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Prologue

 


Cold toes in
sodden boots heaved wearily through the deep snow, long soaked
trousers clinging to the young man's shins as he stumbled and
staggered, one hand on the hilt of the eating knife that was his
only armament, the other gripping the pouch on the thong around his
neck. A trail of footprints betrayed his passage, but better that
than a trail of blood. Silently - silence was a prerequisite of the
hunted - the young man cursed his decision to travel without a
sword. When two heavily armed bodyguards travelled with you, where
was the need?

Botovios was no warrior, though, anyway. He had been chosen by
the ageing Druid of Durocatalauno as an initiate into the ancient
and sacred ways; chosen for his mind, his subtlety and his honour.
But that had been before the Romans came; before
Caesar came. Little could
he have seen four years ago that instead of reading the Greek
scrolls old Obaldos kept in his house he would be running for his
life in the all-consuming blizzard, pursued by dogged legionaries
and gripping the hope of all Gaul tightly to his chest.

It had been an
uneventful ride from the Matrona River - the river of the
Protecting Goddess - all the way deep into the territory of the
Belgae, and Botovios and his two escorts had felt as though their
journey was all but complete once they entered the great dark and
comforting confines of the forest of Arduenna. But the ancient
Goddess that sheltered the people of the Treveri tribe seemed not
to be extending her gifts to the young adept and his guards.

The first he
had realised that something was wrong had been when the rope
suddenly tautened across the forest trail, unhorsing him and
sending him onto his back in the two-foot-deep snow, knocking the
wind and the sense from him.

By the time he
had struggled out of the white grave that had claimed him and
peered through the thick, drifting flakes trying to take stock of
what had happened, his horse had gone, charging off down the trail
ahead, screaming with the pain of some unseen wound.

Spinning
round, he had desperately sought his companions.

‘Tarvos? Icorix?’

But as his
vision resolved the shapes through the snow, he knew they wouldn't
answer. The shapes of thrashing horse's legs rose above the white
blanket that covered the world, attesting the violent and crippling
wounding of the poor noble beasts. The bulky, heavy shape of Tarvos
he could just make out, the big, bull-like warrior clutching his
throat with both hands as a jet of dark liquid sprayed out to melt
the snow. Icorix was in similar trouble, staggering backward
through the snow, gripping the shaft of the pilum that jutted from
his chest, the point faintly visible as a needle projecting from
between his shoulder blades.

Both were as
good as dead already.

Panic had
gripped Botovios then: panic on so many levels. Panic that he was
alone and virtually unarmed. Panic that unless he could flee to
somewhere safe he was almost certainly about to die. Panic that his
vital message would not get through to the chieftains gathered at
Trebeto. Panic that that very message would find its way into the
hands of the beast-spawn, whore-son that was Caesar of the
Romans.

Panic.

Botovios had
fled, but not before he had seen the shapes of two armoured
nightmares emerging from the treelines, growing as they closed on
the scene like demons from some childhood tale.

Everything was
eerily silent in the blizzard. The only sound was the gentle
flutter of the flakes falling around him, the occasional creak of a
groaning branch sagging under the weight of the snow and the
rhythmic crunch of his soaked boots in the calf-deep drifts.

Winter had not
been kind to northern Gaul and the lands of the Belgae, and the
snowfall had been disastrous to many. Here in the hills and endless
woodland of Arduenna's forest even the trees had not managed to
save the ground from its white shroud, such had been the regularity
and severity of the snowfall. Botovios had ducked beneath the
boughs of the forest proper as he had moved off the open track,
hoping that the going would be easier but if anything it was more
dangerous. The snow was perhaps a foot shallower beneath the
branches than in the open, but it concealed the myriad dangers of
tangled thorns, fallen branches and animal warrens.

Several times
the young adept had fallen, tripped or become entangled. His shins
were bruised and scratched, his trousers torn and bloodied, tiny
pink spots melting into the snow in his deep footprints. But his
pace never let up.

Despite the
fact that he had seen or heard nothing of his pursuers, he knew
they were there, and close. Old Obaldos had chosen him to the
calling partially for his uncanny foresight and his strange kenning
of things unseen. By much the same token, he knew that there were
only two men following him, and not a cohort of the cursed Romans.
But he also knew that those two men were every bit as deadly as a
full cohort.

What he didn't
understand, and could only put down to the displeasure of Arduenna,
was why his uncanny sight had not warned him of the danger in the
first place. Could it be that the Goddess disapproved of his
mission? Of the whole plan? If she did, why would she? How could
she favour the steel and bronze clad armies of the invader over her
own sacred folk?

Once again,
Botovios' shin struck a hidden branch in his desperate flight and
he found himself pitched into the air and hurtling forward into the
snow.

His eyes
widened.

Desperately,
his arms and legs flailed as he saw where he was falling. Beyond
the hidden branch and a few more boles the ground slipped away into
a short, steep slope that then dropped into a ravine. Far below,
the icy, deep and fast river that thundered along the gorge was the
first sound that cut through the eerie muffling snowfall.

Botovios'
heart pounded at an alarming rate as he slid, his hands grasping
desperately at slippery, frozen bark. Suddenly he had a grip, one
hand deep into a hole burrowed in the slope by a hibernating
animal, one foot jammed against a protruding stone.

Slowly,
painfully, he pulled himself back up the slope, making sure of the
sturdiness of everything he gripped before putting all his weight
upon it. After what felt like an hour, he reached the flat once
more and located the now-protruding branch that had felled him. He
was safe - from nature and the whims of Arduenna anyway. Not from
the armoured shapes that he could just make out stomping inexorably
through the forest.

Botovios
pulled himself up and stood, almost collapsing again into the snow.
His ankle had twisted in his dangerous descent and he could barely
walk, let alone run.

It was over.
He could no more evade and outrun these impossible steel demons
than he could fly across the gorge like a graceful hawk. His hand
dropped to his belt and with a sinking heart he discovered he had
even lost his eating knife in the fall and slide.

What had he or
his people done to anger Arduenna so? Could it be that even she,
one of the most potent spirits among the Celtic people and here in
her very centre of power, was actually afeared of the gods these
Romans brought with them? He knew their names. Anyone who dealt
with the Romans or studied them did. Jupiter. Mars. Minerva.
Neptune. And while the sacred people of Gaul devoted themselves to
their deities and the druids bridged the gap between man and god,
the cursed Romans seemed to treat their own gods as an everyday
inconvenience - more like furniture than the powers that controlled
all things from beyond the veil of the seen. Something has gone
wrong? Spill some wine on an altar and the Goddess Minerva will put
it right. Going into a battle? Promise a shrine to Mars and he'll
keep you safe. All practicality and reason. No faith. No love. No
service to the unseen purely because that was what they
deserved.

