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Dedication

This is for Mike Ashley, with thanks.

 


I

“KIDNAPPED? CLAUDIA SPUN ROUND. “WHAT DO YOU MEAN, THE silly cow’s been kidnapped?”

Jupiter, Juno and Mars, give me a break. I’ve hardly caught my breath from Gaul, avoiding that final ferry ride across the River Styx by so narrow a squeak Hades’ brimstone’s still prickling in my nostrils. You don’t seriously expect me to believe a major crime has been committed the instant I return? 

“Read this, if you don’t believe me.” Julia thrust a scruffy piece of papyrus at her sister-in-law and rejoiced in yet another exquisite reason to hate her. 

Not enough that this long-legged, money-grubbing trollop had lured her dear brother into matrimony. Oh, no. The bitch had wheedled her way to inheriting the whole of Gaius’ estate. Julia sniffed loudly. They should be mine, she thought. Mine. His prestigious wine business, his investments, the country villa, this…her hooded glance took in the rare woods and opulent marbles, the eye-watering dazzle of bronze, gold and silver, yes, this should be mine, too, this magnificent town house. Not that—that—that unspeakable creature, perusing the ransom note in her high-backed padded chair. 

Julia folded her arms across her chest and scrutinised the little office with its fine peacock mosaic, its maplewood desk encrusted with ivory, its wide double-doors opening on to a peristyle alive with birdsong and the scent of white lilies. Under the laurels, that vicious, cross-eyed feline of Claudia’s stretched and yawned beside a half-eaten mouse. Julia imagined it clawed the furniture indoors as well, given half a chance. 

To the west, the sun began to sink below the rooftops, turning the sky a violent ragged robin pink and now, listening to the gentle splash of the fountain in the garden, she acknowledged bitterly that hers were stale grievances, raked over so many times since Gaius died that the repetition had begun to pall, even to her. 

Until today. 

Today, in his house, in his office (which this little cat had already had the temerity to redecorate), Julia was fully justified in adding another vitriolic string to her lyre. “Now will you treat this seriously?” she snapped. “My niece, who—may I remind you—is also your stepdaughter, has, as that demand makes clear, been abducted.”

Actually, what rankled was not so much that Claudia had found the concept of Flavia’s kidnap incredible—indeed, Julia herself had had to read the letter twice—it was sweeping in here unannounced in the middle of a heatwave which really got her goat. Talk about insult to injury. After all, you’d expect, wouldn’t you, to catch the baggage out? Find her cavorting with some fancy man, upon which they could denounce her and get the will reversed before she spent the sodding lot. Alas. Julia snorted. No man. Worse, no sign of a masculine presence… And she hadn’t caught her sister-in-law disporting herself with gaiety, dancing or any other entertainment unsuited to the state of widowhood. Damn. Julia’s fingernail snapped in her teeth. The last thing she’d expected (or hoped) was to barge in and find Claudia Seferius poring serenely over the estate ledgers. 

What made the whole thing truly unbearable, though, was seeing Claudia’s glossy locks, coiled and immaculate, her robe crisp and fresh in the late afternoon. Absently, Julia’s fingertips pushed away the straggles of hair which plastered themselves to her forehead and too late remembered the sweat patches under her arms.

By Hermes, did the gods have no pity?

“When did it arrive, this demand?” Claudia turned over the tatty sheet to examine the underside.

“Just now, of course,” Julia cried. “It was the first thing we thought of, coming to you.”

And we all know why, don’t we. “Oh?” Claudia leaned back in her chair and threw one casual leg over the other. “Why’s that, then?”

“Well…” The older woman made a vague gesture with her hand. “It’s obvious, isn’t it…”

“Because Flavia is just fifteen years old, you mean? The product of my late husband’s loins, dear little child that she is?” Claudia flipped the counters to the end of the abacus. “Sorry, sentiment won’t wash. Gaius wanted nothing to do with his daughter, she was fostered to you from birth.” Foisted would have been a better word. “So I ask again. Why, if the ransom note was delivered to you, have you brought it to me? Incidentally, I suppose it’s too much to ask whether you thought to question the messenger?”

The flush which rose to Julia’s thin cheeks spoke for itself. “We—that is, Marcellus didn’t…” Recovery was swift. “My husband is a prominent architect,” she reminded her sister-in-law, plumping herself down in a chair. (Azure blue, indeed. Gaius would never have stood for such a gaudy shade of upholstery). “He receives a score of letters every day.”

“They all look like this, do they?” Claudia waved the greasy scrap of parchment and the thought flashed through her mind that, yes, in all probability, a number of them would. Marcellus might be an architect, but he was by no means a prominent one. In fact, he wasn’t even a very good one. Over the past few months, his practice had dwindled to virtually nothing, and this was no mean feat when virtually the whole of Rome was in the throes of rebuilding—marble for brick, bronze for wood, pavements for mud. “How much does he owe?” she asked.

