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Dedication

This one’s for Barbs, who understands that too

much of a good thing is absolutely wonderful

 


I

NO ONE COULD SAY FOR CERTAIN QUITE HOW IT STARTED. Some blamed that pot-bellied quarrymaster, home from Numidia. Others suggested it was the legacy of two Lebanese flautists passing through on their way to Iberia. Who could say? But like the first blue wisp of a heath fire, it passed virtually unnoticed, for the citizens of Rome had more pressing things on their minds.

The first two weeks of May had been treacherously hot. A vicious reminder of why so few festivals were scheduled in a month set aside not for rejoicing, but for restraint. For purification rites rather than revelry. Some years the problem was cold, scorching the vines and wizening the buds. Other years rain, inducing the blight and the mildew and worms in the cattle. In fact, so grim were May’s auspices, marriages were rarely contracted and, as crops in the countryside shrivelled, cityfolk discovered that, virtually overnight, Rome was transformed from a glamorous metropolis into a stinking, fly-riddled furnace.

What use were great soaring arches, triumphal basilicas, if your children had no air to breathe? When the meat for your dinner turned rancid, fruit rotted and the poison from the quills of the wryneck bird could not hold back the rats? No longer confined to the slums, vermin scampered openly over the Forum and left droppings on tables and plates and on pillows. Sleep was impossible. And when people arose, crotchety and drained, their tunics would cling to their flesh regardless how often they bathed. Purple hollows formed under their eyes and even Old Man Tiber began showing his age. Dark brown and sluggish, his treacly current stank worse than the sewers, and although aqueducts fetched treasured water down from the hills, the channels were covered and this generated heat of its own.

Thus, as a million souls gulped tepid water and prayed to Jupiter for mercy’s sake, for all our sakes, please send a change in the weather, so the little blue wisp gathered strength.

At first it was just the wife of a carpenter. A slight hoarseness. A fever. A few livid spots on her chest. Crushed by the heat and mistrustful of doctors, she dosed herself with fenugreek and took to her bed, smug at the money she’d saved.

Then two small boys, the sons of a wheelwright, succumbed and their mother had no such qualms about medics. They had expelled her husband’s bladder stones, cured her sister’s colic and eased her father’s pain with henbane when he lay dying. But by the time the physician arrived at her home, four more cases had been reported on the Quirinal Hill.

And the little blue wisp that was Plague prepared to lay to waste its territory.

 


II

ONE HUNDRED MILES TO THE NORTH THE AIR WAS no less sultry, the heat every bit as oppressive, yet the plague was the least of Claudia’s worries. She’d needed out, and she’d needed out fast, and this luxurious spa was as good a place as any to lie low for a while. Only—

‘Hrrrrow!’

Inside her cage, Drusilla, Claudia’s blue-eyed, cross-eyed dark Egyptian cat, took the opportunity to remind her mistress how uncomfortable it was inside this wooden crate and how long it had been since she’d had a proper mouse, adding that if Claudia had any decent feelings whatsoever, she’d stop buggering about and get the hell indoors.

‘Stow it, you flea-riddled feline,’ Claudia hissed back. ‘I could have left you in Rome!’ To contend with feral dogs scavenging the runnels, to be chased from the bakeshops, kicked aside by the hucksters, snarled at by beggars. ‘You, my girl, should count your lucky stars. Just look where I’ve brought you.’

Stretching out before them, the placid waters of Lake Plasimene shimmered in the haze, its reed-lined shores a blur, the wooded hills which sheltered them the merest blue smudge. In place of the multitude of sweating humanity all snapping, bumping, joggling their way through a maze of twisty lanes, day crickets rasped among the pines like blunted woodsaws and a spotted lizard scampered over the flagstones to disappear into a crack in the wall. Here, the air was redolent with bay trees and balm, and lavender and pinks filled the place of stale wine from smoky taverns and the sulphurous stench from the fullers’ yards.

From the corner of Drusilla’s wooden crate came a subdued ‘Mrrr’ at the pronounced absence of screaming children, the graunch of mill-wheels, the deep piles of mule shit.

‘I know.’ Claudia sighed in sympathy. ‘Hell, isn’t it?’

She paused outside the gold-painted gates to tip the lackey who had carried her trunk. It was not too late to turn back…

Oh, come on, who are you kidding? Thanks to the epidemic, half the city’s emptied out. There isn’t one goddamned bed from the Alps to the Sorrentine peninsula which has not been laid claim to, be thankful you’re booked in here! She shifted Drusilla’s crate to her other hand and passed through the archway. Nailed to the gate was a schedule of events and Claudia scanned the list. Thanks to Pylades the Greek discovering a spring on this cliff-like promontory which projected several hundred yards into the lake, all manner of diversions appeared to be on offer, from mud wallows to massage, perfuming to pedicures, and let’s not forget the spa waters themselves, but…

‘What’s on at the arena?’ she enquired of the janitor.

‘No arena.’ He sniffed. ‘Only the foundations dug out so far.’

Fair enough. ‘The theatre?’

‘Well, the walls is mostly up. I reckon first production should open, come autumn.’