A horrible
people.

And if their
gods were that mechanical and intertwined with the mundane, how
could one such as Arduenna fear them?

But something
had made the Goddess withdraw her protection, for the forest might
as well be trying to kill him without even the intervention of the
two murderous shadows moving through the white downfall.

In a last
effort to test the will of the gods, he tried to turn and wade
through the snow. His ankle screamed at him and sent white fire
lancing up his leg and straight into his brain.

He fell
again.

By the time he
had pulled himself up to his feet once more, the two shapes had
resolved into far too much detail for his liking. Officers. He knew
the signs. While in other eras he would be learning the signs of
nature and the ways to please the gods, the past four years had
been filled with lessons on how the enemy worked, how their army
was organised and how their commanders planned campaigns. The
transverse crests on the helmets of these two nightmares labelled
them: centurions. Commanders of units of eighty men plus lesser
officers. The backbone of the legions and the most experienced and
dangerous men Rome could field.

But why two
officers here with no soldiers to command?

Close enough
now to make out the details. He would run if he could, but there
was no chance.

The demon to
the left was shorter than Botovios - like all his kind - shorter
than any Gaul really, but his body was clearly muscular and lithe.
His skin tone was weathered and tanned, enhanced by a growth of
stubble that covered much of it and which made his one piercing
ice-blue eye almost shine. The patch of recently scarred skin that
sat in place of the other made it all the more disturbing.

The one to the
right was slightly shorter than his companion, but wider in the
shoulder and emanating an aura of the kind of power one would
usually associate with a wild bull. His stubble was every bit as
face-consuming as his friend's, but was a grey that almost blended
with the snow around him, his eyes dark and intense as they scanned
the forest.

Both men wore
exactly the sort of equipment that he had seen on other centurions:
a mail shirt with extra flaps at the shoulders for added
protection; a helmet that almost entirely covered the man's head
with a crimson crest from side to side that stood out like blood in
the snow; a red tunic and kirtle of studded straps to protect the
groin. And on both men a harness across the chest hung with
numerous medals, discs and torcs that looked irritatingly Gaulish.
They were apparently highly experienced and well-decorated men.

The only
oddity was the fact that they appeared to be wearing Gaulish long
trousers after the same fashion as his own and their tunic bore
long sleeves, albeit both dyed red. It appeared that the invaders
were assimilating facets of his own culture to aid them in their
systematic destruction of all things Celtic. He could have laughed
in other circumstances.

Both men had
swords drawn: the short, stabbing sword - the gladius.

Both blades
glistened faintly pink. Both had been blooded with the innards of
Tarvos and Icorix and their horses and had been dipped in the snow
not quite thoroughly enough to completely clean them.

‘Stand!’ one of the centurions shouted, gesturing at him with
the sword.

Botovios
wondered for a moment whether to feign a lack of comprehension of
this unpleasant southern language, but it seemed pointless. Latin
was one of the first things the druids had begun to teach their
trusted ones after the fall of the Helvetii and the suppression of
the Belgae, and he had a good grasp of both it and of Greek.

‘What do you want with me?’ he asked nervously - he knew the
answer.

‘Yes… I'd like to know that.’ This reply came, surprisingly,
from somewhere off to the left and Botovios' head shot round to see
two more centurions clambering through the snow beneath the
heavily-laden branches. To his small satisfaction, he realised that
the new arrivals had surprised his pursuers as much as him.
Irritated them too, by the looks on their faces.

‘Who in Hades are you?’ snapped the shorter pursuer to the
newcomers.

It was
farcical. Botovios had a sudden thrill as he realised there was
just the faintest chance that he might get out of this alive.

‘Pullo - primus pilus of the Fourteenth, and Vorenus, pilus
prior in the same legion. And who the hell are you, soldier?’ the man stressed the last
word. Botovios found himself nodding. The primus pilus was the top
officer in the legion's centurionate. The chances of his hunters
outranking the newcomer were tiny.

‘Centurions Furius and Fabius of the Seventh.’ A defiant note,
almost daring the others to challenge over seniority.

The air almost
crackled with tension. For a moment both pairs of Roman officers
locked their gaze on one another and had his ankle been stronger,
Botovios would have risked running for it. Instead he stood silent,
waiting to see if there was any possibility that these soldiers
might just fall on each other in bloodshed. The tension suggested
it as a possibility.

‘We've been tracking a small party of Gauls down here that we
spotted on the road from the south’ the Fourteenth's senior
centurion said. ‘You would be the pair who left the two bodies back
on the forest path, then?’

Suddenly the
balance changed in their favour as Botovios saw the figures of
numerous soldiers emerging like ghosts from the depths of the
forest, armed and ready. Unlike his two original pursuers, these
two officers were not without their men.

‘What's your business with him?’ the bull-shouldered centurion
from the Seventh demanded without an ounce of the respect Botovios
would expect from a junior officer to a senior.

‘Our legate,’ something about the tone of the word 'legate'
suggested that it left a sour taste in the senior man's mouth,
‘Lucius Munatius Plancus, has a standing brief for his patrolling
centuries to apprehend and execute any Gaul we find under arms
without the permission of the general or his staff.’

The two
centurions from the Seventh exchanged a look and the stockier one
turned back to their counterparts from the Fourteenth.

‘That's ridiculous! You'll have to execute the whole
Godsforsaken nation. Anyway, this lad's unarmed, so you can leave
him be. Go bother the local fauna somewhere, sir.’

Primus Pilus
Titus Pullo bridled. He may not be happy with his orders, but to be
spoken to in such a manner by a junior from another legion was
pushing the bounds of acceptability.

‘Unless you have a damn good reason to be after this man
yourself, Centurion, you'll want to still that tongue when speaking
to a senior officer unless you want to find yourself being lashed
within a finger width of your life back in camp.’

Botovios
watched, fascinated. After four years of studying the Roman
military machine from a distance and through texts he was finally
getting to see it operating first hand and it seemed to be nowhere
near as organised and efficient as he had been led to believe.
Perhaps there was a chance for Gaul after all.

The stocky
centurion ripped something - a small baton or scroll case - from a
pouch and tossed it over to the senior officer, who caught it
deftly and turned it over to examine it.

‘That's the seal of the camp prefect, Priscus.’

‘Yes. We're on a job for him. So I suspect we take precedence
over your witch-hunt for pitchfork-wielding peasants. Listen, sir:
no disrespect, but we've been waiting for this one for weeks, spent
time setting up an ambush and plenty of effort tracing him in the
first place. He's important, and I'm not about to relinquish him to
you because you happened to drop by, regardless of
rank.’

