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The light was all wrong. With the sun low on the horizon, it was that strange, tainted gold that comes only in the dying hour. Black clouds swelled as if a hand reached over the hills, clawing and flashing with sudden violence. In the last moments before it struck, in the stables, the couple faced one another.

Gnaeus squinted against that sickly sun. He made himself busy with the third horse he had brought out to draw his racing chariot. The first two were snorting, held by the straps and central bar. The whole contraption weighed no more than a child. It was painted black and gold and every part had been made lighter, shaved down by masters. When he whipped those reins and drove the four horses to a gallop, no one in the world could catch him.

The mount was skittish and tried to rear. Gnaeus slapped it hard across the nose. He had no time for its foolishness. They were prey animals, stupid creatures. The horse was afraid of him – right to be if he lost his temper. Gnaeus had to lead it in a tight circle as it skittered and stepped, refusing to stand alongside the others. Those two were a matched pair, named Castor and Pollux. He had been offered a fortune just to breed from them – and turned it down. The senator he refused had made some comment about his family under his breath. Gnaeus had bedded the fellow’s wife a week later. He smiled at the flash of memory, though it was laced with bitterness.

The air was humid and dense with heat. It seemed to press him down, so that his anger grew like the storm clouds. Gnaeus looked at his wife and knew she hated him. Yet somehow he was still expected to die for her.

‘Are you not going to speak?’ she demanded. ‘Let the boy see to your horses. Are you going to Rome or not? If you run, Barbo, you’ll kill us both.’

She pressed a hand to the womb they had thought would never fill, that had been empty for nine long years of marriage. He looked where she touched. She twisted him like a rope sometimes.

‘Don’t call me Barbo,’ he muttered. ‘That is for my friends.’

As he spoke, he accepted a set of reins from a slave. The third horse had quieted, allowing him to back it into the traces. Gnaeus heaved the straps tight and three mounts nodded and snapped at one another as the fourth was brought out, whinnying, calling. They wanted to run, just as he did.

Gnaeus waved the slave away as he took the last one. He needed no help! He rode every day, as befitted one of his class. Perhaps too, he was aware of ears listening to every word. Half the city seemed to know his business, he thought sourly. Nothing was private. That was another thing Agrippina would not understand.

‘Should I call you “dominus”?’ she asked with deceptive sweetness. ‘Or should I greet you with “Salve, magister”, as my teacher? I was but a child when we met, after all.’

He rounded on her, fast enough to make her flinch. Gnaeus was a man of great physical strength, but he moved with unusual grace. He saw the way she flushed and thought how beautiful she was, how afraid. He grabbed her wrist with his free hand and felt bones move under his grip. He was a soldier, an equite, a wealthy man. Though she was twenty-two years old, there were times when she was still the girl of thirteen her family had given to his.

‘I never asked for you, Agrippina. It was your mother who flattered my family until the milk curdled, as I recall. So play no games with me. Not when you are asking me to go to my death for you. Or you might just find it is a little too much.’

‘Then if you won’t do it for me, do it for the child in me.’

She took his hand and moved it onto the swell of her, pressing too hard. There was madness in this woman, he thought. He wondered if the child would even survive its mother. When he felt a kick in the womb, he pulled back with a jerk.

‘You know what will happen, wife, if I ride up the Appian Way into Rome? You know what Sejanus will do?’

‘I know what he will do if you run,’ she said.

She was very pale. He ached for her arms around him, just once, some sign that she had any affection for him at all. It would surely make it easier. His mother had told him she would grow to love him in time, but that had been false. For all Agrippina was afraid of him, she still treated him with contempt. Gnaeus had lived with neither love nor kindness from his wife. All his anger was not much comfort in comparison to that.

‘Gnaeus?’ she went on. ‘Sejanus is the emperor’s voice in Rome. If you run, he will declare you outside the law. He will take everything you own: the land, the mines, this house – me. The child and I will have no protection. How long will we last then, with the prefect of Rome as our enemy?’

With quick gestures, Gnaeus put the reins on the last horse. He drew the long strap back to its peg on the chariot. All four horses raised their heads, sensing the chance to run before the storm. There was such power in them, it made his heart race. Gnaeus was ready to leave, and yet he stood there as lightning flashed and thunder sounded to fill the world. He looked up, breathing air that seemed more alive. A breeze was blowing and it felt cooler than it had in weeks. They were certainly due a storm, a cataclysm. The land cried out for it.

‘You know, Agri, I am just a youngest son. I was never in line for anything important. All I am is a grandson of Mark Antony. I race chariots and I oversee my estates, but I don’t threaten men like Sejanus or the emperor. My family had wealth and, yes, they wanted to join our line to the divine blood of Augustus, but that was meant to be the end of it! Then Tiberius left for Capreae and this Sejanus …’ He clenched his fist on the reins. ‘Sejanus looked at the few left in his way and began to cut them down.’

‘You don’t know that,’ his wife said.

Gnaeus looked at her in disbelief. He had spoken. That should have been the end of it. Other husbands did not have to put up with insolence. Yet she had to have the last word, always. He rested his forehead on the horse’s shoulder. Gnaeus was thirty-nine years old. He had married Agrippina when he was thirty, and she had always been a child to him. Perhaps she always would be.

‘Are you honestly so blind?’ he demanded suddenly. ‘Emperor Tiberius only knows what Sejanus lets him know. Do you understand that much? Since the death of his son, that vicious old spider has been lost on his island, withdrawn in grief. There is a great silence in Rome now. And his trusted friend – the beloved “companion in toils” he left in charge – saw his chance and took it. Of course Sejanus is responsible for your brothers, Agrippina! He destroyed Nero with an accusation. Is it not strange that such a healthy young man took his own life? Was it the terrible shame Nero felt? You tell me, Agrippina. He was your family, after all. None of you seem to feel shame. I tell you …’

He stopped for a moment, unsure if he should go on. The scorn on her face drove him further. He leaned in, his voice dropping. Even in his own house, he had to be careful. Sejanus paid an army of clients, so it was said, all to convey whispers and secrets back to him.