Good grief, a girl could have popped her clogs from boredom long before then. ‘Then,’ Claudia lowered her voice, ‘where will I find the dice games?’

‘Dice?’

‘Yes, yes, I know they’re illegal.’ That never stops them. ‘Where can I join in?’

‘Ah,’ he said, scratching his beard, ‘there’s a choir performing tonight.’

‘Hrrrrroww.’ The sound might have come from Drusilla or her mistress.

With a depressing sense of foreboding, Claudia followed the travertine path towards the flight of red marble steps. Catering purely for the monied classes, Pylades had spared no expense in constructing this magnificent lakeside retreat, incorporating libraries and loggias, museums and great works of art…and choirs. Across the lake, a great crested grebe dived for molluscs and a black tern hovered over its reflection in the shimmering waters. Dammit, this exile into purgatory wouldn’t be necessary if she’d been given half a chance to explain! To point out that she’d looked upon that money as a loan. That come the end of the month she’d intended to replace those wretched coins, perhaps even add a spot of interest, should a certain Syrian charioteer finish first again.

I mean, the cash had been in a depository, for heaven’s sake. Who the hell checks their depository?

The answer, unfortunately, was one Sabbio Tullus, owner of said fortune. With the plague having no respect for status, age or gender, Tullus adjudged that now might be a prudent time to vacate the city and spend a few weeks overseeing his estate in Frascati and, fearing robbery in his absence, decided to take his silver along for the ride.

Claudia couldn’t say who was the more surprised. Tullus, finding a gaping hole in the repository wall. Or Claudia, loading up her satchel.

The instant that key had rattled the lock, she was out through the gap like an elver, but there hadn’t been time to reposition the loose block of stone. Tullus, goddammit, had seen her!

Typical that for all the resort’s opulence and splendour, there wasn’t a living soul to be seen. Not counting the gateman, the only other human on the planet appeared to be an immense Oriental, standing with his feet set solidly apart and his arms folded across his tight black leather vest, staring towards the misty blue hills which cradled Plasimene. Apart from a topknot on the poll, his head was shaved and glistening, and the only other outcrop of hair sprouted from his upper lip, which, like the topknot, hung disproportionately long. Pegging him as the sort of chap whose idea of releasing an animal into the wild meant kicking a cat off a cliff, Claudia reckoned he’d be just the sort Tullus would send to ask for his money back.

But then again, a dozen bruisers on her tail was better than the course he had actually taken.

As the searing heat beat down upon her back, Claudia groaned. The gods must be wetting themselves on Olympus at the mess she’d gotten into. I ask you, fancy calling out the army! Jupiter, Juno and Mars, what was the silly sod thinking of? Not that the military was concerned with the theft of a few silver denarii—no, no, that was a civil, as opposed to a criminal, misdemeanour. Rather, Claudia believed, their ears pricked up because one of the caskets in that strongroom happened to belong to Tullus’ nephew, who in turn was related by marriage to a second cousin of the Emperor’s wife.

The connection was distant. But not so distant that it failed to qualify as potential treasonable theft!

The authorities could prove nothing, of course. A feeble little thing like me, officer? Surely a case of mistaken identity? I’ll have you know, I’m a respectable young widow, and just look at this house, it boasts two storeys, a peristyle and an internal bath room, do I look like a common criminal? But the authorities weren’t stupid. This theft concerned the Emperor and, like the tiger, they were prepared to stalk their prey, waiting for that one, fatal mistake.

Then the letter came. Luck? Or was the motive more sinister?

Mounting the red marble steps, Claudia glanced back towards the spa’s bath complex, its limestone walls sparkling white in the sunshine with red valerian tumbling from urns set on pedestals. Relax. No one there. To the right of the path, nestling in a grove of immature walnut trees, sat the tiny, circular shrine dedicated to Carya, the nymph of the spring. There was nobody there, either, apart from a toothless old peasant woman rocking herself back and forth, and why should there be? Heaven knows, she’d taken a convoluted enough route to arrive here, had left enough false trails to confuse even the most zealous trufflehound.

In any case, why shouldn’t an old friend of Claudia’s husband cancel his furlough in order to deal with the crisis in the public water supply? And why, having done so, shouldn’t he take pity on the pretty young widow and offer her the booking here instead? Paranoia is setting in once I suspect every stroke of luck which comes my way! There was nothing, she decided, nothing at all which could trouble her here, except maybe her jaws locking open from yawning too much.

‘There you go, poppet.’

Slipping the latch to Drusilla’s cage, Claudia marched towards the entrance, where two liveried Nubians heaved open the mighty oak doors and where, inside, Pylades himself was waiting to greet her.

‘Welcome.’ He stretched out both hands. ‘Welcome, my dear, to Atlantis.’

 


III

WOULD YOU BELIEVE IT? If someone had asked the resort’s founder what he was expecting, Pylades would have demurred that, with her accommodation paid for by a man whose name was not Seferius, it was really none of his business, and largely this was true. He’d seen them come, he’d seen them go. Some loud and blowsy, some blushing and timid, some actually believing their married benefactors loved them and intended to set up home one day. In this instance, however, when Claudia swept into the Great Hall like a whirlwind, ignoring the vast rolling seascapes which covered the walls and the honeycomb ceiling inset with ivory and mother-of-pearl but complaining instead of a lack of stimulating entertainment, Pylades resolved to break with tradition and make this young lady his business.