‘By Juno, Centurion, your impudence knows no bounds. Take the
lad, then, but I'll be reporting this incident to the camp prefect
when we return.’

Even as the
primus pilus tossed the sealed object back to Furius and he and the
accompanying 'Vorenus' turned back to their approaching units and
waved them on, heading away into the woods, Botovios realised with
an air of sad finality that it was truly over. The original
pursuers were starting toward him again and any moment now, he
would be in their hands. Then, doubtless, he would be broken,
burned and cut until he screamed everything he knew through
shattered teeth and bloodied lips. Such a thing must not
happen.

His ankle
would not carry him any further and he was unarmed.

Calmly, his
thoughts going out to the Goddess of the woods, Arduenna, begging
her for the strength to do what must be done, he turned his back on
the centurions. They came on - he could tell from the crunching of
their approaching footsteps - but he had not turned his back to
protect himself or to take flight. He had done so to conceal his
actions as he hurriedly untied the strings on the tiny pouch at his
neck and fished around in it, ripping out its contents. For a
moment he stared at the vellum and the characters scrawled across
it. He knew not what it said exactly - hadn't risked reading it -
though he had the gist and knew it must not fall into the Romans'
hands, even if they couldn't initially decipher it. With a deep
breath, he opened his mouth and stuffed the small piece of vellum
inside, starting to chew rapidly as though on tough meat. The
maceration mixed with the saliva should serve to clear the writing
from the piece before it could ever be found. But just in case…

A last glance
across his shoulder confirmed that the two centurions were almost
on him now, climbing over the now-uncovered branch that had
initially tripped him. He gave them a confident smile and threw
himself down the slope and slid into the ravine.

 


* * * * *

 


Centurion
Furius, the bear-shouldered centurion of the Second century, First
cohort of the Seventh Legion, dropped the last seven feet from the
rocky gulley to the grassy floor of the ravine, mere paces from the
fast flowing icy river.

‘Sometimes I think we should have stayed in Puteoli with
Fronto. It'd have been warmer and filled with fewer
arseholes.’

The taller of
the pair, already standing on the grass and dusting the muck of the
climb from his hands, grinned.

‘You got bored after a week. I managed a month. Neither of us
can keep up with the old bastard's wine habit, and those women are
more demanding than any bloody senior officer. Our place is with
the army and you know it.’

‘Even if we spend all our time out on our own knee deep in snow
hunting boys not old enough to grow a beard?’

‘Even if. Besides, what we're doing is important. You know
that. Priscus isn't a man to sod around on wild chicken hunts. A
man after my own heart, that one.’

Furius nodded.
There were perhaps three or four men in Caesar's army that had a
pedigree that outstripped their own, and Priscus was one - probably
the best.

‘He's not going to be happy if we've spent three weeks chasing
around Gaul unravelling all this crap only to let the miserable
little runt throw himself off a cliff without an interrogation.
We'll be right back at the start, having to locate another
contact.’

‘Let's just have a look at the bugger first. Come
on.’

The pair waded
through the knee deep white toward the river's edge.

‘You should have told that knob from the Fourteenth that you
were the primus pilus, you know’ Fabius said, shaking his head as
he trudged toward the water. ‘You had more authority than him and
you know it, yet you let him go on assuming you were a
junior.’

‘I'm not wearing the crest or the tunic with the gold
embroidery, and he couldn't see my cloak pin insignia that far
away. I could be any centurion. And anyway, I'm imagining what
Priscus is going to say to him when he accuses a 'junior' of
getting in the way of his own duty. The prefect'll tear him a
second arsehole.’

‘He had a
second arsehole standing next to him!’

Snorting his
agreement, Furius peered into the river.

The Gaul,
whose name was unknown to them, but who they had bribed, cajoled,
threatened and even tortured numerous of his countrymen just to
locate, lay on the rocks close to the bank. He was a shattered
thing: a broken mass of flesh and muscle with sharp white bone
protruding through the skin in numerous places. He had landed flat
on his back and had probably died that very instant. The blood had
all run out now, washed clean from body and rocks by the fast flow,
leaving him grey and clean, the water lapping at his legs and arms
where they dangled from the rocks. The back of his head appeared to
have gone entirely, the sharp rock that it had hit now protruding
half way through his brain. It was a mess.

Both
centurions had seen - and caused - worse.

‘Fucking typical that he land there’ Fabius grumbled. ‘I call
dry. You go in that
cold water and search him.’

‘If I do, you buy the drinks when we get back to
camp.’

‘Deal.’

Furius took a
deep breath and clenched his jaw, stepping cautiously from the
snowy bank into the freezing cold water. He felt instantly as
though his skin had shrunk on his leg. His toes were numb before
they had even touched the pebbles at the bottom, a foot beneath the
surface. He realised he was shivering and his teeth were clicking
together rhythmically, and forced himself to stop. It was all in
the mind. Shivering actually made you colder rather than helping
deal with it.

With another
deep breath of apprehension, the veteran plunged his other foot
into the icy flow, squeezing his eyes shut for a moment. Though he
could not feel his feet, he could see them and they were still
theoretically working. Grumbling, he took three steps through the
water out to the rocks where the body lay.

‘Hurry up.’

Furius cast a
sour look back at his companion as though Fabius had said something
stupid which, clearly, he had. Bending over the body, he started
rifling through the Gaul's belt pouch, lifting it from the water as
he did so. Glancing only momentarily at the coins, he cast them
into the water to help appease any local water spirits that might
take all life from his toes. He had seen men serving in places like
this lose their appendages, black and brittle.

‘Nothing in his purse but shitty Gaul coins and a broken brooch
pin. Worth shit.’

‘Go through his tunic.’

‘Lucius, I am not an idiot!’ Ignoring the chuckle and the
sarcastic comments from the bank, Furius rifled through the tunic
and trousers down to the waterline, finding nothing. One of the
submerged hands was tightly clasped shut and he spent precious
moments snapping off the frozen fingers so he could check its
contents only to find it empty. Silently, he cursed the nameless
courier for wasting his time.

‘Nothing.’

‘There has to be something. He's a young 'un. Those twisted
bastard druids wouldn't trust such things to a youth's
memory.’

‘There's a pouch on a neck thong’ Furius said quickly, moving
frozen, numb feet to get a closer look. ‘It's empty, but it's open,
so he's only just taken something from it!’

‘Trying to dispose of the evidence. It's either in his mouth or
his arse or he threw it in the river.’

‘Can't search the river, and I ain't searching his
arse.’

Again, Fabius
laughed from the bank.

‘A lot of
wine!’ Furius snapped. ‘For this, you owe me a lot of wine. And the pick of recruits
at the next draft. And preference with equipment.’