“How dare you!” With a puff of indignation, Julia shot out of her chair. “How dare you insinuate—”

As an actress, Claudia thought, she wouldn’t be given a job in a crowd scene. “Come, come, Julia, we both know the score. Sit down and take a goblet of wine.” 

Claudia inhaled the fragrance of the rich vintage, admired its ruby tints as it trickled through the fingers of the dying sunlight into the frosted green glass. She pushed the goblet across the desk, only for it to stand ignored. Very well. Play it your way. 

“You imagine I don’t know why you’re here instead of Marcellus?” she asked, gently sipping Julia’s wine. Typical slimy move, sending his wife to do his dirty work. “Money, Julia.” Bushes were for idle cats to snooze beneath, not for beating round. “Not out of concern for my late husband’s daughter, you’re here because you want me to stump up the ransom.”

The older woman subsided back into her chair and scowled at the newly painted floral frescoes, the damask roses, the acacias and the heathers turning scarlet in the sunset. “You can afford it,” she muttered. “We can’t.”

How true. Marcellus had been siphoning off Flavia’s annuity for months—at least he had been, until Claudia severed the allowance. It stood to reason that, with his business in trouble and his income cut short, the next step would be to borrow and moneylenders (as Claudia knew from painful experience) bled their victims to the bone. 

Not that she’d been under any legal obligation to underwrite her wretched stepchild in the first place. Gaius’ will was unequivocal. The widow inherited everything, the relatives not a copper quadran. Nevertheless, a—shall we call it goodwill?—gesture was enough to prevent either Flavia or her grasping foster parents digging for dirt, because the last thing that bunch of spongers wanted was to see their clover supply drying up. 

Some charities, she reflected, were well worth the sacrifice.

Which is not to say Claudia was prepared to indulge Marcellus’ recklessness indefinitely. Idiot. Why couldn’t he content himself with what every other person in his situation does? Cream a bit off the top and be happy? Claudia watched her thin-nosed sister-in-law from under lowered lashes, the deep lines of dissatisfaction around the mouth, the permanent frown on her forehead and understood why Marcellus slept in a separate bedroom. 

Pursing her cherry tinted lips, Claudia studied the limp piece of parchment in her hand. Badly written, poorly spelled, there was no mistaking the message, though. Flavia had been kidnapped, they were to await further instructions. The consequences were unambiguous, too. Call in the army and Flavia dies…

Shit.

Under the laurels, Drusilla, her blue-eyed, cross-eyed, dark Egyptian cat, began to lick a languid paw in preparation for the evening hunt of moths and mice and crunchy creepy-crawlies. 

“I presume you’ve checked that Flavia isn’t staying with friends?” Claudia asked. The Games of Apollo kicked off in two days—eight days of races and feasting and plays. Could this be some teenage prank related to the festivities? 

“The girl has no friends,” Julia retorted, and Claudia could well believe it. A sulkier, more self-centred little madam you couldn’t find. “She simply went out last night and never returned.”

Something slithered around in Claudia’s stomach. “What time did you notice she hadn’t come home?” she asked, instinctively knowing the answer. The poor cow hadn’t been missed until that note arrived.

“I’ve been busy,” Julia snapped. “To make ends meet, we’ve had to sell some of our slaves, which loads extra work on me—and besides. The girl’s old enough to come and go as she pleases.”

“In other words,” Claudia drained the goblet in one swallow, “you can’t actually pinpoint when she was snatched.”

“Now that’s where you’re wrong.” A smug expression settled on Julia’s features. “I’ve narrowed it down to last night, because the only things missing from her bedroom are the clothes and jewels she went out in.”

“Which were…?” No wonder Gaius had little truck with his doltish sister. She was as slow as he’d been sharp, as dull as he’d been shrewd, self-centred as he’d been focused. In fact, Claudia did not recall Julia ever once tipping back her head and roaring with laughter, as her brother used to do.

“She was wearing her best rose-red tunic shot with gold. A ring set with jade, another with agates, two matching silver armbands, her favourite faience pendant, gold ear studs and,” Julia finished on a note of triumph, “the emerald pin I’d given her for Saturnalia.”

Good grief. The surprise is not that that Flavia was kidnapped, more she wasn’t robbed. “Is it usual for Flavia to leave the house dressed like a dog’s dinner?” For a girl with no friends and with the Games not kicking off for two days, surely Julia thought it odd, as Claudia certainly did, that Flavia had gone out in her finery?

“Oh, didn’t she tell you?” Julia’s smile was pure reptile. “That’s why she’s been all Apollo-this, Apollo-that of late, you must have noticed her preoccupation?”

“Teenage girls fall in love with gods and heroes all the time.” 

One minute it’s dolls and skipping ropes and dressing up. Next, it’s spots, cosmetics and infatuation with either ruff-tuff, he-men types like Hercules, whose bulging pecs and oozing masculinity sends them swooning in their pillows, or else they fall for the dreamy poet-cum-musician types.