‘Nero was accused of being a woman to other men. Do you think Tiberius cares for that? He is so deep in cruelty … Agrippina, I could tell you things that would sicken you. No, if Tiberius signed that order of exile, if he even saw it, it was at the request of Sejanus, driving a competitor out. I heard they let your brother cut his throat, but there was no choice in it, do you understand?’

‘Don’t you dare speak of him,’ she said. She trembled then, but with frustration. Gnaeus was a powerful man, used to frightening those around him with the possibility of violence. She always had to struggle not to show fear in his presence.

He shrugged.

‘I did nothing to your brothers, Agrippina. All I did was take a wife who was cold to me. It is Sejanus who saw a path to power, who made me another stone he could kick out of the way.’

He saw her glance around, looking to see if he was overheard. Gnaeus laughed, suddenly sick of it all.

‘Oh, did I speak too loudly?’ He raised his voice further. ‘Did I say Sejanus has killed your two brothers, one by his own hand, the other starved to death? The third one might have been next if he hadn’t vanished – for his own safety, I am certain. What was his name? Yes! Gaius Julius Caesar. Like Nero Caesar and Drusus Caesar. I wonder if it ever occurred to your mother that she named them all to be killed. And then I am accused! Of adultery with a senator’s wife, as if half of Rome are not scratching at each other’s doors every night. Sejanus attacks you through me with his accusation. I will be put to trial and sent, where, to the island of Pontia to starve, or to Capreae, perhaps, to be made a whore for Tiberius? Or just given a knife and told to do the job in my cell? That’s what he wants. Or perhaps he wants me to run. Sejanus is killing his way to power, Agrippina. If you can’t see it, I can! That is what you are asking of me! If I ride into Rome, I am riding to my death.’

He was shouting the last, battering words at her so that she leaned back and closed her eyes. The storm breeze too pressed at her, flicking her hair. Gnaeus felt he had almost raised the gale himself. He was breathing hard, as if he had run a race.

Agrippina stepped in closer, right into range of his fists, her voice a whip.

‘You always talk of duty, Gnaeus, of the father of the house being responsible for everyone within it. Well, that is your role. If you had not been so free with the wives of senators and consuls, perhaps Sejanus would have no nails from which to hang you. So do not come to me for forgiveness or sympathy. You have shown none to me.’

‘You cold-hearted bitch,’ he hissed. ‘When did you ever welcome me to your bed? When have you opened your legs without being forced, without me demanding my right as a husband? Then you lie there like a dead fish until I am done? You head back to your room as if nothing has happened? For nine years, that is all I have had from you. By the gods, I should have known you would be twisted. Can you even love at all? Your father was murdered, your mother humiliated in the streets, beaten so hard she lost an eye. I’ve never seen you weep, Agrippina, not for them, not for your brothers. You’re like a stone. So if I found a little warmth with normal women, with appetites as great as my own …’

She slapped him, suddenly and without warning, as if she had not known herself that she would. He might have ducked or stopped a punch from a man, but she had surprised him. It was a hard blow that knocked his head to the side. He moved in a blur then, raising one fist like a club.

Agrippina staggered, fearing he would kill her. Her foot caught and she fell onto the stones, landing hard, crying out in pain.

Gnaeus looked down on the young woman who carried his child, still aflame in his anger. He had never hit her, not once in a decade of marriage. She was half his size and weight and he was a soldier who had killed men, in battle and violent dispute. He had torn the eye from one equite who argued with him – and thought nothing of it. He had strangled another to death with his bare hands when that man refused to honour a bet. Yet he had never hit a woman.

Agrippina rose to her feet slowly, clumsily. She had paled even further and Gnaeus was suddenly sick of all her winces and spite. The storm cracked overhead and he saw fat drops falling into the dust, the rain beginning to drum in from the south. It would be a downpour. He could smell it on the air. He filled his lungs and stepped onto the chariot platform.

‘If you run,’ she said again, ‘Sejanus will kill the child in me. Your child.’

He looked down at the way she stood, one hand supporting her womb. In nine years of marriage she had never held him as tightly as she held herself. Even then, she was manipulating him. She knew Gnaeus prided himself on his courage, that he held the name of coward as the worst a man could be called. He could not run, but by the gods, it hurt to give his life for one such as her. He wanted to live.

As he took a grip on the reins, the team whinnied, prancing on wet stones. They wore iron plates on their hooves, held by straps and grooves cut into each one. The sound was a clatter of knives. Gnaeus took his balance, ready. He felt strong.

‘What are you going to do?’ Agrippina called.

He shook his head like a twitch, sick of her voice. If he had married another, he would not be there, called on trumped-up charges into Rome. If she had not carried his child, he could have divorced her, but now they were bound. He found himself hoping the child would die, so he could be free.

Lost in fury, sick at himself, he turned the chariot almost in its own length, dominating the quad with easy skill. He knew she would be watching to see which way he went, north to the city … or south, to live without honour, to abandon his wife and child.

Gnaeus didn’t look back as he passed through the gate and went out to the road. The rain suddenly intensified, battering the ground and all those under it. He was drenched in an instant, his clothes sodden, rain plastering his blond hair to his head.

He did not see the red line that crept down the inside of her leg, or the way it mingled with rain and made it pink, so that Agrippina stood in blood. Something had torn as she fell and the pain was growing and already terrible. Yet she remained there, watching, knowing she could not leave. Gnaeus held her fate in his hands – and the fate of the child growing inside like a tumour. For all his anger and stupidity, she was almost sure which way he would go. That last, trembling lack of certainty held her, like a nail through the heart.

On the road, Gnaeus snapped the reins and roared. The line of animals sprang forward, the tiny chariot lurching off as if it had been released from a bow. Iron hooves sparked in the gloom and he was gone, heading to the city.

Agrippina collapsed then, crying out when Gnaeus could not hear, when he could not be there to lift her in his arms and lavish all the care that made her skin creep. Slaves from the house came rushing out in response. They sheltered her beneath blankets while others helped her inside and still more summoned the physician.