‘Fine, so long as you have something to show for all of
this.’

‘I think…’ Furius wrenched the lower jaw down until it cracked,
peering inside. ‘Yes. There's something. Vellum I
think.’

As Fabius
offered obvious suggestions and unhelpful advice, Furius drew the
scrap from the mouth and began to stumble on numb feet back to the
bank, where his companion helped him up.

‘Give me your scarf.’

‘Piss off.’

‘My feet are cold-bitten. I might lose my toes. Give me your
damn scarf!’

As Fabius
reluctantly removed the thick russet-coloured wool garment from his
neck and passed it over, Furius unlaced his Gaulish-design enclosed
boots and lifted blue-purple feet from them. His socks had become
so sodden they had stayed inside as his feet came out accompanied
by a sucking sound. With a grimace, he drew the soggy wool socks
from the boots and cast them into the river. Ridiculously, standing
barefoot in the snow seemed warmer than the water he had been in.
Life was starting to return to his feet. As his companion handed
the scarf over, Furius bit down on the edge and tore it into two
strips.

‘Hey, that's my scarf!’

‘And these are my feet. Shut up.’

Bending, he
fashioned a makeshift sock from half the scarf and wrapped it round
his left foot, plunging it into the sodden boot and lacing it up.
Despite the fact that it would soon become cold and wet again,
temporarily his foot felt blissfully warm. It would save his toes
and that was, right now, all that mattered. Hurriedly, he repeated
the process on his right foot and then stomped around.

‘Well?’ Fabius was holding out a hand.

Furius
grumbled and passed over the scrap of vellum as he stomped in
circles, returning life to his limbs. The snow was settling heavily
on his shoulders.

‘Half of its gone. I reckon he swallowed it.’

‘I'm not gutting him and searching his innards
either.’

‘There's still faint writing on this part though. I think it's
Greek. Yes, definitely Greek. You want to look? Your Greek's better
than mine.’

Furius glared
at his companion as he took the vellum and peered at it. ‘It's
beyond me how you can spend so many years serving out in the east
and not pick up the lingo, Lucius.’

‘Greek's the language of bum bandits. I learned enough to get
by - no more.’

‘It's almost illegible. I can't really make out what most of
the words say, and I don't think anyone else will. But there's
three names here I can see that look a little familiar.’

‘What? Come on!’

‘Treveri I think? Yes, got to be Treveri. That's one of the
tribes near here, yes?’

‘All around us. They're the ones who live at Trebeto and all
over this forest. No shock that they're involved, given where the
little prick was heading.’

‘And Suevi. I know that name from last year.’

‘Germanic bastards across the Rhenus. Juno, we don't want the
Germanic tribes getting their blood up and throwing in their lot.
Bad enough with the argumentative Gauls, Aquitani and Belgae.
Priscus is going to have to make some pretty tough decisions in the
coming weeks, I'd say. Anything else?’

‘Couple of fragments. Nothing concrete. Sporadic verbs and
appeals? And this one: Dumnorix. That's a person, not a tribe. Ever
heard of him?’

‘Can't say I have’ shrugged Fabius, ‘but maybe Priscus has.
We'd best get straight back to camp.’

‘That's several days ride. We need a night to recover first.
I'm frozen.’

‘Then I'll take the horses and you can run; warm yourself up.
Come on.’

The pair moved
back toward the narrow gulley that had afforded them a relatively
simple access from the forest above. They would have to get back to
camp as soon as possible. It may look like the depths of winter
here but, despite the ever present snow, it was already Aprilis and
officially spring. Soon, the army would be mobilizing for the
coming season. The question now was: what would their objective be?
Britannia again or the flattening of yet more Gaulish
resistance?


Chapter
One

 


MAIUS

 


Fronto flicked
an idle finger at a garland of sweet smelling flowers that
stretched from one peg to another on the wall of the spacious
tablinum and wrinkled his nose at the scent that threatened to make
him sneeze violently.

‘I don't see why it couldn't be at our own property? It
should be at the groom's
property.’

Balbus sighed
and patted him on the shoulder in a supportive - even sympathetic -
manner.

‘Tradition has it at my house, Marcus. Anyway, women are funny
about holding celebrations in places where blood has been shed
regularly. Lucilia would no more allow you to use your townhouse
than a public arena, and Corvinia's on her side. When the pair of
them set their mind on something only a lunatic would
argue.’

Fronto nodded sullenly. He was
that lunatic. The arguments over the past week had
almost caused the calling off of the whole thing. Lucilia had
proved to be more stubborn than Fronto could possibly imagine and
he had decided it presaged a worrying future for him.

‘But we could have had it at Puteoli. It's perfect.’

‘And too far for some of the guests to travel. The gathering
this evening will be well attended, Marcus. Half the luminaries of
Rome that are coming would not have done so if they'd had to travel
all the way down the coast to your villa.’

‘The perfect reason to have it there.’

Balbus took a
deep breath. ‘Listen, Marcus.’ he said with quiet strength, a
steely edge in his voice making Fronto turn and frown, ‘I know
you're not a young man and that this is a very personal thing for
you. I know that you think it should be as private and low key as
possible and that you should be hidden away from public eyes. But
Lucilia is a young woman - little more than a girl still, despite
her strength of will. Young girls have few dreams and fears in life
and one is the fear that they'll be married off to a sour old
senator as a breeding machine. Lucilia has always known I would not
do that, but she has, against all odds, actually achieved a match
with someone she genuinely cares about and she wants to celebrate
that; to shout it to the very halls of the gods. If you turn this
ceremony sour I personally will plague you for the rest of your
life. Do you understand me?’

Fronto, his
brow furrowed, nodded resignedly.

‘Sorry, Quintus. You know I want this, but you know how much I
hate pomp. I feel like a general returning to Rome for a glittering
public triumph. It makes my skin itch; and that's just the
ceremony. I can't think as far ahead as the evening's festivities.
Best part of a hundred sycophants, megalomaniacs and hedonists
drinking all our wine and eating all our food while they pass
judgement on us.’

‘I know. But it's one day. You're not doing it for yourself -
you're doing it for her. Now man up, rivet a smile on that sour
cat's-arse of a face and straighten yourself. You look like a
hunchbacked vagrant.’

‘It's the knee. Something's still not right with it. Whenever I
stand still for an hour I start to sag to one side.’

‘I know. But that's because in six months you've carried out
the exercises you were given - what? - three times? Wine and
chariot races are no substitute for a health regime.’

‘Oh piss off Quintus. You sound like Faleria now.’

He looked
around at the garland strewn, drape-infested room.

‘And you could have removed all the family death masks. Is that
really appropriate?’