“Long-haired Apollo with his lyre and romantic verses is always a hot favourite,” she pointed out. And—like every teenage crush—gloriously out of reach.

“That’s as maybe,” Julia said, “but it’s driving me demented. Her bedroom walls are covered with ghastly yellow sun discs, which she’s painted herself, hundreds of the blessed things, and all because she’s been invited to take the lead role in Friday’s production of ‘The Serving Women’. That’s when—”

“Yes, yes, I know what it is.” 

Everyone in Rome knows, you stupid cow. Claudia got up and began to pace the office. How many generations had turned to dust since that fateful day when Rome was besieged by an enemy who took to demanding high-born female hostages? Quite for what purpose Claudia shuddered to imagine, but out of hardship, heroism is born. A humble serving wench gathered together a group of equally spirited young women who, disguised in their noble counterparts’ finery, employed strength, cunning and resilience to turn the tables on their assailants and save the day. In return, Rome honoured their courage every year by re-enacting the drama.

“Exactly what connection does this have with Flavia’s abduction?”

“No need to get prickly,” Julia bridled. “I just wanted you to be aware that the Prefect organising the show felt our little Flavia was perfect for the lead. Not everyone gets selected, it’s a tremendous honour for us—” Claudia’s sizzle of a glare cut her short. “Anyway,” Julia finished stiffly, “the point is, she didn’t return from rehearsals.”

Out in the garden, the trunk of the sour apple glowed like a dying ember in the last vestiges of twilight. In the distance, a trumpet blasted, a signal to heave open the great city gates. Would that a second blast could spirit away this carping hag.

“What about the authorities?” Claudia asked, returning to her desk. “Has Marcellus notified any of the officials?” 

There’s a clue here, she thought. Something Julia had said… Something which didn’t add up.

“Are you mad?” Julia squeaked. “You’ve seen what it says in the letter, they’ll kill her!”

Claudia moistened a fingertip and ran it lightly over her eyebrow. “I doubt whether anyone who spells authority with an O is in an intellectual position to find out,” she said dryly. “I advise you to seek official help.”

“I will not,” Julia snarled, “compromise this girl’s life for a measly sesterces or two.”

Claudia heard her chair scrape across the mosaic floor. Then again, it could have been the grinding of her teeth. “This is not a question of compromising Flavia’s life,” she hissed back. “It’s a matter of basic common sense.”

The kidnappers might settle for a single payment. Then again, they might not. Greed is an unpredictable commodity. Moreover, they might return the girl alive, but in all probability they would not. No witnesses. No loose ends. Without doubt, this was a job for the professionals…

“So what are you saying?” Julia tried to shrug free the clammy tunic which was sticking to her back. “I’m to return to Marcellus and inform him you won’t help?”

Well done, Julia, you’re catching on at last. 

A mental picture formed in Claudia’s mind. Her brother-in-law’s lizard smile. Complexion like an unripe mulberry. How often over the past ten months had he “just happened” to be passing, or (surprise, surprise) found himself seated beside her in the theatre? Of course, if she could just see her way clear to advancing a couple of hundred…? To tide him over until the next contract…? Handing Marcellus money was akin to tipping water over sand, you never saw a drop of it again. 

She poured herself another glass of wine and drummed her fingers lightly on the table. 

But that was only half the story. Every time they met, his palm would contrive to alight on some curvaceous part of her anatomy and despite swatting him off like a gadfly, that sticky imprint seemed to linger for hours. Marcellus, you lecherous warthog, you can bloody whistle for your money and, Croesus, it would need a sturdier abacus than the one on Claudia’s desk to reckon up the number of times Julia had cut her in the Forum or slurred her reputation. 

And Flavia was turning into a right little chip off the sour old block.

Little? Claudia picked up a quill and ran the feather lightly down her cheek. Ho, ho, did I say, little? In the five years since Claudia had married into this family of misfits, Flavia had evolved from an awkward, lumpy, difficult child into an awkward, lumpy, difficult teenager. The only girl with less sex appeal than a plucked goose. Numerous attempts to get her married off had fallen flat, thanks to Flavia’s outrageous sullenness, until it had almost reached the stage where they’d run out of decent families to approach. What prospects then? Unless the silly cow came to her senses, and quickly dammit, she’d be stuck for life with some dim-witted dolt of a husband—or worse, an ageing roué who’d view her as nothing more than his personal prostitute to use how and when he wanted. Young women, as Claudia knew to her cost, were not in a position where they could pick and choose…

“That’s it, then?” Julia blinked down her long, skinny nose. “We’re on our own in this, Marcellus and I?” 

As the last trace of light faded from the room, Claudia traced a circle with her finger round the rim of the goblet. A smarmy spendthrift brother-in-law. A stepdaughter who’s moody, rude and ungrateful. The sister-in-law from hell.

I’d rather roll naked in a bed of stinging nettles before lending these deadbeats a hand.

Julia’s narrow jaw was rigid. “You’re leaving us to cope alone?”