‘Bring the midwife,’ Agrippina hissed at them. ‘The child is coming.’

She felt a great shudder take its grip and she was certain. Lightning flashed again and again overhead, followed by thunder so loud they all jumped from the sheer power of it. She prayed Gnaeus had the strength to do what honour said he must. It was out of her hands. Agrippina was taken inside, to face her own trial.

Rain lashed the road as the quadriga chariot raced the storm. Lightning crashed over and over, whitening the entire sky with a skein of threads. Gnaeus could feel the thunder on his skin, he realised in awe.

The speed was dangerous on those stones. If he turned the chariot over, he knew he would be lucky to survive. At least the road was empty. Gnaeus felt he was the only man in the world, lost in a sort of madness where he saw every heave of the horses and felt his own heart beating.

He balanced on a tiny floor of painted wood, while his four horses tore through an artificial twilight. Each one infected the others with fear, so that they ran as if they were chased by lions, eyes wide, spittle flung like sea froth.

He passed huddled families on the side of the road. They stared at the madman, galloping in thunder and lightning. Gnaeus caught the flash of eyes as they turned, but he did not slow. He felt immortal. When had he ever run from a fight? From any man? For one who rode towards death, the air was sweet. He felt no pain in that moment, no ache of sorrow or ageing joints. All fears and worries were left in his wake and he was young again. He went like an arrow, and for a time he was lost in the joy of it.

Through the downpour, he knew the city by its light. The walls were manned by praetorians in all weathers. Oil lamps burned over gatehouses and all along the crest, like fireflies. Gnaeus smiled to see it. There was the city he loved, the order he needed.

It brought fear too. The strange peace that had filled him slid away like mists. The lights of the city meant strength and laws and praetorians standing watch. They also meant the end of his journey.

A man of Gnaeus’ class could do whatever he wanted in Rome, right up to the moment of an accusation. That was all it took sometimes. Once they had him, Gnaeus knew he would never be free again. He began to curse and swear, trying to damn them all to Hades and eternal torment, every last one of them. Shouting tore through the last of his control. He howled for a time as the city grew before him.

His horses were running hot, steaming in the rain. Gnaeus detected a hitch in the gait of one and raged about that. Lame on the hard ground, of course. His fault, his fault, always his. He could imagine what Agrippina would say when she heard he had been so reckless. She was always telling him to think, as if he could somehow see what the day would bring before it came crashing down upon them.

He showed his teeth as the quad continued, slowing, the sound of their hooves like battle. He was not stupid, whatever she said. By the gods, how his life had twisted under him! He’d never even wanted to get married. Why would he, when women welcomed him so readily to their beds? They saw his blond hair and wide shoulders and, whether they were married or not, they whispered promises to make a satyr blush.

His mother had insisted, he recalled. The old woman had wanted a grandson and she’d arranged the union with the daughter of a good bloodline. The great-granddaughter of Augustus, his precious wife.

Gnaeus shook his head, wiping rain from his eyes. He had expected a docile little thing to bear him a brace of sons and perhaps a daughter to look after him in his old age. Instead, she’d come into his life like a polecat, all claws and fury.

He’d tried to train a vixen pup once, when he was just a boy. The estate slaves had dug out a burrow and killed the mother. Gnaeus had snatched up one wriggling little thing before they could put a spade through it. Foxes were so much like dogs, he’d thought he could tame her with food and discipline. He winced at the memory. It had cost him the tip of one finger and given him a scar that curled from elbow to wrist.

Agrippina reminded him of that little fox. Sleek and dangerous, beautiful … but when those dark eyes turned on you, you had to shiver just a little. He never knew what she was thinking.

The rain had settled to a drizzle. The gap between thunder and lightning seemed greater, which meant it was moving off. He was grateful for that, especially when he saw the queue of drenched travellers waiting to enter. Some fool even waved at him, shouting for him to slow down. Gnaeus made him jump clear before he was crushed, laughing as he went. A Roman summoned to his own death didn’t have to follow petty rules, not one. It was a strange thought and he found himself smiling. He was Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus! He was Barbo, of the races! They had chanted his name once, a long time ago.

He ran a hand through his hair, smoothing it back. Ahead, a child ran into the road. Gnaeus had time to judge the ragged clothes the boy wore. He caught a flash of a woman shrieking, her hands held out. She reminded him of Agrippina and he made a choice, edging the horses in.

Hooves struck the child and broke him, even before the chariot wheel flung him like a bundle of rags. Gnaeus heard the woman’s wail beginning and he clenched his jaw, sick of pain and grief and stupid people who let their children wander into danger.

He dismounted by the gate to the city. An equite did not have to wait with shit-covered farmers and messengers. Gnaeus nodded to the praetorian guard. The man looked back at the woman weeping over her son, pointing in his direction. The two exchanged a glance and Gnaeus shrugged. It didn’t matter.

‘Prefect Sejanus sent for me. I am Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus.’

A crowd had gathered around the dead child. More and more were pointing at Gnaeus, jabbing the air.

‘You’d better come in, sir. They’re working themselves up to a riot. Like children, all of them.’

Gnaeus chuckled. A sense of peace and purpose settled on him. He could face his fate with dignity. After all, he was home, amongst his own.
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Tiberius looked out through slender iron bars, curling his fingers through the gaps. Flames burned in braziers around him, burnishing images of Jupiter overhead. The temples of the Arx citadel were quiet at that hour. After the storm, the entire city seemed at peace, though as he looked out on the forum, he knew that was a lie. From that height, Tiberius could not hear the rustlings of his people. Yet they were there, working and sleeping and rutting and eating and killing one another. He smiled at the thought. In that great darkness, there was both good and evil, but he was above it all. It was an image of the imperium that pleased him.

Tiberius glanced back at the one who waited in chains on polished stone, head bowed in submission.

‘Do you know why we call this place the “Capitoline” hill, Sejanus?’ the emperor said.

