There is,’
Fronto replied with a grin, then raised his voice and cupped his
hands to his mouth as two more of Antonius’ men staggered in, one
of them bleeding from the head. ‘Sinna?’

As a door
opened near the bar, Antonius turned in fresh surprise. Fronto’s
guards burst in, alarmed at being summoned, their leader looking
this way and that for potential danger, his gaze falling on
Antonius and the three of his men. The last of Antonius’ guard from
outside arrived, backing through the door, struggling, fighting
someone off.

‘How many men
have you got?’ Antonius hissed.

‘Twenty, plus
us.’ He looked at the man fighting a valiant defence at the door.
The state of Antonius and his people suggested that they were up
against serious odds. Fronto rose and waved at the half dozen
deadbeats at the far side of the caupona. ‘A free day’s drinking
for anyone who helps protect my friend here.’

As the six
men rose greedily and picked up jugs, chairs and sticks, Fronto
grinned. ‘That makes near forty of us altogether.’

Now, Antonius
grinned. ‘That sounds more like it.’

He hefted his
club as the man in the doorway took a blow to the chest and fell
back, coughing, into the room. Fronto reached out behind him with
an empty palm. ‘Stick.’

He was
grateful that his people were already coming to know him and his
ways, for one of the slaves somehow immediately managed to lay his
hand on a length of vine wood not unlike a centurion’s rod, and
slapped it into his palm. He wrapped his fingers around it as he
rose, then swore for a moment as his knee gave a little wobble,
having been sat so long, before he straightened it.

The enemy
poured into the caupona now, the doorway unobstructed. They looked
this way and that, and an aura of doubt began to manifest as they
realised Antonius seemed to have found friends. Still, this did not
deter them for long, and moments later they were running at the men
in the bar. Fronto’s guards were still entering, pouring in through
the back door, and all present were piling in, engaging with the
mob.

Fronto
swished his vine stick for a moment, a grin settling onto his face.
Screw the senate. This was his kind of Roman politics. He looked at the men advancing slowly
and carefully on them in the rather restrictive confines of the
caupona. They were all dressed differently, all in relatively poor
gear. They all looked Roman enough, and among them he could see a
smattering of old legionary tunics and military boots, though only
here and there. They appeared to be a mob of the ordinary people of
Rome, with no other identifying mark than that some of them were
ex-soldiers.

One thing
that defined them, though, was that they were armed, and they were
enemies, and sometimes that was all that was needed.

Fronto
selected a man with dark, slightly oiled hair and a beige tunic
fastened with a plain leather belt. The man had a stout length of
wood in one hand, but was gripping and ungripping the other as
though in pain, presumably having suffered some injury outside. As
the man came for him, Fronto grinned nastily and hefted his vine
stick ready. He was just identifying weaknesses and deciding where
to hit the man when two of his own guard pushed in front of him and
created a defensive wall between him and the man.

Fronto
growled angrily, but his guards ignored him as they laid into the
man he’d targeted, pulverising him repeatedly until he fell,
whereupon one of them kept beating him to be sure, while the other
moved on to find another opponent. Angrily, Fronto pushed around
them and set his sights on another opponent. A pale man with spiky
blond hair spotted him and ran, stick held above his head. Fronto
grinned and pulled his own stick back at waist height. As the man
approached, Fronto began to duck in order to avoid the coming
downward blow while jabbing out at the man’s gut.

His shock as
he found himself pulled backwards was only overcome by his anger as
Masgava stepped into the gap between him and the man and slammed
his fist into the attacker’s gut, forcing the enemy to double over
with a squawk. Fronto looked around to find Arcadios gripping him,
having pulled him from danger. He glared at his friend.

‘You’d better
have a bloody good reason for that.’

The look
Arcadios gave him as he moved on to another target made it clear
that he had, and Fronto, even in the midst of a fight, pieced it
together in a moment. This was Lucilia’s doing. They had all been
told to under no circumstances let Fronto get into trouble. And
every man here, even Galronus, was absolutely loyal to Fronto and
would never ignore his orders for anything… except a command from
Lucilia, a woman they considered Fronto’s commanding
officer.

He roared,
partly in anger, partly frustration, as he found himself at the
back of the fight, thoroughly protected by friends and strangers
alike. Off to his left, Marcus Antonius was in a similar position,
safe behind everyone. He looked as frustrated as Fronto. The man
was every bit as much the soldier as him, after all.