“Definitely—” Claudia tossed back the last of her wine “—not. Count me in.”

 


II

“I DON’T BELIEVE THIS.” CLAUDIA PACED HER BEDROOM LIKE A leopard in a cage. “I don’t believe I could be so bloody stupid.”

“Mrr?” Drusilla, draped lengthways over her mistress’s pillow, twizzled one ear around. 

“I need a doctor. I’m ill.” 

She felt her forehead. It did not feel like a forehead sickening for a fever, but what else could explain the aberration?

“Hrr.”

“Oh, fine for you to say, my girl. You haven’t landed yourself the job of tracking down a gang of kidnappers for a family you can’t stand and who, in turn, hate your very guts.” She poked around in search of tell-tale swellings in her throat. “I ask you, what do I know about criminal behaviour?”

“Brrp-brrp.”

“Other than my own, I meant.” Claudia stuck out her tongue and studied it by lamplight in the mirror. “I ought to send for a physician,” she told the reflection. “I have a terminal disease.”

What other explanation could there be, for not only shouldering the role of gumshoe, but—and this is what hurt—agreeing to settle the bloody ransom? Was she absolutely barking loony? 

“You do realise, don’t you,” she addressed the cat accusingly, “that the coins in my coffers are gasping like fish in a drained pool?” She checked her skin for signs of plague or jaundice. “The family didn’t know, of course—” nor did anybody else “—but Claudia Seferius is broke. Skint. Borassic. Cleaned out. Bust, and on her uppers.”

Good grief, why else would she have been stuck inside her dreary office yesterday when she could have been out dancing, hurling dice or eyeing up the hunky gladiators as they trained? Someone had to stretch those stubborn bills.

“Bloody merchants.” She prodded her appendix. “This is their fault.”

It’s all very well having your husband pop off when he did, him in late middle age and the widow not yet twenty-five when she inherited his thriving enterprise. But what provisions were there for fellow merchants refusing to deal with a woman? Claudia pulled down her eyelids and checked the colour of her eyeballs. Poor old Gaius. Not such a bad old duffer, really. She thought of his bronze bust, dulling in the cellar and his ashes which lay crumbling beneath a marble tomb along the Appian Way. She supposed she ought to visit it some time. 

She held out both hands to test for tremors and thought, if she didn’t have the shakes before, the merest mention of her fellow guildsmen should surely bring them on. Her husband’s ashes were still warm when the rotten sods banded together in an effort to freeze the young widow out of trade. Their aim? To have her assets stripped from under her, her business torn apart, the proceeds divvied up amongst themselves. Well. Claudia Seferius, as they would find eventually out, was not the type of girl who could be bullied out of business. In the meantime, however, survival demanded drastic steps be taken…

Hefty bribes, for one thing. Selling her dry, fruity red wine at a loss for another. And temporary though these measures were, right now her piggybank was emaciated to the point of collapse.

Claudia explored for tumours, listened for the first manifestations of pleurisy, pneumonia, bronchitis and wondered, what were the symptoms of dropsy?

“Dammit, Drusilla, the Games of Apollo start in two days.” Festivals and frolics, feasting and tomfoolery. Chariot races, processions, athletic events, theatres. Oh, and did I mention processions? So how does Claudia Seferius choose to spend her time? Playing ‘tag’ with a gang of kidnappers. 

She hurled the mirror out of the window. Useless bloody thing. Doesn’t even show up deadly rashes.

“Of course, I’d have a better chance at catching them, if they followed up with the ransom note they threatened.” Await further instructions, the original letter said. But how long… 

Is Flavia alive?

Resting her elbows on her red-painted balcony rail, the heatwave—what else?—pressed like an anchorstone upon her chest. Claudia let her gaze fall on the seething tide below. Dogs, oxen, wagons, carts and barrows surged and staggered, cranked and rumbled their way along the street by the light of dimly flickering torches mounted on the walls. Since Caesar’s time, wheeled traffic had been banned during daylight hours (the streets were clogged enough), leaving only night-time free for deliveries too cumbersome to be transported in simple panniers on the backs of donkeys and mules. But short nights squeezed tempers as well as consignment times.

“Oi, you!” Red in the face, a wagoner transporting slim-necked amphorae of olive oil cracked his bullwhip. He was late, as usual, and the delay was always someone else’s fault and never his. “You’re blocking half the bloody road, move over.”

“Sorry, mate, this here’s my drop-off point.” The carter, his arms full of new roofing tiles for the house three doors down, staggered under the weight. “You’ll have to back up and go round the block.” 

“The hell I will. Now you move that cart or I’ll bloody move it for you.” 