When the tornado finally paused for breath and became aware that the temperature in the Great Hall was several degrees cooler than outside, thanks to canvas awnings which shaded the clerestory windows and the cascade of iced water which rippled down a channel in its stepped marble floor, the Greek had already drunk in the rounded curves of her hips, the tilt of her luscious chin, the tumble of her wayward curls—now, there was a neck ripe for nuzzling! He imagined his tongue gliding down to that sumptuous cleavage, where… Clasping his hands together, he held them in front of his body to conceal the change which was beginning to take place.

‘You travel light, I see,’ he said, referring to her single trunk. Always an encouraging sign.

‘Alas,’ she smiled, and he had cause to thank his prudent use of hand space, because her fluttering eyelashes induced a further quivering in his loins, ‘since there was but the one place left on the ship which set me down along the coast, my servants and baggage were forced to follow by road.’

‘Ah, the plague, the plague.’ Pylades nodded wisely. ‘Indeed, my dear, you’re fortunate this reservation was made before the contagion broke out, we are turning even senators away for lack of space.’

Was it too soon to make his move? Like curving a shepherd’s crook, you had to judge the temperature of the chestnut pole absolutely right. Too hot and it’ll snap. Too cold, the wood won’t bend. He considered the accommodation—a room with a wide double couch and a view directly overlooking the lake. Then he considered the sparsity of her luggage and ways she might reward the gift of a brand-new wardrobe complete with slippers, stoles and parasol. Maybe a pendant or two, if she performed that little trick he liked so very much…

‘Your man friend is not accompanying you?’ he ventured.

‘The term, Pylades, is family friend.’

It excited him the way her eyes flashed. Hrrrmph. ‘To the right, across the bridge over the watercourse, is the banqueting hall,’ he explained, ‘and beyond that the twin-storied sun porch. Straight ahead of you is our famous Athens Canal, with the domed loggia leading off to the right.’

As he continued to acquaint her with the layout of Atlantis, Pylades could only think of her eyes shining with gratitude at the magnificent embroideries, the shawls, the sandals he presented her with every time she spread herself across that wide double couch…

‘You will, of course, need a man to guide you,’ he told her, his gaze latching on to the points of her breasts. ‘A red-blooded male, a real man, who can steer you to unimagined pleasures.’

‘Can you point me one out?’

Beneath his clasped hands, something went limp and the arrival of a tall, middle-aged man striding across the hall could not have been better timed. With only a cursory smile at the guest, the newcomer peered at Pylades. ‘Everything all right?’ he enquired. ‘Only you seem somewhat red in the face.’

The Greek smiled wanly back. ‘Kamar,’ he introduced weakly, ‘our resident physician.’

‘Who is either sorely overworked,’ the Seferius woman said tartly, ‘or else has nothing to do.’

‘Pardon me?’

Pylades was glad it was Kamar who stepped in, his own wounds were smarting enough.

‘There seems,’ Claudia waved her arm to embrace the whole resort, ‘a distinct shortage of patients for you, suggesting Atlantis is either deserted or they’re all laid up sick in their beds.’

‘No, no, I told you,’ Pylades had a notion his voice had acquired a peculiarly plaintive quality, ‘we’re full up. It’s just that your arrival coincides with siesta.’ He turned to the Etruscan for support. ‘Kamar, you see, swears by afternoon naps.’

‘He would, wouldn’t he? And should he make a mistake, he can cover that up, as well. With six feet of earth.’

Pylades felt his head spinning. He’d been mauled in public and in private. His resident physician had been savaged. Yet his only desire was to yank the tunic from her body and take her here and now, on the spot. ‘Kamar,’ he growled, ‘could you spare a word in the office?’ Anything to break free of this witch’s spell. Clicking his fingers, he summoned a lackey to take the young lady’s trunk and unpack but as he strode off, he heard his visitor tell the servant that he’d better feed Drusilla while he was about it.

‘Would that be your maid, madam?’

‘She has a preference for sardines and cooked chicken, unless—’ over his shoulder, Pylades saw Claudia delve into her trunk and retrieve a crisp parchment fan ‘—you happen to have a mouse handy?’

As the feeling of faintness engulfed Pylades, he thought that at least now he had genuine grounds on which to consult his physician.

Φ

Quite what a Greek architect had been doing on a remote Etruscan promontory in the first place no one had bothered to ask, but his discovery of the spring combined with his perspicacity to develop the site had made Pylades a very rich man, you could tell from the gold clinging to his fingers and hanging round his neck. Even his fawn tunic, a masterstroke in understated elegance, had not escaped the soft breath of Midas. Claudia studied the retreating back of her host. Greek, of course, could mean anything—blond Adonises to strapping gladiator types, snooty Athenians to the proud Andros islanders—but unless she missed her guess, Pylades, with his swarthy skin and stocky frame, hailed from shepherd stock.