Fronto chewed
his lip for a moment, looking this way and that, then his eyes fell
on one of his new guards who had just taken a glancing blow to the
head and was reeling, holding up his own club in an attempt to ward
off further attacks while his head spun. He was going to be hit
again, obviously, and the next blow might be either fatal or
debilitating. In a heartbeat, Fronto was there. His vine stick
lanced out, caught a blow that would have struck the beleaguered
guard on the head, and, grabbing the man’s tunic by the neck at the
back, hauled as hard as he could. The man lurched backwards with a
gasping cry, half-strangled by his tunic neck as Fronto pulled him
from danger. The man was still dazed and unbalanced and as he fell
back he dropped to the floor, swooning. Fronto was in his place in
a heartbeat, and that old familiar battle buzz was back.

He hadn’t
realised quite how much he’d missed it, though it had only been a
matter of months since he’d been at Munda facing off against the
enemies of the republic. A paean to Mars played in his heart as he
leapt forward, sprightly for his age, his vine stick tapping his
opponent’s club out of the way and then smacking the man rather
hard between the eyes. The man lurched, his own club
lowering.

‘Get back,
sir,’ called the man to his left, his tone urgent as he fought hard
with the man before him.

‘You look to
your own trouble,’ Fronto snorted as he smacked the man in front
again in exactly the same place, between the eyes. This time there
was an audible crack and the man staggered and then collapsed to
his knees, the club falling from his fingers to bounce across the
floor. Fronto was no novice to combat of any sort, and knew damn
well the dangers of assuming a man to be down only to find him
coming back at your unexpectedly. Consequently, even as he selected
another target, he slammed his hard leather boot into the man’s
head, snapping it back and quite possibly snapping the neck in the
process. The man dropped backwards to the filthy floor, shaking
into unconsciousness or death.

He could hear
warnings being bellowed now, and was vaguely aware of a thinning in
the ranks of their opposition. Indeed, as he moved towards the next
man, that assailant was already looking over his shoulder,
faltering, ready to run. Fronto, his battle face well and truly on
now, found himself reluctant to let the man go, and took a quick
step forward, then another, and then slammed his foot down hard. As
the man was turning, preparing to flee, suddenly the bones of his
left foot were being turned to shards and splinters under Fronto’s
merciless stamp. The man screamed, turning wide eyes on Fronto, who
replied with his vicious smile as he completed his double attack.
His forehead met that of his opponent, connecting with the lower
edge at the top of his eyes. He both felt and heard bones breaking,
and knew them not to be his. The man’s screaming stepped up a notch
as Fronto took a step back. His own head was a little swimmy from
the blow, though he knew in his case it would pass in moments. The
man he’d struck might live, might not, but if he did, he’d have
cause to remember that blow for the rest of his miserable life
through broken eye sockets.

As Fronto
stood, shaking his head in an attempt to clear it, he was vaguely
aware the enemy were pulling back from the caupona into the street,
fleeing. Hands were on him then, helping him, guiding him towards a
chair. With angry grumbles he waved them away. As he blinked,
recovering quickly, he became aware of a warm trickle just as blood
ran into the corner of his eye. He blinked again and when he’d
cleared it, Masgava was standing in front of him.

‘That had
better not be your blood,’ the Numidian said flatly. ‘If it is, your wife will
crucify us.’

Fronto
reached up and probed across his head. Bits of it felt slightly
sore, but he could find no actual wounds. He shook it, and wiped
the blood from his forehead with the sleeve of his tunic, then
looked at it with a sinking feeling. It was going to be really hard
to explain away that particular stain when he got back.

‘Listen, when
we get home, I have a job for you and Aurelius. Keep Lucilia busy
while I run and find my spare tunic.’

Masgava gave
him a scathing look. ‘You’re not going to hide this one. Not
without an hour in the baths, new tunic and boots and, if that head
butt was as hard as it looked, you’re not going to be able to hide
the bruises in a day or two.’

Fronto sighed
and turned to see Marcus Antonius striding towards him with a
smile. ‘Your presence here is most welcome, Fronto,’ the man
laughed. ‘Thank you for your timely assistance.’