He turned from the window. A pad of silk was in his other hand and Tiberius pressed it to his mouth, breathing thick scent. The folded cloth was drenched in a mixture of rose oil and myrrh. His breath had soured over the previous year, some symptom of age or rot within. He could not bear the odour of decay and so he breathed through the cloth as another might have taken a sip of wine. It left a slight sheen on his skin.

The one who knelt before him did not answer on the instant. Sejanus was still thinking, still wondering if there was a way he might survive. It was delightful, in its way. Tiberius felt his senses rousing as he recalled memories of Capreae. Hope was such a fluttering, desperate thing, in men and women, free or slave. Right to the last, even through the moment of the last, they dared to hope they might be saved, that he would relent. It was his greatest joy, he sometimes thought. To kindle that hope, to watch it flare to life with hints and bargains, then snuff it out while they writhed under him. He tried to look into their eyes then, to get as close as he could – to see if they died hoping, or if they gave it up, setting free the winged creature he had brought to life. By the gods, he loved them, in all their childish ways. Even Sejanus …

‘Come, Sejanus, you still have your tongue. Can there be no peace between us? Will you force me to be your judge?’

The man looked up and Tiberius felt his old heart trip in excitement. There it was, the desperate hope, against all reason and experience. He knew the man would speak, before Sejanus moved, before his chains clinked against the marble floor. It was almost spoiled when Tiberius felt a cough rising in his chest. He clenched down on it, watching Sejanus breathe in, but no, it had to come, coarse and too loud, ruining the moment.

Tiberius wiped his mouth when it had passed, angry at his own weakness. He could smell blood, he realised. When his gums seeped, he could taste it, but that had become a common thing. Tonight, he could smell it as well, a dark malodour. Had blood always smelled like that? It was an image of corruption, as if all men were filled with a seeping, musty liquid. He could not bear the thought …

Tiberius closed his eyes in relief as Sejanus spoke at last. The voice was hoarse but still strong. It sent a delicious shiver through the emperor, like a cat’s tongue on his skin.

‘I have heard the name,’ Sejanus said. ‘Capitolinus was a consul … or a tribune? He defended the city.’

‘Indeed he did, Sejanus! You are an extraordinary man, I have always said it. Yes – an age ago, with Rome still bloody from the womb. Mind you, the man was named for the hill, did you know that? Capitolinus was born in a house here. The original name, from the very beginning, was from when our ancestors dug the first foundations and discovered a stone head. What forgotten, ancient race left it there?’ Tiberius smiled in wonder.

‘Capitolinus was a hero of the Republic, beloved of the people he championed. And yet he reached too far … At the end, his house was torn down, stone from stone, Sejanus. The temple of Juno rose on the very spot, not forty paces from here. No one prays there now and thinks of him. Is that not strange? A name can be immortal and yet the memory of the man, all that name really means? Gone like dust.’

Tiberius walked over to stand before the one he had called friend. His guards shifted in the shadows around him, along with the one he had brought as witness. They knew Sejanus had been searched, that chain links still bound him. Yet they sought to show their readiness with a creak of leather and iron. Tiberius smiled as he walked half a dozen steps and looked down on his prisoner. Men were such simple creatures. He had opened enough to know.

Tiberius reached out, taking Sejanus by the jaw and turning his face back and forth. The man had been beaten, or just knocked around in his arrest. The full lips had split and there was a lump by one eye. Tiberius looked down in sympathy. His guards were thorough.

‘Your praetorians have a new prefect, old friend. I appointed Naevius Macro.’ He saw Sejanus wince and raised one hand, as if they were discussing some trivial thing. ‘I know! He has no imagination, Sejanus. Twenty years fighting fires with the vigiles, the man seems to smell of smoke and ash. Yet he is a loyal dog. That is what matters most.’

‘I have not betrayed you …’ Sejanus said.

He raised his head and tried to hold the gaze of the terrifying old man peering down at him. There was too much knowledge between them. Tiberius coughed again and dabbed at his mouth, leaving a gleam of oil and blood mixed in a smear.

‘I called you friend, Sejanus. I don’t have many of those. In truth, I don’t have any, not really. Men look to me for favours, or they will not meet my gaze, for fear of what I might do – to them, or their wives and children. They laugh when I want them to, frown when I warn them of the future. It is all false and no real friendship. Can you understand? I see the way they laugh with their mates and I really cannot experience it, not in the same way, not with their innocence, do you see?’

He reached down and kissed Sejanus on one cheek, then the other. He could feel the man trembling and felt his heart thump faster. Nothing was good or true any longer, Tiberius knew that. Apart from vengeance. That could fall on a man with all the simple truth of a millstone.

‘I did not intend to come back, Sejanus. I’m old and some sickness bites at me, worse each day. Anyway, Capreae is my home now, not this city. You should have seen it, old friend. The view from those cliffs is extraordinary, with the colour of the sea changing every day, every hour! I had everything I needed there. And a son to inherit in Rome – a bloodline.’

He blinked for a moment as grief gleamed in his eyes. That too could be real, an ember rolled out of ashes within.

‘I would have lived my last days there if my son had survived. My only boy. He had so much passion! You fought with him, didn’t you, Sejanus? You fell out and disagreed a dozen times.’ He waved a hand at the fear he saw in the man’s eyes. ‘Oh, I was not blind and deaf on my island. I kept a few eyes watching you both – I still do. I tell you, when he died, I sent my little mice into every dark corner, searching and listening, making sure it was just the gods taking a soul and a father’s love out of the world … nothing else. He was thirty-seven, Sejanus, do you see? In the prime of his life and health. Can you blame me for wondering? Men have such dark souls. Yet in the end … my beloved boy was taken by a fever in the night.’

He paused, aware of every subtle movement Sejanus made. Tiberius alone knew how the evening would end. He drank the man like a cup of Falernian, with the same effect of making his senses swim.