And as for that beanpole strutting at his side, either Kamar had no use for the likes of tonic waters, manicures and mudbaths or the remedies weren’t working. With lips that turned perpetually inwards, he seemed as devoid of humour as he was of hair—in fact, he reminded Claudia of a tortoise with a particularly spiteful attack of the piles.

Still. At least, Kamar hadn’t tried to make a pass at her—unlike that dirty-minded little toad, Pylades. Who the hell did he think he was dealing with? Some little bit of fluff playing second fiddle to a man who wants the best of both worlds while she has the worst of one?

‘I am no man’s mistress,’ she informed the gurgling watercourse as she strode across the footbridge. Claudia Seferius is master of her own damned destiny, thank you.

She began to hum a jaunty marching song. It wasn’t strictly true, of course, what she had told Pylades about her attendants following on. In situations such as this, a girl couldn’t be too careful and it was best she brought no servants, not even her bodyguard, and even more advisable she left no forwarding address. When the heat over the Tullus incident died down, she’d slip home, but until then? Until then, no one knew where to find her. Unless one counts the sender of the letter…

Whilst for the slaves there was no such luxury as siesta (sweatroom furnaces still need stoking, mud heated, towels aired), the silence in the banqueting hall was unnerving, broken only by the crackle of frankincense resin which burned in the wall-mounted braziers and the slap of Claudia’s soft leather sandals on the mosaic. With her eyes ranging over the gilded rafters and the statuary set in niches along the length of both walls, the voice made the hum catch in her throat.

‘I don’t advise the sun porch.’ The voice belonged to a young man sprawled across one of the couches. ‘It faces south and is far too hot this time of day. You’ll be burned lobster red within minutes.’

‘Will I really?’

‘The name’s Cal.’ He leapt off the seat and, to Claudia’s astonishment, performed a backward flip which ended in an elaborate bow. ‘Short for Calvus, and since you’re a new girl in school and this resort is vast, you’ll need to be shown a few ropes.’

‘Not by you.’ He was young. Maybe twenty. Which made him a full five years younger than herself.

‘I feel you—’

‘You’ll feel nothing,’ she said, sweeping past. ‘Better men than you have tried today.’

Man? Even as it formed on her tongue, the word jarred. The quality of his clothes and the rings on his fingers suggested he was the son of a senator, or possibly a legate or a judge or a general. His education would have taken place in Athens, he’d have attended university in Alexandria, no doubt he’d have a year’s experience in a public department under his belt, say the Mint or the roads or temple rebuilding. In all likelihood, he’d have wed at sixteen and could well be the father of two with a third on the way.

‘No.’ He laughed. ‘I was about to say, I feel you misjudge me! You think I’m too young to know what’s what around here, but I have to warn you, there’s nothing I don’t know about Atlantis.’

Claudia studied the crinkling green eyes and spade-shaped jaw and thought, I’ll bet there isn’t. ‘Like, for instance?’

‘Like, for instance, your name is Claudia Seferius, you’re a widow, you’ve recently arrived with your cat. The same cat, incidentally, that has already caused chaos in the kitchens, terror in the tackroom and absolute pandemonium in the parrot house.’

Claudia stiffened. How could he possibly know so much?

‘Easy.’ He grinned, suggesting he read minds as a means of acquiring his knowledge. ‘While Pylades was greeting you in the hall, I nipped into his office to look up your registration.’

Simple as that? Well, why not…?

Cal, she noticed, had remained beside his couch as she headed towards the sun porch, therefore it came as something of a surprise to see a blur of blue linen flash by.

‘Most people,’ she pointed out, ‘walk or even run to catch up.’ She’d never met one before who cartwheeled through life.

Cal jumped upright to block her way. ‘You don’t listen,’ he said, and his corn-coloured hair flopped back into place. ‘It’s too hot on the veranda this time of day, you’ll make yourself sick. Walk with me, instead. Everyone enjoys a walk round the museum—’

Claudia pushed her face close to his. ‘Do I look like you could shear me for wool?’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Or cut me into lamb chops?’

‘I’m afraid you’ve still lost me,’ Cal said.

‘Neither,’ she added, ‘do I go “baaa”, is that sinking in? Good. Because, now we’ve established I’m not a sheep, perhaps you’d allow me to do my exploring on my own.’ 

‘Nonsense.’ He slipped his arm into hers. She slipped it away. He slipped it back again. ‘Everyone needs company and Atlantis,’ he whispered, steering her towards a hidden alcove, ‘is stuffed to the gunwales with secrets.’ Gently he ushered her behind a gilded statue of Bacchus. ‘For the price of a kiss, I’ll reveal the trick Pylades uses to keep the hall so cool.’

Claudia caught the sharp tang of the alecost on his tunic. ‘I’m prepared to live in ignorance.’ 

‘One little kiss,’ he cajoled, ‘on the lips.’

Claudia freed her arm with a jerk. ‘I know that routine, Cal. A kiss on the lips—and then it’s all over.’

And yet, caught in the smoky intensity of dark beech-leaf eyes, had she not been tempted? Just a fraction? Had hot blood not surged through her veins when his hand brushed her cheek, stirring up feelings she’d long ago believed buried?