‘If you want
to thank me, explain it to my wife, who’s going to do me far more
damage than they ever could.’

Antonius
laughed. ‘As it happens, I am at your soiree this evening. I shall
make sure to tell Lucilia of your valiant part in saving me from
ruffians.’

‘If you
really want to help, downplay my part in it as much as you
can.’

The man
laughed again. ‘I actually feared for my life out there for the
first time in a while.’

‘Who are
they?’

Antonius
shrugged. ‘No idea. I had been at Caesar’s villa, and crossed back
over from Transtiberim. They jumped us just out there, past the
forum boarium, though looking back on it, I think I was vaguely
aware of them even at Caesar’s before I went in.’

‘So they
followed you from Caesar’s. I wonder why. They look like a street
gang, but some of them are ex-soldiers.’ Fronto turned to his
friends. ‘Any ideas who they are?’

The others
began to move around, crouching, examining the bodies. It seemed
that the defenders had proved excellent soldiers and the attackers
had been shrewd and careful, for only the dead remained. Anyone
with a chance of living had been helped up and fled with the rest.
As Fronto finished cleaning himself up at the expense of his tunic,
finally Aurelius called ‘aha!’

‘What is
it?’

The former
legionary moved to another body and lifted his sleeve, looking at
his bicep just below the shoulder. A third and fourth seemed to
confirm his diagnosis.

‘What?’
Fronto urged.

‘They all
have the same tattoo. These are all members of one of the
collegia.’

Fronto nodded
slowly. The collegia were organised guilds in Rome. Some were
professional, such as the college of fetial priests, the college of
fishmongers of the Aventine, the college of Oppian scribes and so
on. Others were regional, based on location more than on
profession, such as the college of the northern Esquiline or the
college of the left-side Velabrum. Then there were others, and
plenty of them. In fact, Rome was almost as full of collegia as it
was of criminals or senators, two labels Fronto had decided were
often interchangeable.

‘Any idea
which college?’

‘Given the
wreath and the eagle on them all, they have to be a college of ex
legionaries, and the ‘I’? Well Caesar’s First are still relatively
new and mustered in Dalmatia ready for the Parthian campaign. Logic
says they’re the First Legion that Pompey commanded at
Pharsalus.’

Fronto took a
deep breath. ‘That might go a way to explaining it. Former
Pompeians. They could have been watching Caesar’s villa waiting for
opportunities for revenge. And seeing you would be perfect. They
would love you or me little more than they would Caesar. I tell
you, Antonius, the streets are becoming downright dangerous. I
would be much happier moving back to Tarraco, if Lucilia would let
me off this cursed cursus.’

Antonius
laughed. ‘I watched you in the middle of all that. You were in your
element. I can’t picture you rocking back on your chair at that
lovely villa in Hispania and discussing the harvest. Have you sold
that wine business, by the way?’

Fronto’s lip
curled. ‘Not yet. It’s not mine, now, though.’

That had been
another sore point. He was fond of his wine business. It was one
thing he’d done himself, albeit with the help of knowledgeable
associates. It was now a growing concern and one of the more
important wine import businesses of the city. But senators were
forbidden from indulging in business. All his income was to come
from rents. He was going to have to sell the business and buy up
some land. In the meantime, he had transferred the company deeds to
Catháin, while taking a healthy share of the profits.

‘It might not
be as simple as Pompeians taking pot shots at Caesarian officers,’
Arcadios put in, looking down at the bodies.

‘Oh?’

‘From what I
hear it’s increasingly common for the collegia to be working for
someone with money, more or less a private army made up of ordinary
people in the street.’

Masgava
nodded. ‘It’s true. You remember Clodius and Milo? Their
gangs?’

Fronto
nodded. He remembered them all too well.

‘Clodius and
Milo used the collegia in their gang wars. It might be that someone
is targeting Caesar, or Marcus Antonius, or both. And if they are,
then you might well appear on their list, too.’

Fronto shook
his head. ‘Who would care about me?’

Antonius
answered that. ‘Anyone who lives and has a grudge against Caesar.
Cicero? Minucius Basilus, Antistius Labeo? Petronius? The Caecilii?
It’s a pretty long list, Fronto. I wonder whether it’s worth
investigating.’