‘Our ancestors have as much right to see this as I do. Pull
that fake smile up a notch - the witnesses are here.’

Fronto's smile
passed from the forced to the genuine as the ten witnesses for the
ceremony appeared in the doorway, escorted by Balbus' body slave.
The rest of the household were all busy attending the women,
leaving them with one decrepit gardener and the reedy Greek that
Balbus treated like a family member.

Galba, the
former legate of the Twelfth Legion, had been a natural choice,
having shared years of friendship and comradeship in the army and
having returned to the city to take up the role of a praetor. He
wore the toga strangely naturally, given his military bearing and
stocky form, and he headed the group as the very image of the Roman
nobleman.

Behind him,
Rufus carried his toga yet more naturally. The taciturn, quiet man
had been a last moment addition to the list when Fronto learned of
his arrival in the city. Rufus had resigned his commission in the
Ninth in order to return to Rome and work through his father's
estate, following the old man's passing in the winter. Despite the
unhappy reason for his return, his presence was welcomed by Fronto.
He added a certain gravitas to any occasion.

The same could
not be said of the third figure. Galronus still shied away from the
toga, despite having been officially granted citizenship just after
Saturnalia and accounting himself the equal of any knight of Rome.
His Gallic finery sat at peculiar odds to the rest, but somehow
lightened the proceedings and helped Fronto relax just that tiny,
necessary bit.

Faleria
followed Galronus a little too closely, which brought the corners
of Fronto's mouth up a tiny bit further. The Remi chief had made
his intentions clear to Faleria at a family gathering with distant
cousins and uncles at the villa in Puteoli during the Parentalia
festival. Fronto had almost burst out laughing at the number of
very serious relations who almost expired in shock at the audacity
of the 'barbarian' as they saw him. Only Fronto, Faleria and their
mother had managed to maintain their calm manner. The older lady
had surprised Fronto by smiling and congratulating both the young
Belgic warrior and her daughter, but the biggest surprise had been
the complaint from Faleria that he had taken far too long in
drumming up the courage to speak to her about it. Their betrothal
was due to be announced at the wedding feast this very evening - a
victory of Fronto's in the attempt to shift some of the focus from
himself during the agonising parade of Rome's chinless, worthless
upper class.

Behind Faleria
came three of Balbus' relatives that Fronto had only met once
during the arrangements, all of whom held position and property in
the city.

After them,
filling the final three places of the ten-person witness party,
came three Roman luminaries that Faleria had secured: the orator
Cicero, the poet Catullus and finally, surprisingly, Publius
Crassus the younger, Monetalis and Augur of Rome and former
commander of Caesar's Seventh Legion. While Cicero and Catullus'
presence could easily be sought and bought by anyone with the right
name and offers, Fronto had snorted when Faleria had suggested
Crassus. Despite a certain grudging respect for the young martinet
of an officer who had done as much damage to Rome's cause in Gaul
as he had to the Gauls themselves, he was not at all sure why the
young man had agreed to attend. Crassus was on a star-strewn path
to glory in the Roman administration. Next year he would join his
father in their attempt to obliterate Parthia and after that:
probably a consulship, knowing the family's luck and connections.
Crassus had never shown any real affinity with Fronto, but he did
have a history of social activity with the Falerii. Fronto resolved
to spend as little time in the man's presence as possible
today.

Faces were
missing - faces that made him sad. His mother, for one: retired now
almost permanently to the villa in Puteoli, her strength in a
gentle if saddening decline. The letter from Priscus apologising
for not being able to be present was still on his desk. He had read
it several times, finding it hard to believe that one of his oldest
friends would not be here. But Priscus was still an officer and had
duties. He was seemingly involved in something that simply would
not afford him the time to take leave. He had intimated big things,
but it was his absence that Fronto had fixated upon. He would have
liked Carbo here too. Even in the just two years the man had served
as his second, he had come to trust and rely upon that jolly pink
faced centurion. But Caesar had denied all leave for anyone below
staff rank - even Crispus, one of his dearest friends in the army
was trapped with his legion in Gaul. Varus had accepted the
invitation but had been struck down with a malady in the harsh
Gaulish winter that had prevented him travelling.

Still, no use
dwelling on the depressing absences. This was a 'happy occasion' as
his sister had been drilling into his skull for the past two weeks
of nightmarish organisation. Fronto had perfected his old trick of
making himself so difficult and irritating that they sent him away
and had managed to be ejected from the house by midmorning every
day to spend his time with Galronus at the races or in the taverns
of the city.

He couldn't
help but wonder whether that was a situation that would change in
the next few hours. Lucilia was a strong-willed woman.

‘Marcus, you look well. Almost blissfully, in fact.’ Rufus
smiled warmly as he crossed the room.

‘You think so? I think he looks uncomfortable and slightly
sick’ replied Galba with a grin that caused Rufus to elbow him
sharply in the ribs.

‘Glad you could come’ Fronto replied weakly. He was starting to
tremble slightly and had no idea how to stop it. He was also aware
of the clamminess of his palms and hoped he would not have to shake
hands with anyone. Perhaps he was ill? If he was properly ill, he
might be able to delay proceedings?

Quickly, he
ran a mental check over his body. Trembling. Sweaty palms. Churning
stomach. Dry mouth. Headache. Sadly, nothing concrete for illness.
They were all associated with nerves and there was nothing he could
do about that. He had faced so many dangers in his time, from
screaming, violent barbarians to murderous villains to collapsing
buildings. But nothing brought the shaky fear to the surface like
this.

‘Time I moved away’ Balbus said quietly. ‘Be strong.’ With a
last gesture, he held up the small object he had been gripping the
past hour. Fronto peered at the ring before reaching out and
grasping it.

‘A plain iron one would have done.’

‘Not for my daughter. Behave and don't whimper.’

Fronto was
about to deliver a cutting reply, but his old friend - future
father! - had already stepped away into position near the
witnesses. Time was almost up. With a shiver, Fronto shifted his
weight to the other foot and faffed with the toga, trying to align
it better and distribute the weight more evenly. How could a damn
article of clothing weigh more than his armour?

But that was
his lot in life now: No more cuirass and helm. Just a toga.

He squeezed
his eyes shut to prevent the depression sinking in again. Any time
he started contemplating the future he ended up in a grey miserable
fog that lasted until he was safely drunk.

Aware that he
probably looked deranged, standing with one leg slightly bent,
shuffling and shaking and with his eyes squeezed shut, he
straightened and opened them.

And remembered
why he was doing this.

Lucilia was
simply stunning. Fronto had seen dozens of weddings and dozens of
brides in his time, and it was virtually impossible to tell one
bride from the next until they changed out of the traditional
garments, but somehow Lucilia managed to look individual, different
and beautiful.