Acknowledging defeat with a click of his tongue, Cal leaned across her, pushed against the side wall and suddenly Claudia found herself outdoors, in the middle of the grove of young walnut trees which surrounded the Temple of Carya.

‘There!’ He laughed. ‘Wasn’t that worth a—?’

‘No.’

Dear Diana, this boy wouldn’t know a refusal if it clocked him round the ear with a haddock. So why was that curiously pleasing?

In the grove, silent and secluded, offerings to the nymph dangled among the flaccid leaves—gaily coloured ribbons, terracotta plaques, wooden figurines, as well as an array of silver votive bells waiting for a breeze to set them dancing. By the gods, shade or no shade, it was hot! Sensing her discomfort, Cal whisked the fan from her hand and flapped the parchment with vigour, his eyes following the ruffle of her hair and the billow of her turquoise cotton gown. It was only when his gaze fixed upon her breasts and didn’t waver that Claudia snatched the fan back. Behind them, the door had swung to and, hidden by the painted decorations on the stucco, there was nothing to suggest its existence.

It was like a door to the Underworld, opening into a silent copse where no birds sang and only masculine voices floated out from the temple, one loud and deep, the other high and protesting.

‘That’s Mosul, the priest,’ Cal explained in a voice so oozing with poise that it cut short further imaginings. ‘Hates Jews so much you’d think he was a Babylonian, but my word, what a perfectionist. He won’t allow Leon—that’s who he’s railing at now—to go near the spring in case the young acolyte upsets Carya and her holy waters dry up.’ Cal’s arm found its way round Claudia’s waist. ‘I’ll let you in on another secret.’

Using the closed fan, Claudia swatted him away, though not before they had both registered the five-count delay. It felt good, a man’s touch, she reflected. But then it had been a long time…

‘Come.’ His hand closed round her wrist and Claudia found herself spinning between the trunks of the walnuts and into a clump of dank elders before being plunged into a steep, descending darkness. Cool! It was cool! She gasped with shock as her back connected with the chill of the rock face. He’d led her to a cave, where the stone was cold but not slimy, to a world which was dark but not damp. And at a time when sheets soaked through in the night and grey mould covered the bread, this was surely the Elysian Fields.

Against the far wall, serpentine lights danced a horizontal shimmy and water plink-plink-plinked into a pool. The spring. Cal had brought her to the sacred spring, where the shadows were the reflections of ripples on water and where the drips were the tears of the nymph.

In the darkness, Cal moved closer and the suddenness overwhelmed her. ‘Cal,’ she warned.

But a husky voice whispered, ‘Come to me, Claudia. Love with me.’

‘Cal, I—’ Her own voice was as ragged as his. Sweet Jupiter, how long since she’d felt release with a man?

Again he was reading her mind, sensed her desires, her pent-up frustrations. ‘I know what you want,’ he said, and by all that was holy, she did.

His hands cupped her chin, she could smell the freshness of mint on his breath. Sex with a stranger, wasn’t that every woman’s fantasy? Who would know? A young man, handsome and confident, in a place hidden by sanctity? Who would ever find out?

‘This will be the best ever, I promise,’ and she knew it was no idle boast. From the moment she’d set eyes on him, Cal had oozed sex.

Claudia fought for control. Her pulse raced, her flesh was on fire. This was no callow youth fumbling his way over her breasts or trying to press up against her. Cal’s seduction was moulded. A shudder ran through her body. His touch, when it came, would be light and exploratory. Take its time…

‘Go with it,’ he urged, and still he had not so much as kissed her. ‘Don’t fight what’s inside you.’ When his thumbs moved up to caress her cheekbones, she knew he was aware of her trembling. ‘Let me give you,’ he rasped, ‘super sex.’

‘In that case, Cal.’ Was that strangled voice hers? ‘I’ll have the soup now and take a raincheck on the sex.’

He laughed, and the laughter was good, and Claudia found herself respecting the man who backed off when he knew the answer was no. Indeed, her heart raced that little bit faster.

‘Oh, Claudia, there are so many things I must show you,’ he whispered. One finger hooked a wayward curl and gently released it. ‘But for now, let me impart one more mystery.’ He pointed towards the back of the cave. ‘Do you see it?’

She blinked at the yawning blackness to the right of the cistern. ‘A tunnel?’

‘Apertures have been gouged in the rock to let in light and once you acclimatize to the gloom and that rather steep slope, you’ll be fine. Trust me.’

Claudia hesitated. That passageway looked less than inviting…

‘Chicken!’ Grabbing her hand, he raced towards the gaping hole, leaving her no option but to tumble behind him.

The tunnel smelled of mildew and copper and had a faint whiff of fish, but Calvus was right. Once you got used to the punctuations of light then dark, light then dark, the way was smooth, being tamped earth—and it was also exciting. A secret underpass, he explained, a shortcut from the temple down to the lake, passing directly beneath the sun porch and emerging…

‘Ta-da!’ He gave a theatrical flourish of the wrist. 

‘Ooh, a thicket of alder and willow, how lovely.’

Cal aimed a mock punch and pointed upwards through a gap in the greenery to where, forty feet above, rose the colonnade which surrounded the little domed loggia which in turn led off the famous Athens Canal.