‘I grieved, as any father would. I tore my hair and drank and vomited it all up, until I was entirely empty. I could have died then, uncaring – and without my son, the imperial line would have passed to the children of another. You know their names, Sejanus, do you not? I’m sure you do. Nero? A fine young quaestor, but accused of rutting with other men. I think there was an order for a year in exile, wasn’t there? You thought it wise to remind a young member of the nobilitas of his responsibilities. I agreed. The common people don’t understand such things, Sejanus! Not like us. They might respect one who gives, but not one who receives, not one who is made a woman. Poor Nero. I wrote to him in exile, did you know? I wanted him to understand he could not rule Rome and yet kneel for other men. Poor boy. It seems he could not overcome his choices. His shame was such that he took his own life.’

Tiberius was watching Sejanus as he spoke. The man returned his gaze steadily. Yet that too might be a confession. An innocent man would not have realised he was suspected, would have hung his head or blinked. Tiberius cursed himself for his inattention. He had been blind and deaf, after all.

‘Then, Sejanus, his brother too is accused! Drusus, who threw himself at the wife of a senator, forced her in her own private rooms.’ He chuckled. ‘Though I wonder if it was “forced” only after the husband heard the gossip, you know? Did you read those reports, Sejanus? She said she thought he was her husband in the dark, after a drunken party. A clever tale.’

Tiberius took the head of his friend in both hands, tilting it as if for a kiss. The square of perfumed silk released a dribble of oil down Sejanus’ cheek.

‘I could have saved him, of course, but I received reports that he was plotting to remove me! He was twenty-five and perhaps too impatient to inherit. Ah, Sejanus, how impetuous the young can be! Do you even remember being twenty-five?’

‘Dominus, please …’ Sejanus tried.

Tiberius didn’t seem to hear and carried on, forcing him to stop talking. No one spoke over the emperor.

‘I was a long way from Rome, Sejanus, lost in my art and sports. I wish now that I had summoned you to me there. I would have made you dance, Sejanus. I would have made you sing.’

There was an ugly note in the old man’s voice then. It turned into a cough that went on and on. When Tiberius released his head, Sejanus looked away rather than see the man’s weakness, the one who would decide his fate on the slightest whim.

Tiberius staggered as white lights flashed across his vision. He saw one of the shadows move. His witness. The emperor held out his palm, stopping the younger man as if he had been driven into the floor.

‘I’m all right, dear boy! Just a passing thing. I will be well again soon, with the best doctors in Rome to tend me.’

He threw aside the square of red silk. It landed with a slap on the marble and a slave approached to offer another, already doused in the pungent oils.

‘I put my seal to that order myself, Sejanus. Drusus Julius Caesar was to be imprisoned on the Palatine, over there, for two years. Yet he was so hurt by his treatment, so dishonoured, that he refused food. He starved to death in those cells.’

Tiberius leaned in closer than before. Sejanus could smell rotting teeth and something even worse on his breath.

‘I investigated, Sejanus. I had his guards snatched up and tortured. Do you think they named you?’

‘They could not have done, dominus. I am loyal.’

‘Yes, they made no mention of you. But there was a detail that bothered me, that ate away at me like the lumps in my groin and stomach that will not seal when they are lanced. My doctor examined his body, so very thin, his skin stretched over his bones. Do you know what he found in the dear boy’s stomach?’

Sejanus shook his head.

‘Straw, Sejanus, packed in like a cow’s cud. That was the worm in the fruit that took me out to the galley waiting on my command at Capreae. My son may just have been a tragedy, and perhaps Nero was a life lost to despair … but a man trying to starve himself to death does not eat his own mattress.’

There was silence for a time. Tiberius wiped a smear of oil across his lips. They had grown sore and a little swollen.

‘Suspicion, suspicion, suspicion …’ Tiberius whispered, the sound carrying horribly over the flutter of flames. ‘Oh, it is a foul thing, once it enters in. I set my little mice to watch you, Sejanus, to listen to you. They told me of statues raised in your own likeness, of fortunes from my treasury to celebrate your birthday. You took on the graces of an emperor, though you were merely my voice in Rome. Tell me honestly, is it just that I was away for too many years? Did you think I would not hear, or that I would not care if I did?’

‘You have judged me guilty, though I am not,’ Sejanus said. ‘Why then should I speak?’

Tiberius chuckled.

‘You are guilty, Sejanus, but there are endings and endings. When Capitolinus took on the honours of a king, he was thrown to his death from the Tarpeian rock – from this very spot. He fell from this cliff to break on the stones far below. I could do something like that, or have you hanged, impaled … By the gods, there are so many ways. Or I could have you strangled, left whole in death. It takes a little longer, but it means your wife and your children – how are they, Sejanus? Are they well? – it means they can bury you in honour … and not in pieces.’

He smiled at his own humour. He had kindled a little hope and then smothered it. To see it fade, to see resignation grow in the eyes of one he had trusted, was a joy.

‘Come to me now, Gaius,’ Tiberius called, without looking away. ‘You must see this.’

Tiberius did not break his gaze from Sejanus as the steps approached. In the last instant, the kneeling prefect glanced at the newcomer. Very slim and dark-haired, the young man had vanished from the city two years before. Sejanus had searched far and wide for news of him. He slumped in his chains and Tiberius clapped his hands in delight.

‘You didn’t know! I’d hoped you would not, but of course I couldn’t be sure. I thought you would have your own ears and eyes in Capreae, that they would report back. I had the third son, Sejanus, safe and at my side. Gaius has become my favourite.’

Sejanus looked into the eyes of the young man and shuddered at what he saw. Gaius Caesar Germanicus was trembling like a whipped dog. The young man was scarred, Sejanus saw. His face was marked with strange whorls and lines, and his arms too had been scored with a blade. Tiberius may have saved his life by taking him to Capreae, but he had not come back whole. A single glance confirmed that. Sejanus looked away as Tiberius frowned, not understanding his reaction.