Her hair was
bound up in the traditional six-locked cone shape, draped with the
flame-coloured veil that shimmered and floated before her face,
giving her features a gauzy, other-worldly appearance. Her white
tunic, girdled with the double knot was somehow divine in its
austerity. The saffron-shaded palla over her shoulders was quietly
magnificent, cut in silk from beyond Parthia by an expert
seamstress. Her golden sandals clicked lightly on the marble.

Fronto
realised that his symptoms had almost entirely vanished, replaced
by a speedily-thumping heart. He hoped he didn't look too vacant
and reminded himself not to drool.

Corvinia and
Balbina and the various women of the family came on in her wake,
almost overshadowed by her stunning beauty. Fronto hardly noticed
them as they moved from the open garden into the tablinum and
greeted the witnesses with a simple nod. Fronto realised that he
had started walking automatically, before his brain had even sent
the message to his feet, keeping pace with the bride as she passed
through the spacious room and into the atrium, where the altar had
been placed next to the impluvium pool. From somewhere off to the
left, an old man in the white robe of a haruspex shuffled into
view, leading a thoroughly washed and deodorised pig, who snorted
in a disgruntled manner. The old man almost fell over the pig
which, Fronto knew, would be taken for a bad omen by many, but
managed to right himself just in time. Old Bucco was Balbus' uncle
and had the distinction of having been Pontifex Maximus for a brief
stint following the Social War. How the doddery old lunatic managed
to stay upright on his ageing bow legs was a matter of question for
Fronto, but the man was undeniably the most qualified for the
task.

Bucco raised
his hands for a respectful silence and paused dramatically, the pig
calmly standing by his leg, close to the altar and a smoking,
glowing brazier.

‘May the gods look upon this union… phlaaaaw… and bless it. We
seek their… phlaaaaw… benediction and the omens in the… phlaaaaw…
entrails of this noble beast.’

Fronto closed
his eyes for a moment as he came to stand still beside Lucilia and
in front of the spectacle. Balbus had warned him that Bucco had
acquired an odd speech defect following the illness that had struck
his left arm useless and made half his face slip, but Fronto had
been unprepared for the strange exhaling, drooling drawl that
punctuated his sentences. He tried not to laugh as the 'noble
beast' left them the first gift of the day on the decorative marble
floor.

Three of the
house's slaves stepped forward and gently tipped the pig onto its
side, holding it steady while Bucco brandished the knife, peering
intently at it with one eye, while the other roved over the wall to
one side.

Fronto raised
his gaze to the doorway beyond and ran through a list of the
upcoming charioteers at the circus in the next month and how much
he was prepared to back each for, trying not to listen to the
grotesque noises rising from the sacrifice before him. In fact, he
became so involved in his mental list that he only realised the act
was complete when Bucco rose into view, crimson to the elbows,
holding something wobbly and purple that he dropped into the
brazier beside the altar with a hiss and a smell that set Fronto's
stomach rumbling.

‘The organs are good’ the old man intoned in a reedy voice.
‘The liver… phlaaaaw… is particularly good. The gods bless this
union. Let us now devote the heart to Venus and make the
libation.’

Fronto
dutifully stepped forward and took the bronze jug offered by a
slave, tipping some of the best quality wine in the city onto the
altar's depression where it sat amid the purple stains of previous
gifts. Handing back the jug he stepped away.

Quietly he
stood, watching the altar as the wretched carcass was hauled away
from near his feet by two slaves, leaving a long trail of red. He
found he was humming one of the Tenth's favourite marching songs
under his breath and forced himself to stop.

‘Ring’ hissed Lucilia next to him. With a start, he realised
that Bucco was watching him intently. Flushing, he produced the
gold band and slid it onto the waiting finger, noting the look of
triumph and… ownership?... that crossed his new bride's
face.

In almost a
dreamlike daze he repeated by rote the vows Balbus and he had
drafted with the aid of Faleria three nights ago, and only half
listened as Lucilia spoke her own. He dutifully smiled whenever it
appeared to be appropriate, though he had hardly heard a thing in
truth. In fact, the following quarter of an hour passed in a blur
of nodding and smiling and speech impediments as his subconscious
threw him questions to keep his mind busy.

What was he
going to do?

Now that was a
question that had been plaguing him ever since he had turned his
back on Caesar the previous autumn. Soldiering was all he had ever
known, and certainly all he was good at. Faleria and Lucilia would
expect him to take a post in the Roman administration. He could
very easily fast-track to the senate, given his age and experience.
He might even be made a governor. But that would involve politics
every day of his life, for as long as he lived. The very thought
sent a shiver along his spine.

Balbus had
managed a sensible enough suggestion, offering the possibility of
simple retirement to the country to manage his estate. Other men
his age did it, after all, and with the family name he had it would
be a respectable choice.

But soooo
boring.

Balbus might
be happy cross-breeding vines or snipping roses, but the idea
failed to appeal to Fronto. He might as well drop dead now.

He had come up
with the possibility of setting up a ludus and obtaining a stable
of gladiators. A lanista could make a lot of money and the life
would be a little more exciting than trimming flowers or arguing
with senators. Lucilia had made her thoughts on the possibility of
a future as a lanista's wife quite plain.

So not that,
then.

The only other possibility that had been raised by Galronus
was to return to Caesar, helmet in hand, and request reassignment.
Fronto didn't believe for a moment that Caesar would have him back
even if he felt inclined to ask. He did not feel inclined to ask. The Remi
chief had then suggested the possibility of Crassus' Parthian army,
but the idea of spending a few years out in the expanses of deadly
sand beyond Syria was hardly a draw. During winter he had been
regaled with tales of that region by Furius and Fabius and
everything they said had put him further off the idea.

So what was a
man to do?

‘Feliciter!’ barked the old auspex before sagging and making a
strange keening sound, drool dripping to his toes.

Fronto
blinked, suddenly aware that the witnesses were cheering him.

It was over.
He was a married man.

Lucilia was
facing him, her face displaying a curious look which reminded him
of that expression Faleria always had while buying slaves. Ah well.
From a commander in Gaul to one in Rome. At least there would be
fringe benefits from this campaign. Now all he had to do was
survive the party and he and Lucilia could retire in peace.

 


* * * * *

 


‘Have you given any more thought to the life of a country
gentleman?’

Fronto felt
that nagging itch that settled on him at formal occasions and took
a sip of his extremely watered wine.

‘Quintus, I'm no farmer.’

‘Shame. See, I have a gift for you; for you and Lucilia
actually.’