Traffic began to jam in both directions, and when the sweaty wagoner took it upon himself to lead the carter’s mule down the nearest sidestreet, sending a score of terracotta tiles crashing into splinters as they slid off the open back end, punches needed no encouragement. Gradually more and more drivers became embroiled in the brawl, pitching in with either verbal or physical abuse, until the rumpus had attracted half the population of the city, so it seemed. Swarms of beggars gushed from the twisting narrow alleys. Pie sellers, cutpurses, whores, wine vendors—out they came, ever hopeful of cashing in on the occasion, and suddenly everybody was shouting over everybody else in an effort to be heard. No wonder they called Rome the city which never sleeps.

“Mrrr.”

“No-one’s locking you in,” Claudia told Drusilla. “But I can’t hear myself think with that racket.” Heatwave or not, she slammed the shutters and instantly the tumult dimmed to a throb. In her bedroom, a single lamp burned with aromatic lavender oil.

Where are you, Flavia? 

“Frrr.” Drusilla uncoiled herself from Claudia’s pillow and scratched at her ear.

“Yes, poppet, I know she’s a horrid little beast and we’ll all be glad to see the back of her.” Claudia considered her supper tray and selected a fat, pink prawn for the cat. “But that doesn’t make kidnapping right.”

Have they hurt you? Mistreated you? Are you frightened, crying and alone?

She picked up a still-warm roll, inhaling the garlic, thyme and rosemary and found the aromas made her stomach heave. 

Have they treated you civilly?

Pictures formed and dissolved in Claudia’s mind and she squeezed her eyes shut. The possibility of Flavia being snuffed out like an old tallow candle sent a vicious pain through her head. She’s too young, she thought. Too naïve. She’ll be terrified…

When Flavia’s mother died giving life to the girl, she left behind a daughter that Gaius didn’t want and three sons that he did, with the result that Gaius used his famous bullyboy tactics to dump Flavia with his youngest sister, taking care to oil the path with sufficient funds to silence any squawks of protest. No-one could ever say for sure whether Flavia was miserable by constitution or whether being unwanted had rubbed off on her somehow. But by all accounts, she’d adopted an unlovable nature with uncharacteristic alacrity—scowling when she should have chortled, sulking when it came to playing games—so that when Claudia entered the scene, a scant five years back, the pattern was set like cement.

Flavia was miserable. This made Marcellus miserable. Which in turn made Julia even more miserable than she already had been. 

Oh, Flavia, couldn’t you have just tried? Met them, if not in the middle, then at least one third of the way? Recently, Claudia thought she’d actually seen a chink in the girl’s armour. Admittedly, the visit was not a social one. Flavia had come to whinge about her allowance being severed. But, like most teenage girls, she had become obsessed with her appearance of late and in one candid moment blurted out, “I hate the way I look.” 

“Did I tell her to stop looking? Drusilla, I did not.” Neither did Claudia tell the girl that the only person who could help her appearance was herself. “With commendable patience, I pointed out that spots clear naturally, excess weight can be shed and that a good seamstress could work miracles on those rounded shoulders.”

However, before she’d even broached the miracles of cosmetics, Flavia had snorted “you just don’t understand!” and flounced out, slamming the door in her wake.

“Mrrow.”

“Some of her behaviour is understandable, I grant you.” Claudia stripped the flesh off a quail for the cat. “Gaius never made a secret of his irritation for his daughter.” Which would leave deep scars on even the hardest little nut. “But you’d have thought Julia and Marcellus, being childless, might have been more receptive to the love of a toddler.”

Instead, Flavia had been given free rein to hone the only skill she possessed, namely being as perverse as she was able, and dear lord, was that girl able! Julia had grown more sour and more frigid with every year that passed, the family’s only salvation lay in marrying her off. Only here Flavia had proved her claim to the title of The Most Contrary Little Madam in the Universe. She categorically refused all suitors. 

“No, let’s be fair, poppet. More often than not, she repelled them.” Which wasn’t the same thing at all.

For a brief, glorious moment, standing in the stillness of her shuttered bedroom, Claudia pictured the final denouement in the kidnappers’ plan. That exquisite moment when the gang collected the ransom. They would gather round and slowly lift the lid of the moneybox. Shock. In place of a pile of shiny gold coins, they’d see only air. And at the bottom, a note which read “Keep the bitch. We’ve had enough.”

Ah, well. A girl can dream…

Since the altercation in the street had now dissolved, dispersing with it the hucksters, whores and pickpockets, Claudia flung open the shutters again and stepped out on to her balcony. Shit. In the half hour since she’d retreated, a breeze had sprung up from the coast, thick and gummy, the sort which carries with it flies and biting insects, malaria and plague. Terrific. Any more surprises?

Below, black-clad undertakers moving, for delicacy’s sake, under cover of darkness carried away a corpse on a stretcher. In the flickering light of the torch-bearers, she recognised the baker’s mother, who must have been ninety if she was a day, and from her balcony Claudia saluted a final farewell. That’s the way to go, she thought. Strong of body, clear of mind and knocking on a hundred. Not fifteen, trussed up like a chicken to be bought and sold as cheaply as a sack of sorrel leaves.