‘I saved him, Sejanus! When my own son passed, when the others died in such mysterious ways, I brought Gaius out and made him mine. An emperor plans, does he not? He looks to the future and he twists and bends it to his will. And if he must, he unroots the weed growing in the garden, before it smothers all the little blooms.’

‘You will not believe I am innocent?’ Sejanus said.

Tiberius laughed and shook his head.

‘I would be a fool if I did. Too many have died, Sejanus, while you rose and rose and forgot you owe everything to me, that everything can be taken from you. I should have you tortured, I really should, to hear all the details, all the sordid plots and games. Yet truly … we were friends once.’

He spoke for the benefit of his companion, reaching out to rub the young man’s shoulders.

‘Do you see, Gaius? I can offer Sejanus mercy now. In honour of what lay between us before.’

The young man nodded and Sejanus sagged, staring at the floor.

‘Do you know the Greek word “krisis”?’ Tiberius asked softly. ‘There are some in Rome who use it now to mean disaster or … catastrophe. That is not what it means. No, it means to decide – the moment of choice. So, Sejanus, I offer you the chance to confess your sins and be strangled, or I will call my torturers and they will work on you until I am satisfied. This is the crisis, Sejanus. Choose.’

There was something like defiance in the eyes of the man in chains then, just for a moment. Tiberius saw it and smiled, leaning closer to hear what spite might bring from his lips. Instead, he saw Sejanus sigh, deflating. Tiberius almost withdrew his offer in his disappointment.

‘Very well,’ Sejanus said softly. ‘I confess as you direct, dominus. I played my part in the deaths …’ Sejanus hesitated, but a man could not step off a cliff and then change his mind. He was already falling. ‘It was at my order that Nero took his own life. I denied food to his brother in prison. I dreamed of being first in Rome, yes, a prize worth a little blood. It was no more than any man would have done. There, you have the truth of it.’

‘There …’ Tiberius echoed. He leaned down and kissed Sejanus on the cheeks once more, as if in farewell. ‘You see, Gaius? He is a man of courage, even in the end. Take him out to the Gemonian stairs. My men will do what needs doing.’

‘Now?’ Sejanus said, his voice cracking. ‘I had hoped to be given the chance to write letters, to see my wife and children.’

‘I have come a long, long way,’ Tiberius said. ‘I am weary from travel and I need to sleep. Gaius here needs to rest. Come, do not make a fuss. My personal guard is a man of great strength. He will make it quick.’

Legionaries appeared out of the shadows on either side of the kneeling man, heaving him to his feet. Sejanus wavered, trying to summon courage but looking around for anything that might save him. Tiberius hid a smile with his perfumed cloth. Hope. It endured.

The soldiers took Sejanus out of the temple and across the Capitoline hill. The Gemonian stairs were an ancient site, where traitors were killed and then thrown down for the mob to batter and stab. Torches had been lit there and the light had drawn a crowd, even in the small hours. Tiberius and Gaius walked behind, strolling like lovers under the moonlight.

Sejanus looked over his shoulder, terror growing in him.

‘You don’t have to … please, Tiberius. We were friends once.’

Tiberius raised both hands, as if helpless. He leaned in then and whispered into the ear of the young man at his side. Sejanus saw Gaius flinch from the words.

‘Show clemency, one of you,’ Sejanus called. ‘It is in your gift. Let me go into exile, Tiberius! Take all I have, but let me live.’

The guards dragged him across the crest of the hill, to the top of the stairs. The lamps illuminated those ancient steps, down to pools of darkness by the forum. Brutus and Cassius had walked those very stones, holding up their bloody hands to show what they had done.

The waiting crowd caught sight of the emperor above. They called to one another and to Tiberius himself, blessing him for his presence in the city. Others began to cheer as the news spread. Tiberius was in Rome. The emperor was with them.

‘Please,’ Sejanus said. He focused on the younger man. Tiberius was beyond any appeal he might make. Yet his companion would be emperor one day – if he survived the withered old spider clinging to his arm. ‘I knew your father, Gaius. Can you not ask for mercy? Tiberius will grant you anything as his heir. Can you not spare me?’

To his surprise, the young man gave a strange and high-pitched laugh. It sounded almost like weeping.

‘You killed my brothers,’ Gaius said. ‘If I had the strength, I would crush your throat myself.’

‘Dear boy, well said,’ Tiberius murmured warmly. ‘There is purity in justice, as in little else.’

He nodded to the guard and the man stepped forward and put both hands around Sejanus’ throat. Sejanus made an animal sound of panic, drowned out by the crowd’s excited roar. Their eyes gleamed in the torchlight below. Some of them had crept up the first steps, knives ready, waiting for the body.

Sejanus had been first sword of the praetorian guard. He was strong and very fit, a man still in his prime. It took a long time before the last sign of life was wrenched from him. The guard kept squeezing until he felt a crack. He was satisfied then. The man turned back to Tiberius and the emperor waved a hand as he coughed blood into his red cloth.

The guard kicked the body down the steps, watching in fascination as it bounced and slid into the arms of the mob. They fell on it in a kind of frenzy, hammering and stabbing until there was blood all over them.

Tiberius left them to their pleasures for a while, then sent his men down to retrieve the corpse of his friend. The crowd scattered before those grim and armoured soldiers, pulling back in a ring and cheering for the emperor returned.

At the foot of the Gemonian stairs, Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus looked up in awe. Tiberius had returned to Rome after a dozen years away. Gnaeus had recognised Sejanus and then watched the man thrown down like a sack of wheat. Blood spattered the bottom of the steps and Gnaeus could feel only a sort of stunned joy. Surely, the accusations would have died with Sejanus? His enemy had encountered a greater force than himself and been crushed by it.

Gnaeus wanted to roar his delight, his triumph, but he knew better. The crowd was still savage, pushing and shoving, with blood on their knives. Gnaeus knew he should just leave, go quietly back to the stables where he had left his chariot and four. He’d have to find another horse to replace the one that had gone lame, but if he waited till first light …

He looked up the stairs at Tiberius and a young man who stood at his side. He knew him, Gnaeus realised. Gaius Caesar, older brother to Agrippina. The boy had survived! Gnaeus remembered him as a skinny little urchin, brave and cocky, with a ready grin. Some legion blacksmiths had made the child a set of legionary armour, right down to a miniature sword and boots just like the caligae the soldiers wore. The boy had been delighted, strutting around the camp as if he owned it. They’d called him ‘little boots’ then, Gnaeus recalled. Caligula.