In spite of herself, Claudia was impressed. ‘How many secrets have you uncovered here, Cal?’

‘Me, I know everything,’ he said with exaggerated loudness. ‘In fact as long as one understands the golden rule here, one understands everything.’

Claudia tilted her head on one side. ‘And what, pray, is this golden rule?’

‘That whoever owns the gold, rules. Now.’ With the back of his hand, he shooed her away. ‘Off you go, Claudia Seferius, get the exploring out of your system and when you return, we’ll settle down to some serious flirting.’ 

Will we, indeed?

‘I’ll be waiting,’ he said, ‘right here, on this spot.’ He leaned his weight against the rock and crossed his arms over his chest. ‘With a picnic of lobsters and mussels, peaches and cherries, which we’ll wash down with a jug of chilled hyssop wine, and as the sun sets over the lake I’ll tell you why Pylades named this place Atlantis.’

‘You’ll be wasting your time,’ she warned, working her way out of the thicket to where, across a rough patch of grassland, a tethered flotilla of fishing boats bobbed on the lazy blue water.

In the shade of his upturned coracle, a fisherman snored open-mouthed, the net he’d been mending half submerged in the water, his heather needle slack in his hand. From the reed-beds, a single moorhen croaked, and flies buzzed round a dead fish washed up on the shingle.

The spell had been broken back there in the cave. Claudia was no longer tempted by the touch of Cal’s flesh—furtive couplings were not the answer to either her problems or his. But all the same, she knew with full certainty that, despite the numerous paths which led back to Atlantis, Claudia Seferius would return to that tunnel to share a jug of chilled wine with a young extrovert who knew too many secrets.

Including (who knows?) her own.

 


IV

PHEW, IT WAS HOT! YOU’D THINK A STRETCH OF WATER five miles by six would afford at least a modicum of relief, but no. On the foreshore it was as sticky as ever and Claudia’s fan turned out to be a waste of seven sesterces. The humidity transformed crisp parchment into limp lettuce and Claudia lobbed the folded fan like a javelin into the lake, but the margins proved shallow and its boxwood frame lodged in the silt, sticking out like a defiant childish tongue.

Still. If one cave had been gouged out of the rocks, by heavens, there’d almost certainly be a number of others.

Unhooking a small grey boat from the jetty, Claudia headed for the island closest to the promontory and whose slopes, like the cliff on which Atlantis was perched, rose almost vertically from the water. According to the man who’d carried her luggage, the island had remained uninhabited until, attracted by Pylades’ development, a rich banker decided this would make a perfect place for retirement. Clearing the wooded slopes along the southern shore, he built himself the sumptuous Villa Tuder (modestly named after himself) and systematically indulged the place with riches including a fifty-foot-high statue of a man, his hand outstretched in supplication to the dawn, although from this distance it was impossible to make out more than a hazy glimmer of the villa, let alone any embellishments.

However, Claudia had no desire to mingle with bankers, retired or otherwise. That north shore, she suspected, would be deep in shade right now, and undoubtedly oozing with caverns, cool and dark and running with water.

The blades sucked and slurped as the rowboat cleaved a course across the still, blue waters. Some idiot on the road said the island was dangerous, a place to avoid after a group of yobs set loose a boar a couple of days ago as a joke. Clearly he was winding her up, otherwise he’d know, as she did from experience of the creatures which roamed her own estate, that boar were timid beasts. Granted they got a little humpy when they had a litter to protect, but the only problem Claudia had experienced was keeping them away from the vines, whose tender young shoots appealed so wholeheartedly to their taste buds. So no. One hairy pig was not a problem. It was this stifling, unbreathable heat.

Across the wide expanse of water, Atlantis shimmered like smoke from a candle, diffusing the landscape so that the building merged with the lake and the sky. There were, she supposed, worse places to lie low, but without dice? Without theatrical performances and dazzling displays in the arena? Atlantis had got off to a promising enough start, but without leopards pitted against tigers or dancing elephants to cheer, it looked like being a bloody long break from civilization.

Tying the little boat to a stem of wild cane, Claudia waded ashore and stripped off her pink cotton robe, draping it over a juniper bush. Now about that babbling brook…

Soft sandals made no sound on leaf litter moist from prolonged humidity, it was like walking on sponge, and the woods were eerily still. No birds, no rustle of leaves, no scamper of squirrels, just the incessant sawing of crickets. Even bees would wait until the sun angled low before raiding the brambles and banks of wild mint. Amplified by the heat, the fragrance of white clematis and pines scented the air, and the oaks and the beech wafted out waves of tranquillity.

What was that?

Claudia paused by a poplar and listened. There it was again. A scuffling sound. Like a barrel rolling through scrub. And again.

‘Hello?’ Her voice sounded thin, even to her own ears. She lowered the pitch. ‘Anyone there?’

The shuffle ceased, and then she remembered the boar. Good! Now it had heard her, it would either retreat or stand still and idly she wondered whether it would be lonely out here or whether the yobs, in their ignorance, had released it among a herd of its kind.