Long after the undertakers had wound their way down the hill, Claudia stared after them, and when the herald called out the hour, she could not be sure whether it was two or three that he called. Maybe both…

What greedy, twisted mind was so callous that it would put a young girl through torment? Why target Flavia? Heaven knows, Marcellus wasn’t wealthy. Why not pick on the daughter of a rich merchant or (better still) an aristocrat? 

The word aristocrat made something prick inside and—quite unbidden—a tall, familiar figure towered over Claudia’s subconscious. Clad in trademark long patrician tunic and high boots, he speared his fingers through the thick, dark, waves which fell carelessly across his forehead and with a twinkle in his eye proceeded to reply to her question by reminding Claudia that the higher one’s financial status rose, the more protected one becomes. Which, by his reckoning, left her as vulnerable as a new-born fawn—

“Sod off,” she told the laughing vision, but goddammit, the vision wouldn’t budge. Tartly she reminded it that Marcellus had been targeted, not her, she was only helping out here as a favour, and thought she heard the vision laugh and say “like hell you are” before it faded.

Damn you, Orbilio. Damn you to hell. She scrubbed her eyes with her knuckles. Wherever I go you’re dogging my footsteps, intruding into my thoughts. She sighed. Any other man, of course, and she’d suspect he fancied her. Not Supersnoop. He was too damned businesslike for that. That aristocratic ferret knew trouble was attracted to Claudia like fleas were to a mongrel—he simply saw her as his personal stepping stone to the Senate. Fine. She didn’t give a hoot for broad, bronzed shoulders and strong, white, even teeth. Who cared he smelled of sandalwood, with just a faint hint of the rosemary over which his clothes were aired, and it didn’t matter to her the way dark hairs curled over the back of his wrist, or whether a little pulse throbbed at the base of his throat. 

Nevertheless, something tingled deep inside her. Indigestion, probably. She’d had nothing to eat since lunchtime—

All right, she thought, kicking her mind back on track. We’ve established that the gang targeted Marcellus because he’s an easy hit and gives the impression (who doesn’t) of being moderately well off. Does it therefore follow that he knows the kidnappers? Could this be personal? A grudge? It would explain the run-around, the wait, the deliberate drawing out of tension.

How much will the kidnappers demand?

How much is Flavia worth?

A faint greyness began to show in the sky over the Esquiline Hill and, far in the distance, the first trumpet sounded, reminding deliverymen that the gates would close shortly. Claudia rubbed at gritty eyes.

“Call in the army and the girl dies.” The note was explicit.

She could not afford to risk it.

She would have to… Her nails made gouges in the woodwork of the rail. She would have to go it alone—and trust to heaven her skills were adequate. Or else the next bier being carried by the undertakers would be Flavia’s.

Empty at last, the street reeked of horse manure and pitch, stale sweat and axle grease, the air cloudy with dust churned up by hooves. A latecomer clattered over the cobbles, racing for the exit with two dogs yapping at the cartwheels. Apprentices skulked back to their garrets, blowing kisses on the sticky air to lovers; just time for a quick wash and change before setting off for work. From the bakery, yeasty smells began to filter out, a harsh reminder that, despite death in the family, the wheels of commerce still must turn. 

Why don’t they come? Claudia wondered. Why doesn’t the gang follow up on their note? Why this ghastly, interminable wait? 

“Mrrrp.” Drusilla jumped down from the bed, arched her back in a sinuous stretch then poured herself through the balcony rail.

Goddammit, why don’t they just get in touch.

Silent as a ghost, four paws landed on the porch roof below, padding softly over the tiles before being devoured by the shadows.

Merciful Minerva, Drusilla had given her the answer. The kidnappers, dammit, were toying with the girl’s family the way cats toy with a vole. They want Julia and Marcellus to know who’s running the show. They need to show them who’s in charge.

Well, well, well. This put a different slant on things. “To win the game,” she told her invisible opponents, “one has to be pitted against a weaker rival. You’re just to be pitied.” With one happy puff, Claudia extinguished the lamp and let the sticky breeze carry the lavender vapours into the night. “Make no mistake, suckers. Your scalps are mine—”

All the same, despite her upturn in mood, there was no denying who had the upper hand right now. They knew damn well they could pull Julia and Marcellus about like marionettes on a string and that, with a fifteen-year-old’s life at stake, the pair were powerless to protest. Flavia was not the only victim here. The bastards intended that Julia and Marcellus should suffer, too, until eventually they became weak and vulnerable, their spirit sucked dry by the kidnappers’ vampire-like need to dominate and control. 

What the gang hadn’t reckoned on, however, was a third party becoming involved. 

Blackmail Claudia Seferius? I don’t think so!

She lay down on the bed and closed her eyes. You need to show who’s in charge? Be my guest. If the need to dominate’s so strong, it means Flavia’s alive, otherwise you’d have nothing to bargain with.

Oh, Flavia. Where are they holding you? 