He eased back through the crowd, away from the light. He had to tell Agrippina. She would know what to do; she always did.
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The storm had passed in the night, but Agrippina was still in bonds, enduring wave after wave, the awful clenching she could neither refuse nor slow, yet which produced nothing but pain. It had not been too bad in the first hours, but by the time the sun showed, she was exhausted, limp. Yet still they came, her little body squeezing as if she had no command of it.

She sat on the birthing chair the midwife had brought. The woman had made a shrine of the room, burning herbs that made her senses swim. Yet the chair was the strangest thing, with a great arc cut into the seat so the child could slip down and out. Agrippina braced her back against oak worn smooth by all those who had sat there before. She saw blood trickling and the midwife looked sour once again.

The woman had suggested cutting her, had actually brought out a wicked little blade for the task. Agrippina had been grateful then for her sister. Drusilla had taken the older woman by the arm and gently removed the knife from her hand. Of course, something had split below not long after that, with bright red blood appearing on the polished wood. The midwife had been unable to hide her satisfaction as she peered at the poor torn flesh.

Agrippina closed her eyes, shutting out the room. She had been offered wine, but it made her feel ill and the room still spun from the effect of a single cup. She needed the older woman, no matter how irritating she was. It was all new! Agrippina had not given birth before and Drusilla had no children of her own, though she had been married for four years.

‘It’ll come now, no doubt,’ the midwife said. ‘With that great tear to ease the way. Poor little thing couldn’t get out before. There, you see? The head is already coming more easily. Push down again, dear.’

Agrippina could hear liquid spattering. She was dizzy and saw flashing lights. She felt something leave her, as well as a tearing inside. It was not a sharp pain but an ache, as if she had been hollowed out.

The midwife caught the child in a bundle of cloth. Agrippina stared dazedly, blinking.

‘It is a boy,’ the midwife said, raising him up.

The tiny figure opened its mouth and the head turned back and forth, though the eyes were still shut. Agrippina felt a terrible weariness. She wanted to move to the bed, but the child was still attached somehow, held by a thick blue cord with bumps and twists all along its length. She waved her hand to it, unable to form the words. The midwife understood. She bent down and bit through the flesh, causing a rush of blood that dribbled down her chin. Agrippina looked at her in horror, then reached to hold the slithering thing that suddenly appeared between her legs, convinced her bowels had emptied. She found herself holding what looked like a mass of liver, too slippery to grip. It was warm and it pulsed in her hands. Agrippina let it drop in horror.

‘What is that thing?’

‘Just the afterbirth, dear, don’t worry,’ the midwife said, visibly amused at young women who knew so little. She wrapped the child and used rags to wipe spilled blood while Drusilla helped her sister over to the bed. Agrippina lay on her back then, torn and aching, staring at the ceiling. She did not protest when her legs were opened once more and the midwife tutted at whatever she found.

‘I can stitch you together, dear, but it will hurt. Better to do it now, before you sleep. Or you’ll be mixing pee and … well, I’ve known women who are never right again for their husbands.’

Agrippina remembered being angry before. The midwife seemed a more benevolent sort then, a kind and gentle creature.

‘Do what you must. Where is my son?’

She said the words almost to test them, sounds she had never needed to say before, never thought she would say after nine barren years of marriage. Yet they were right, the moment she heard them. Drusilla handed her a wrapped thing and Agrippina could see the envy in her sister as her hand lingered on his little body. She looked down into a red and swollen face, about as battered in his beginning as she felt herself. She slipped down the bed as the midwife shoved a bolster under her hips and went to work with a needle. She had produced it from a leather pouch with a great flourish. Agrippina tried not to gasp as it pierced her flesh and the midwife began to sew the tear together in looping stitches. The little boy fussed and began to snuffle.

‘Give him your breast,’ Drusilla said.

There were tears in her eyes, Agrippina noticed. She reached out and took her sister’s hand, gripping it in silent reassurance. The whole family had thought they were barren, but if one could have a son, perhaps there was still a chance for the other. The two young women met one another’s gaze and Drusilla nodded, pulling herself together. She glanced at what was happening between Agrippina’s knees and paled a few shades, looking quickly away. Agrippina could feel new pain there and tightness, overwhelming the numbness that had protected her. She winced, bearing one breast and pressing the baby’s face to it. She didn’t know if there was a knack, but the child found her nipple and began to suck greedily. His eyes drifted half open and she looked into them in wonder. She saw his hand work free of the wrapping then and marvelled at it.

‘He is perfect,’ she said.

She looked up then as a clatter sounded outside. She knew the voice calling orders to house slaves, demanding to know where she was. Her husband could do nothing in peaceful calm. He swore and shouted his way through life. He kicked doors and often broke them, as if the entire world was just a little too slow for his taste. Agrippina knew the sound of him and yet it came with a wave of fear that threatened to drown all her joy. If he had come home, it meant Sejanus had not taken him up for trial or imprisonment. It meant his nerve had failed and he had killed them all.

When Gnaeus came into that room, he brought the odour of earth and rain, his clothes the same he had worn the evening before and yet sodden with damp. He looked down on the scene as the midwife squawked and covered up his wife’s lower half. The ludicrousness of it might have made Agrippina smile if the situation hadn’t been so serious. Yet her husband was grinning as he stood there, looking around at the chaos of a birthing room with sudden grimaces flashing across his face.

‘It’s like a battlefield in here,’ he announced. ‘Which makes you the victors, I hope.’ He nodded to her sister, giving the most reduced greeting manners demanded. ‘Drusilla.’

‘Barbo,’ she replied.

He ignored her.