Pulling a leaf from a sweet bay, Claudia rubbed its scent into her fingers. How long, she wondered, need she keep clear of Rome? A week? Two? Before the furore over Tullus’ money died down? She’d need to return soon, to find out how her vineyards were faring in the drought. Heaven knows, the business her husband bequeathed was not doing well. A poor harvest would finish it off.

The raucous chatter from a magpie made her jump. Goddammit, that’s enough! First I suspect Cal of being a military spy, now I’m spooked by the woods. Time to head back to the lake. But Claudia hadn’t retraced more than a dozen paces when her ears picked up the sound of heavy breathing. The hairs on her scalp prickled. There was something moving behind her…

Oh, grow up. Since when have wild boar begun stalking their victims? The laugh of a woodpecker mirrored her sentiments, and Claudia was ashamed of her mindless stupidity.

Then she smelled it.

‘Holy shit!’

For a moment, she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Wild boar be buggered. This was the biggest BEAR she’d ever clapped sight on!

Unable to comprehend the message which her eyes transmitted to her brain, Claudia merely goggled as it reared on to its hind legs, its paws splayed, mesmerizing her with claws which could surely disembowel with one swipe. In the sunlight that slanted through the trees, bright metal glinted off the ring through its nose and off the length of stout chain which swung from the ring.

From deep in its throat, the beast growled.

She retched from fear, then the instinct to run superseded. Sweet Juno. Mighty Queen of Olympus. Don’t you think now might be a good time to help? As she sped across the forest floor, the bear lumbering behind, Claudia wished she knew more about them. Should she, for instance, stop and face it down on the principle that, like a dog, Bruno would hesitate to attack a stationary figure? A quick glance over her shoulder suggested that might not be prudent…

With sweat blinding her eyes, Claudia skidded on the damp leaves. Nearly there, nearly there, I must be close to the shore! But the stumble had cost precious ground. She could hear every stertorous sound the brute made, smelled the stench of its fur, caught every harsh jangle of chain.

She ducked to the left, and gained five valuable strides. She swerved right, but the bear cut the corner. The precious seconds were lost.

Breathless from fear and weak from exhaustion, she tried to think up a plan. Shin up a tree? Don’t be daft, bears can climb. Heft a fallen branch and swing out? Even more stupid. She had neither the strength to offbalance the bear or the time to scurry around for a branch which had not rotted through. Water! Head for the water! Somewhere she had an idea bears could swim—

The ground levelled out. Shrubs and bushes passed by in a blur. Where was this bloody lake? Then a clearing appeared and Claudia felt the chill of the truth. She’d been running parallel to the shore, not towards it.

Her breath was ragged, her limbs disjointed. Yet still the bear shambled behind…

Near the edge of the clearing, Claudia’s legs finally began to turn traitor. The strength in them failed, her lungs were on fire and one bramble was all that it took.

One tiny bramble, arching over the grass.

Claudia screamed as her ankle became trapped in thorns which tripped her headlong on to her face. The bear reared. She saw its shadow on the grass, smelled its foetid breath on her back, and she curled herself into a ball.

Merciful Jupiter, let death be quick! Don’t let it rip me to shreds. Louder it howled. A roar mixed with panting, and Claudia prised open her eyelids. I must know. I must know how it’s going to kill me—

She blinked the tears and sweat from her eyes. This cannot be! She blinked again. The bear thrashed on the grass and the bellows, she realized, had not been of rage, but of pain.

Small wonder.

From its eye protruded a spear.

Time lost all meaning. As though tracing a sculpted frieze, she watched as if the events had been frozen for ever in marble.

A figure, sprinting across the clearing. A man. His hunting knife drawn.

The bear. Clawing the air, mad with pain and with rage. Blinded, tormented, yet not giving in.

In the speed of slow motion, she had time to take in the swarthiness of the man’s skin. His dark hair, falling long over his shoulders. She watched him circle the beast and, when the sun caught the serrated blade of his knife, it blinded her with its brilliance. The bear’s yowl chilled her blood, but still the hunter held back. Cascading from a central parting, his long hair concealed his expression, though tight sinews gave him away. Stealthily he circled the bear and the brute’s howlings grew pitiful. With a lunge, he brought the knife down. A rumble came from deep within as blood oozed from its muzzle and snout. The bear twitched once, it twitched twice, then with one final growl it expired.

With a satisfied grunt, the young hunter wiped his blade back and forth on the grass. She was shaking, she noticed, from her curls to her blue leather shoes—which, apart from a skimpy breast-band and thong, was all the clothing she wore.

Someone had ripped out her tongue, she was mute. Slipping off a bangle, the gold one set with pearls, Claudia’s trembling hand offered it to him in gratitude.

Dark eyes, the darkest she had ever seen, bored into hers. ‘Thank you,’ growled a voice with a thick, Spanish accent, ‘but I doubt it would suit me.’ There was a pause. ‘Look away,’ he said, and it was not so much a suggestion as a command.

Claudia looked away, and when he gave the all-clear, he was cleaning the point of his spear on wild elecampane. She closed her eyes until the waves of nausea had passed.

Suddenly he clamped a hand round Claudia’s wrist and in one liquid movement, she was swept upright and on to her feet. For what seemed an eternity, his hand remained clamped and black eyes burrowed into the depths of her mind, reading every last secret, unravelling her past and travelling the route of her fears. The smell of woodshavings and pine drifted between them, then he released her and the moment was gone.