Was she tied up in some dingy attic, gagged and blindfolded? Locked in a windowless shepherd’s hut high in the hills? Was she too scared to cry? Or had she tried to call for help and been whipped for her pains? Was she sobbing into a dirty pillow, or convulsing with fear on a floor of tamped earth? Was she bloodied, bruised and beaten? Had the bastards raped her?

She could be imprisoned in a ghetto on the Aventine, where one more scream passes without comment. Or held in a disused warehouse across the Tiber, where screams go quite unheard…

Dammit, Flavia could be anywhere.

And when you’re fifteen, alone and terrified, that is no place to be…

 


III

AS THE SUN CLIMBED SLOWLY ABOVE THE MOUNT OF OSIRIS, BATHING the valley in its honey rays and turning the ceremonial pool to molten silver, the girl called Donata could hardly breathe for the excitement. Everyone else would already be clustered in the temple forecourt, but since today was to be the most important day of her life, preparation was paramount and she paused to check her appearance in a disc of copper polished so finely that she could see every lash of her kohl-rimmed eyes, every carved line on her glazed blue scarab amulet. Satisfied that no pleat was ever sharper, no fingernails better hennaed, she dabbed a little musky perfume behind her earlobe. Outside, the rattle of sistrums, light and melodious, filled the still, warm morning air and, as she ran across the grass towards the forecourt, she inhaled the fragrance of sweet gums burning in the brazier. 

“You’re late,” snarled a temple assistant, but Donata didn’t hear. The sun was rising ever higher over the top of the mountain, and she closed her eyes in ecstasy. I am ready, Lord. I am ready.

Her eyes were still squeezed tight in piety when the High Priest mounted the steps, his shaven head showing clear the strong, broad ridge of his skull which arced high above his ear down to his shaven brow. 

The power of his voice reached out across the congregation. “Hail to thee, Ra, in thy rising!” 

Donata gripped her hands together and joined the chorus: Mine eyes adore thee. 

The High Priest spread his bare arms wide. “Hail to thee, Ra, who gladdens our hearts with the Boat of the Morning.”

Donata indeed felt her heart swell as she pronounced the second chorus: Beautiful art thou. 

“O Living Lord, rest thy rays upon the bodies of your servants.”

Hail to thee, Ra, in thy rising. 

As the third and final chorus died away, the great gates of the temple swung open to reveal a magnificent replica of the barque in which the mighty sun god travelled across the sky by day and cruised the underworld at night. To frantic applause, the boat was wheeled into the open air by ten white-robed acolytes, five on either side, and Donata’s heart skipped a beat as the light of early sunrise danced reflections off the silver and the gold, the lapis lazuli and amethysts and garnets. The Boat of Dawn. So lovely to behold, and soon—very soon—Donata would herself become a Bride of Ra…

“Let us give thanks,” intoned the priest, “to the Great God, Lord of Heaven, the Giver of Life, without whom nothing can originate, that he has traversed the Realm of Night in safety and warded off the Serpent who waits in the dark lands beyond the West.”

Thanks be to Ra.

As the acolytes melted away, the priest moved forward to anoint the cedarwood with unguents while priestesses strew rose petals into the boat and rattled the bells of their silver sistrums. The priest turned. Reached into the soft moleskin sack which hung from his belt and threw a handful of what looked like soot into the burning brazier.

Whoosh. A soft explosion rang out, alarming the temple parakeets, and clouds of blue smoke filled the air, temporarily masking the entrance, so that for a count of, say, ten, attention was focussed on the hieroglyphs carved deep into the stone walls and on the alabaster sphinxes which stood guard. Then a handsome Negro began to beat on the shell of a giant bronze tortoise with a single fleece-covered drumstick, the resonant throb echoing round the packed enclosure.

Boommmm. Boommmm. Boommmmm…

The mist cleared, and to the tune of silver trumpets a procession of creatures half-human, half-beast glided out from the great temple of Ra. Led by Anubis, with his jackal head and a golden cloak which swept the marble floor, the next in line was Osiris, a plumed crown upon his head, his blue-painted face covered to the mouth by a mask of pure gold whose cheekpads shone with the light of the sun god and whose almond-shaped eyes glittered bright with emeralds. Behind him followed other deities. Hathor, with her arching cow’s horns; falcon-headed Horus; Bast the great cat goddess. With hands clenched into fists, Donata watched them form a V, with Anubis at the front, Osiris right behind him and the other gods fanning out on either side behind. 

I am ready, Lord, I have prepared. Donata’s heart fluttered. Could they hear her? she wondered. Did the gods recognise that she had followed her instructions to the letter? Her eyes alighted on Thoth, standing at the rear of the left-hand flank, his ibis beak pointed up towards the sky, his human hands holding out his sacred reeds and scrolls, and Donata knew instinctively that the holy scribe would know his servant had obeyed, for Thoth was God of Wisdom from whom no secrets could be hid.