‘Well? Which is it? Boy or girl?’

‘A son,’ Agrippina said.

He beamed then.

‘Good. I’ll teach him to hunt and fight. I’m just about young enough – though you cut it close. My goodness, he’s right on that tit though, isn’t he? He’s loving that! Look at him! Takes after his father. Well done. Not that I’d have minded a girl – but women aren’t … you know, real, are they? Oh, you know what I mean! They’re different. Don’t look like that, Agri! I know you have your own ways. All the talk and … herbs and such, but you’re not like men are. No, you make boys, which is a noble path. Obviously, we’re the ones who think … who fight wars and build the cities! Then women make more so we can keep it going.’ He had the sense of all three women frowning at him. ‘Oh, by the gods, take a compliment, Agri! You weren’t really a woman before, is what I mean. Like Drusilla here.’

There was a clash of voices then as both sisters snapped at him. He raised his hands in mock surrender, his fine mood untouched.

‘Well! You are both obviously exhausted. Get some sleep, Agrippina. I’ll leave you to it.’

‘What about Sejanus?’ Agrippina shouted, over her sister’s acid reply. ‘Why are you back here?’

Gnaeus laughed then, shaking his head in a sort of wry wonder.

‘Sejanus? Oh, he’s dead. Strangled and thrown down the Gemonian steps. I was there, Agri. I watched it. Your brother was there too.’

‘What? What are you talking about?’

‘Tiberius has come back. It seems he thought Sejanus was doing just what I told you he was. Well, he put a stop to it. I never thought I’d see that old wolf in Rome again. Neither did Sejanus, looks like. Cost him his life, but I think … I think it means the case against me has gone like seeds on the wind. I’m not sure, but I’ll stay away from the city for a while and let Tiberius settle in. He doesn’t look well, though. I’ll say that much. He was coughing into a bit of cloth as the mob tore into Sejanus. What? He was already dead. You should have seen the size of the strangler’s hands, Agri. I tell you, they were like shovels. They met right round the front like a collar. No, he was dead, all right.’

Agrippina could see her husband was in the grip of one of his wild spells. They came upon him sometimes, building and building until words poured in a torrent and he would not sleep for days. They were followed by a great crash, of misery, rage and shame, unable even to rise. She was not sure which of the two sides she disliked the most, not really. They were both exhausting and the entire world became about him. If his mother had indeed made a ‘real’ person, she had not done a very good job.

‘What about my brother?’ Agrippina asked weakly. She was barely able to keep her eyes open, a fact of which he seemed utterly oblivious.

‘Caligula?’

‘Don’t call him that. It is a child’s name.’

‘Gaius, then. He was there. On the arm of the emperor like his favourite catamite,’ Gnaeus said with a shrug. ‘He looked thin, but all right. I wasn’t close enough to speak to him. As soon as I saw Sejanus was for it, I thought I should just quietly take myself away from the city. So I came home and found a son, at last. I tell you, the gods smiled on us last night, didn’t they? I’m going to break out the good wine and take the day for myself. To think of a name for him as well.’

‘I’d hoped …’ Agrippina tried to break in. ‘My brother’s name …’

He spoke over her.

‘I’ll name him after my father! Lucius Domitius Ahenobarbus. Done. Some men take days or weeks over this, speaking to your foreign astrologers, paying them fortunes. No. Lucius is a good name.’ He looked around in simple satisfaction, seeing again the chaos of the birthing room. ‘And are you … well served here, Agri? You have everything you need? Is there a wet nurse for the boy?’

‘I’ll do it,’ she said.

Her husband’s gaze lingered on the swell of her breasts as the child sucked.

‘Good … good. Slaves looking after you? Drusilla not getting in the way?’

‘Just go. I’ll be fine.’

Her eyes drifted closed while the baby fed. Gnaeus left then, his smile widening as he thought of all the friends he would see. They’d all thought he was finished, just as he had. Yet he was back, with a son to raise and his enemy already being made ash on some funeral pyre. Whatever else happened, this was a good day.

Tiberius drew himself up in bed. A slave added more bolsters to keep him upright, unnoticed. The emperor had taken to sleeping in a chair on Capreae. Lying flat seemed to make his cough worse and fluid crackled in his lungs as breaths came short. He looked around, wishing he had brought that favourite chair with him. He’d been all but ready to slip away from the world, but then Sejanus had roused the old beast with his manoeuvring. He smiled at the thought. Perhaps he should be grateful. The imperial chamber was newly decorated, the walls edged in red and cream, with scenes along a river painted as if he looked through an open window, making the room seem even larger. Sejanus had not been without taste, it seemed.

Outside, Tiberius heard the cadence of marching soldiers. He frowned, aware that he had not summoned the praetorians. The man he had promoted to lead them had never served as one of that elite legion, first in Rome and responsible for the safety of the emperor. That meant Naevius Macro could not have been corrupted by Sejanus, but it also meant he was an outsider and less aware of the traditions of the imperial palace. He had already made the mistake of bothering Tiberius while his physicians were in attendance. If he had come again with some trivial matter, Tiberius decided he would have him cast back down to the vigiles. Fire still needed to be fought in Rome, and order kept.

Though he had been away for over a decade, Tiberius knew the rhythms of the city as well as his own heart – or even better now the thing seemed to miss and race. He only had to glance at his bed slave for the young man to ease back his covers and help him to bring his legs over, fastening sandals to his purple feet. His muscles had withered over the years, he thought ruefully, almost in disbelief. Pale and thin, his legs were somehow pitiful. They had been strong and bronzed once, a lifetime ago when Augustus ruled and the world had been a simpler, cleaner place.

Tiberius felt a moment of satisfaction as his bowels remained quiescent. He’d had trouble down there for years, though he endured regular washes of warm olive oil to free any blockages. Today, though, he was able to wave away the pot. It might come with a price later, but that was the way of things.

His waking robe was one he had brought from Capreae, woven from a shimmering substance that soothed and cooled an emperor’s skin. He rubbed his hands down each
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