The hunter moved back to the bear. Its fur was dull and unkempt, the weals from a score of savage whippings standing stark and livid, explaining why it ferociously sought revenge on all humankind.

But Claudia fixed on the man. The tunic he wore was no coarse workman’s cloth, it was the product of very fine tailoring, cut high above the knee and fastening on the left shoulder only, leaving the right unobstructed for hunting. Gold embroidery rippled round the hem, and it had not escaped her notice that his hands were not calloused and the nails had been manicured on a regular basis. He crouched down, one knee bent, the other touching the ground, and dribbled the chain through his hand. When the links jangled, a shiver ran through Claudia’s body. Then, before she realized what was happening, he had collected his spear, sheathed his knife and was loping back to the woodlands.

‘Wait,’ she called out. ‘I haven’t thanked you for saving my life.’

Under the umbrella of a gnarled oak tree, the hunter stopped and moved his head half a turn. ‘No,’ he said, and again his mane veiled his face. ‘But you will.’

And with that he was gone. Swallowed up by the forest as though he had never existed.

 


V

ATLANTIS WAS OMING BACK TO LIFE AS Claudia slung the painter over the mooring post. The fisherman who’d been mending his net was long gone and along the shoreline wildfowl wove in and out of the reed-beds. High above the thicket where Cal would be waiting with his basket of lobsters, merchants on fat profits and artisans on thin stipends hobnobbed in the shade of the cool colonnade. High female laughter rang down from the loggia and further along, the gilded pillars of the twin-storied sun porch shone like molten copper in the glare of Apollo’s bright rays. Incredibly, far from dulling her senses, that brush with death had only heightened her lust for life and excitement, and Claudia was whistling to herself as the rough grass swished at her ankles.

Would Cal, she wondered, be able to cast a beam of light on the identity of the mysterious huntsman who’d saved her from ending up a bear’s dinner, in the same way he’d sniffed out the sliding panel, the tunnel and the secret of the Great Hall—no doubt a deep underground cellar packed with ice, whose melted output formed a cascade. Probably, but it was the thought of that ice being put in a bucket to chill the hyssop wine which was uppermost on her list of priorities at the moment. Dear Juno, she prayed, don’t let all the ice in the bucket have melted. Not all of it. Let there be some left to bury my face in.

‘Cal?’ He was not at the entrance. ‘Are you there?’

She lingered in the mouth of the underpass and frowned. He said he would wait. She’d told him not to, and that would be grist to Calvus’ mill. He’ll be here. He’s just off, fetching the ice. Voices and yawns filtered down from the colonnade above.

‘Cal?’ Louder she called up the tunnel, and when only a distorted echo answered back, Claudia felt a twinge of misgiving. In the same way she’d misheard ‘bear’ for ‘boar’, had she credited Cal with more depth than was actually present? Had he taken off after fresh quarry?

Admittedly their acquaintance was brief, but the relationship had been plunged into immediate intimacy. He would come! Perhaps he was having trouble finding the ice? Yet the longer she waited, the more Claudia realized that, far from bridging the gap between youth and maturity, Cal had merely been acting in type. Bored and seeking to pass the siesta hour, how better than by making love with a stranger? Claudia’s cheeks reddened as she recalled the mintiness of his breath on her face…

That, my girl, is what you call a narrow squeak. Which makes two this afternoon, if my arithmetic is correct.

In the puncuated gloom of the underpass, Claudia smiled grimly to herself. At least it proved one thing, Cal standing her up. It proved he wasn’t a military spy, or he’d be here, keeping an eye on his suspect.

Halfway up the tunnel, a scream cut short Claudia’s speculations. It came from directly above, piercing and shrill. Typical. Silly cow wakes up, totters out for a view of the lake, spots a dead dog floating past and it’s brought on an attack of the vapours. Claudia strode off up towards the cave. They’re all the same, these rich wives. Closeted in isolation, slaves doing this for them, slaves doing that, they’re never exposed to real life. Sure, they live in the country, but nature red in tooth and claw? Do me a favour. Yet still the silly bitch screamed.

By now, though, curiosity was guiding Claudia towards the next hole in the rock face. What, exactly, was so gruesome that others now joined in the cacophony? She poked her head over the rough sill. Talk about a fuss over nothing. She rolled her eyes in disgust. The only thing floating in Lake Plasimene was water! She was about to withdraw when she heard footsteps on the foreshore. Men. Running. Shouting. Ghoulishly curious, Claudia craned her neck further.

‘Oh, no. Sweet Jupiter, please. Say it’s not true.’

Tears filled her eyes as she stared at the shingle below. Say there’s been a mistake. That I’m wrong. Claudia shook her head again and again. But even by the time she’d shaken it dizzy, there was no mistaking the truth.

The body which sprawled, twisted and bloody, was all too familiar. The blue linen tunic. The corn-coloured hair.

She shivered and hugged her arms to her body, and then, in the pied seclusion of the very tunnel that he’d shown her, Claudia bade a silent farewell to Cal.
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