Fronto's eyes
rose to the gathering in the large triclinium. Music wafted across
the room along with the scented smoke from the braziers that kept
the room lit and warmed. The guests had been doing a good job of
keeping out of his way so far, possibly because of the look on his
face that Balbus had told him was inappropriate for a newly-married
man.

‘A gift? It's me who gives the gifts to Lucilia.’

‘I know. But still. You see I've been hoping you would decide
to take up the life of a retired gentleman, and I thought that, to
that effect… well the long and the short of it is: there's a villa
waiting for you on the hill behind Massilia, adjoining my own
estate.’

Fronto
blinked. ‘What?’

‘I got the land very cheap as I know some of the city's council
and they're eager to take Roman noble settlers. Gives the city a
bit of security and legitimacy in Rome's eyes you see. I've had the
same people constructing it as built my own villa, though that was
a long time ago. It won't be finished until late summer at the
earliest… possibly even next year, if the weather turns bad in
summer, but it's yours. You need somewhere to go that's away from
the rat race of the city and, let's face it, Faleria needs the
villa at Puteoli. Her or your mother anyway.’

Fronto stared.
‘It's… generous.’

‘It's sensible. Have you given any thought to your future,
then?’

‘Almost nothing but. I love Lucilia, Quintus, and I'm happy as
can be with the marriage, but there's this cloud hanging over me at
the moment that I just can't shift. I'm no farmer or politician. As
long as I've served with Caesar's guard or the Ninth or Tenth I've
been absolutely certain of my place in the world. Now it feels like
I've been set adrift on a raft and there's no sight of land. D'you
understand?’

‘Of course I do. I was lost for my first half year after I left
the legion. I knew little else. You'll find a path, but you need to
be patient. You need to be patient with the others too. Everyone
has your best interest at heart and I know my daughters can be a
little fearsome, but they love you - Lucilia especially. Take your
time and relax. Treat this summer like an extended period of leave
- that way you won't feel quite so lost. And remember that I'm
always here to help.’

‘That is actually surprisingly comforting, Quintus. Thank
you.’

‘Stop worrying about the future for the moment and concentrate
on tonight. Your sister deserves your support and approval. There
are a number of people who want to talk to you, probably to offer
you opportunities, and Galba and Rufus are waiting for you to have
time to reminisce. Even Crassus is waiting for a chance to talk.
First thing's first, though. Catullus has asked me to introduce you
properly.’

‘Really? Can't imagine what the warbling fellow would want with
me.’

‘Be good. Catullus is in great demand and that 'warbling' was a
composition in honour of you and my daughter. He gave of his time
and skills as a gift to you and that deserves
recognition.’

‘I suppose. Come on, then.’

Balbus smiled
and strode across the room to where a thin, well-dressed man sat
quietly on a comfortable couch while three heavily white-leaded
harpies gushed at him. He looked distinctly uncomfortable at the
attention of the three women and that fact warmed Fronto toward him
a little. As they approached, the poet turned to look up at him and
Fronto was momentarily taken aback.

Catullus was a
handsome man in his late twenties or early thirties with a clear -
if pale - complexion and short, neat blond hair. He was clean
shaven and unadorned apart from a single ring of gold. His toga was
plain and old fashioned and he sat at ease, but his eyes almost
stopped Fronto in his tracks. They were a glittering emerald colour
and girls likely swooned over them, but they carried a hopeless
hollowness in them that Fronto recognised all too well. It was a
look he had seen in his bronze shaving mirror for years after the
deaths of Vergilius and Carvalia. He understood what caused it and
what it would do to a man. He also knew how dangerous it was.

‘Ladies, may I introduce you to two veteran commanders of
Caesar's legions’ Balbus said expansively at the three women, who
looked less than pleased about the possibility of being dragged
away from the famous, handsome poet, but who recognised the barely
concealed order from the house's master. As Balbus steered the
women away from Catullus, the poet lifted a plain-sandaled foot and
pushed another chair toward Fronto.

‘Many congratulations, master Falerius.’

‘No one calls me that. I'm Fronto to most; Marcus to
friends.’

‘I am as yet unaware as to my position in that hierarchy. It is
good to meet you… Fronto. You have something of a reputation as a
direct man - a man of action rather than words.’

‘That sounds surprisingly double-edged for what I presume is a
complement.’

Catullus
laughed and once more Fronto noted the hollowness to the sound. It
was mechanical and devoid of true feeling. ‘I apologise. I am known
for my somewhat cutting and edgy compositions, as your former
commander will be well aware.’

‘I think Caesar pays little attention to such lampoonery when
he's got men like Cicero around bad-mouthing him. Apologies if I
puncture your ego, Catullus, but you're only a small fish in that
particular pool.’

Catullus
snapped out the mechanical laugh again.

‘Good. Straight talking as I was told. I have a question for
you.’

‘Go on.’

‘I am informed,’ the poet said, stretching, ‘that you are one
of very few men indeed who have had dealings with Publius Clodius
Pulcher and come out on top; that he in fact is a little afeared of
you.’

‘Slimy, shit-ridden filthy catamite damn well
should be frightened of
me. If we ever cross paths again, he's going to be a shadow of his
former self. In fact, I'd say there's probably only one man that
hates him more than me, but that's another story.’

Catullus
simply nodded at this sudden display of bile and invective.

‘Good. Not that you hate him, particularly, but rather that you
bested him. You see, I need information on something, and I am fast
running out of avenues to search. Clodius is the only real source
that I have not yet tapped and he has been the most likely
possibility throughout, given his proximity to the subject. It
seems that the events of the past few years have made him a very
careful and defensive person, though. He never shows his face in
public without a small army surrounding him. He even has a shield
bearer beside him in public in case of disgruntled
archers.’

‘Again, much of that is my fault, but not all. I know of
someone who's been waiting over a year for the opportunity to put a
blade between those shoulders. Clodius would probably have been
picked off months ago by any one of his enemies if he wasn't
cocooned in the centre of an army and shielded. What's the son of a
whore done to you then?’

‘Not so much a 'what's he done', Fronto. More of a 'what might
he know'. You see his sister and I were something of an
item.’

Fronto felt
his stomach turn over. Perhaps a handful of people in the whole
republic knew what had become of the meddlesome Clodia: her
untimely, if well-deserved death at the hands of the renegade
officer Paetus. Official reports simply had her down as a
disappearance. A brief and inexpensive memorial had been staged by
her brother, during which he had hardly even paid attention,
keeping himself busy with his murderous debt ledgers.

Catullus? This
callow young poet had been romantically involved with the poisonous
siren? There must be some steel in the man then, else she would
have likely eaten him alive.

‘Clodia?’ He managed to say, hopefully without any unusual
inflection. ‘She disappeared over a year ago. I'm afraid I see very
little hope in pursuing her now.’