‘Maybe,’
conceded Fronto doubtfully. ‘Personally, I’ll mark it up to
opportunity and bad luck unless it happens again. Anyway, I’d best
head off. I need to get myself cleaned up and changed before
Lucilia sees me.’

Antonius
laughed. ‘Good. I’ll see you at your place tonight,
then.’

Fronto gave
him a scathing look. ‘And I’ll go and lock the wine cellar
ready.’


Chapter Three

 


‘Should you
be getting involved?’

Fronto sighed
as he belted his tunic, Lucilia’s concerned tone hanging in the
still winter air. ‘I am involved, whether I like it or
not.’

‘But there
are levels of
involvement. Try to stay on the edge, Marcus.’

‘It’s
probably an isolated incident. Caesar isn’t short of enemies, even
with the wars over. They’re just a different sort of enemy now, in
the city, pretending to be peaceful citizens. These men were
veterans of Pompey’s legions. The wars are over and most of the
legions disbanded, but those who served Pompey have found
themselves without the benefits of Caesar’s veterans. There’s
always going to be bad feeling. I think this was just
disenfranchised ex-soldiers trying to take out their anger on
Caesar and finding the next best thing in Marcus
Antonius.’

‘But
you’re the next best
thing to him. If
armed ruffians feel content to go attacking Caesar’s former
officers in the street, none of you are safe. You, Antonius,
Galronus, Brutus. Steer clear of any involvement with Antonius,
dear, in case they come back for more. You’ll find yourself dragged
into trouble.’

‘Trouble
finds me,’ Fronto grunted. ‘You know that.’

‘So take a
stand, Marcus. Maybe you can be the one to bring these people back
into line, make them law-abiding citizens.’

‘How?’

‘You’re a
senator now, and I’m sure Caesar will be able to find a praetorship
for you. You finally have influence in the upper circles of Rome,
and with men like Galronus sitting in the senate, too, you’ll have
support. Try to help these people. Show them Caesar’s vaunted
clemency. Persuade the senate to grant extra pension bonuses to the
veterans of the losing side in the war, as well as the
winners.’

Fronto
frowned. He’d actually been intending to do as little as possible
in the senate, to sit in the back row and snooze if possible, and
do nothing of any import. But now that Lucilia said it, that was
actually a damn good idea. He found that a small smile had crept
onto his face. He didn’t want to be a law-maker, but if Rome was
going to remember him for anything political, why not
re-enfranchising the army?’

‘I’ll have a
think on it, dear.’

‘A senator
has a duty to make the world a better place, Marcus.’

‘Yes,
dear.’

She gave him
a look that he knew well. She was aware that when he said ‘yes
dear,’ he was effectively trying to end a conversation he wasn’t
enjoying. She straightened, but at that moment one of the household
slaves appeared in the doorway, clearing his throat.

Fronto looked
across at the man, as did Lucilia.

‘The doorman
reports visitors approaching, Domine,’ the man said, addressing
Fronto, eyes lowered in respect.

‘Who?’

‘It would
appear to be the dictator, Domine, Gaius Julius Caesar.’

Fronto’s
brows arched as he looked across at his wife. ‘An unexpected visit,
especially so early in the morning. Caesar’s usually having his
salutatio at this time, and he’s then wrapped up in admin for
hours.’

Lucilia gave
him a smile. ‘How fortunate we are that the house is in good
order.’

And it was.
The house was often a little untidy, partly through the activity of
the two boys, partly because Fronto was used to simply leaving
things around in his campaign tent with no one to complain, a habit
he was finding hard to break back in the city. But the grand party
the other night had required a large clear up, and the house was
still in good condition from that.

‘It’s too
late for him to want breakfast,’ Fronto mused, then gestured to the
slave. ‘But have wine and water brought to the winter triclinium,
and arrange some trays of pastries and the like, just in
case.’

Lucilia
nodded. ‘Bring out the best
pastries, the ones from Eurysaces’ place. And the
very best tableware. And the vintage Falernian.’

‘I have
plenty of good wines I’ve imported myself,’ Fronto grumbled. ‘The
stuff in my private supply costs a fortune.’

‘This is
Rome, Marcus, and these men are Rome’s masters. You really have to
learn to play the game.’

Fronto gave
her a noncommittal grunt, then shuffled out of the room, adjusting
his attire and swatting away the hands of the slave who hurried
over to help. Servants had
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