‘Regardless,’ the poet responded quietly, ‘I must do so. To not
know… well let me try and put it poetically. She was the rosy
fingers of dawn that began my days and the gentle shroud of night
that closed them. She was the lamp that lit my way and the blanket
that warmed me. Without her I am a shell, Fronto. A mere shell. I
have to know.’

Fronto shook
his head slowly. ‘Don't get involved with her brother. The man is
poison incarnate. Everything he touches withers. If you draw his
attention he'll turn on you, and a year from now someone will be
knocking on my door looking for the poet that vanished in
mysterious circumstances. You understand that?’

Catullus
simply nodded his understanding.

‘When I ran out of worldly contacts to pursue, I started to
seek the advice of oracles and soothsayers.’

‘Always a laugh.’

‘You may not put much stock in such matters, Fronto, but some
things are a little hard to discredit. I heard the same thing from
three different sources: that I would find her, but then I would die.
Frankly that end is the most appealing for me now. Better to be
reunited in death than alive and apart.’

‘I note that doesn't say whether you'll find her alive or dead.
Would you be happy to find she lives and then drop dead? I think
not. Soothsayers cannot be trusted. I went to the oracle at Cumae
once. Not exactly a satisfactory experience in any way.’

‘I was told something else, Fronto. I was told that Rome was
coming to an end. I was told prophecy, Fronto, and I suspect that
if I depart this life with my Clodia found, I will be the lucky
one.’

‘Prophecy is all crap’ Fronto replied flatly, though one eyelid
jumped a little at the lie.

‘I will be the first of four to die, they said. And those four
will snap the threads that hold the republic together. The first by
Socrates root, they said, so I think I can safely assume I will not
pass peacefully in my sleep. The second, they said, would be by the
Vulcan's fury, the third by the arrival of the sun, and the fourth
by the Parthian shot. I'm no expert in these things, but I can't
say it sounds good.’

‘Don't put so much stock in this mumbo jumbo. And steer clear
of Clodius. Nothing good will come of it.’

‘I suspect otherwise. Are you saying you will not help me gain
access to Clodius?’

Fronto shrugged. ‘I'm saying I cannot help you gain access to him.
There's no way but to walk up to his army and ask to speak to him,
and I would heartily advise against that. Broken fingers and ribs
are not pleasant. You're a celebrated man. For you to show up
bobbing in the Tiber would be a shame.’

Catullus fixed
Fronto with his sharp, emerald gaze and finally nodded and sat
back. ‘Then thank you for your time, Fronto. I hope the composition
was up to expectations.’

‘Lovely. Thanks.’

Turning from
the poet, Fronto strode across the room and out into the peristyle
garden. It was still early in the year and the evening air had a
bite to it, though the rain had stopped blessedly a few days ago.
It could be worse, though. Priscus' letter had told of an
abominable winter in northern Gaul. Taking a deep breath, he
strolled around the sides of the garden beneath the portico,
breathing in the jasmine and marjoram.

‘You look troubled, my love.’

Pausing,
Fronto turned to see Lucilia standing in the doorway.

‘I just spoke to your poet friend. He's a strange
one.’

‘Perhaps. You've had this pall hanging over you all day. I've
not mentioned it, though many a bride might take offence at such an
atmosphere on her wedding day.’

‘Sorry, Lucilia. It's just the…’

‘Future. Yes, I know. I'm well acquainted with how your mind
works, Marcus.’ She strode forward and hooked her arm through his,
urging him to walk on. ‘Put all of that aside. We can work it out
in due course. For now, we have a summer coming that the auspices
tell us will be a good one, and we have the city to play in, your
villa in Puteoli to adjourn to and, of course, the new house in
Massilia to visit. Think of it as a year-long leave break from the
army.’

Fronto
laughed.

‘Sometimes I see so much of your father in you.
Lucilla.’

‘Hopefully not the baldness.’

Fronto sighed.
‘I have this horrible feeling that we're heading for a fall
again.’

‘You and I?’

‘The republic in general. Like the Social War. Troops in the
streets; despots and proscriptions; blood and fire. I keep getting
a whiff of it for just a moment and then the wind
changes.’

‘All the more reason to enjoy the time we have now. Anyway, I
was coming to tell you something.’

‘Go on.’

‘You remember Julia? Atia's niece?’

Fronto's
spirits sank a little again. Caesar's daughter - his only direct
issue and the young wife of Pompey. The glue that bound the two
politicians together.

‘Yes’ he replied apprehensively. ‘She's an old friend of
Faleria's.’

‘I know. She's pregnant, you know?’

‘I am aware.’

‘Well she's determined to go to a performance in that monstrous
new theatre her husband has built before she's too bulky to move,
and she's asked if Faleria, Galronus, you and I want to join them.
It's being organised now for a show in two or three weeks and I
said we'd love to go. I hope you've nothing planned
instead?’

Fronto's
spirits sank ever further, rustling around in the soles of his
boots. He had never yet sat through a theatre performance sober.
Indeed, he had been forcibly ejected from the theatre in Tarraco
twice in his time for drunken and lewd behaviour - when he was
younger. Drama was anathema to Fronto. He sagged.

‘Can we sit down? My knee's killing me.’

‘I've told you to go back to that Greek physician and actually
listen to him this time. I need you… active, if you get my meaning.
Anyway, before you find a pathetic excuse, you needn't panic. It
seems that Julia shares the bloodlust that runs in her family. It's
not to be a play, but a contest of arms.’

‘Gladiators?’ Fronto brightened as he sank to a bench and
rubbed his knee.

‘Yes. All sponsored by Pompey. We'll have the prime seats with
the games' editor. You'll be able to escape the humdrum world of
the greatest city on the planet for an afternoon and imagine you're
standing on a Gaulish hill, up to the knees in body
parts.’

Fronto
grinned.

‘Well when you put it like that, it'd be rude not to accept an
invitation from so illustrious a figure.’

‘Indeed.’ Lucilia reached up and placed her hands on his
cheeks, gently but forcefully turning his head until he could see
into her deep, hypnotic eyes. She leaned forward and kissed
him.

‘Let's get back to the party. I know you've managed to get your
sister and her man to steal some of our thunder, but the guests
might actually want to speak to us.’

Fronto nodded,
his spirit lightening at the thought of an afternoon at the
games.

‘And then we can see if you can get me in the same situation as
Julia.’

Fronto blinked
and stopped, but Lucilia was already walking back to the
festivities, laughing.

 


* * * * *

 


Gnaeus
Pompeius Magnus, vanquisher of the Cilician pirates, twice consul
of the republic of Rome, triumphant victor of the Sertorius and
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