Donata could hardly swallow. Suppose, she thought. Suppose this time it fails…

The High Priest moved forward to Anubis and handed him a set of balances and an ostrich feather. Solemnly the jackal god accepted and stepped to one side for the mighty Osiris to speak to his people. 

“Know me,” he cried, holding high his sacred ankh, “for I am the Lord of the Underworld and I am immortal.” A hush had settled over the congregation. “Last night, the Great Ra battled with the Serpent and passed safely through the twelve sacred gates to bring his light and warmth to my kingdom. At his hallowed touch—” the golden mask turned full force upon the sun, dazzling the spectators—“the mummies of the dead shook off their bandages. Those who had been lame walked straight. Those who had suffered poverty in this life were given lands to own, and Ra breathed life into barren women, that they might bring forth a child.”

An excited shuffle rippled round the crowd, and only Donata, it seemed, felt a weight descend upon her stomach. Don’t let it fail, she pleaded. Don’t let him die…

“Heed me, for I am Osiris, son of Ra. Follow me along the path to purity and blessedness, because only through me can you, when the time comes for hearts to be weighed against the Feather of Truth, advance to the Fields of the Blessed.” He paused and spread his hands in supplication to the sun. “Father,” he said solemnly. “Father, I am ready.”

Softly the drumbeat began again, this time with two fleece-tipped sticks. The High Priest lifted his eyes to an archer, stationed high on the wall and asked, “And you, my child? Are you ready?”

The archer bowed, placed one hand upon his knee and said, “With your blessing, master, I am.”

“Let it begin.” 

At the High Priest’s holy benison, the congregation fell to its knees. With his long shadow stretching out behind him, the archer straightened up and put an arrow to his bow. Twang. Straight to Osiris’s heart. With a strangled cry, Osiris fell back, caught by falcon-headed Horus and by Thoth. Her hands to her feline face, Bast pushed past the others, who quickly gathered round the stricken body as the cat goddess cradled his head in her lap. Twice his legs thrashed, his arm twitched, then with an arch of his back, Osiris slumped and lay still. Mumbling broke out among the deities as, wailing, they fell upon one another, hugging and weeping, the cobra with the crocodile, the vulture with the cow.

Down on her knees, Donata felt herself sway, oblivious to the moans and sobs which had broken out around her, and when Horus pulled a bloody arrow from the lifeless body of Osiris, Donata felt as though a knife had plunged into her own heart. What now? she thought, watching the plumed crown rock back and forth upon the ground. What happens to us now…? 

“Silence!” The High Priest tried to stem the mounting hysteria, as calls for the archer’s own life grew stronger and more urgent. “Our brother has suffered enough, let him be!” The devastated archer had broken his bow in two and cast his quiver to the ground. Now he beat his breast with a violence shocking to behold. “Remember, it was the wish of Osiris himself that the archer should fire…” 

Donata fought for breath. Shot through the heart with an arrow, surely Osiris could not return? But no, you must be strong, she commanded herself. Osiris has told us he is immortal and that, through him, the gift of immortality can be bestowed upon his people. Her eyes misted. Supposing, though, his heart was false? Supposing he had lied to her—to them all—and this was not possible… All her hopes and dreams would turn to dust, everything she believed in would tumble to the earth, crushed and broken.

The drumbeat changed again. Solitary strikes, loud and sombre. Boom. Anubis, with his jet-black jackal head, walked across to lay the Sacred Balance upon a table of black granite beside an alabaster sphinx. Boom. Black and white. Evil and good. Boom. On one side of the scales, Anubis laid a dripping lump of meat, and Donata’s stomach turned when she realised this was Osiris’s bloody heart. Boom! With the utmost care, Anubis placed the ostrich feather on the other plate and, with an audible hiss of relief as he stepped back, he watched them balance…

A cheer rose up, but Anubis cut it short. Osiris was dead and his heart weighed true, but could he be reborn? Yes, could he? wondered Donata. Purely through the way of righteousness, could Osiris be resurrected from the dead? 

As cow-headed Hathor, her soft mouth offering up silent prayers, bent low over the corpse, Anubis replaced the heart into the bloody body and purified his hands in the bowl of holy water proffered by the shaven-headed priest. Donata held her breath as the jackal leaned over the corpse.

“Behold your son, O Lord of the West.” Even through the heavy mask, the voice of Anubis rang deep and melodious. “Behold Orisis, whose heart has been found to be without evil, and whose virtue Thoth has recorded, Thoth from whom no secrets are hid.”

The ibis beak nodded solemnly and held up for all to see the Scroll of Truth where the judgement had been recorded.

“Once more,” cried Anubis, holding horizontal the sacred ankh and pointing it at the dead man’s mouth, “let the son of Ra walk among his people!”

With a collective gasp, the crowd goggled as the jackal lowered the holy ankh. It was true! Osiris was immortal! They could see for themselves the mouth below the golden mask opening at the same speed as Anubis moved the ankh. Donata felt tears roll down her cheek. Praise be to Ra, from whom all life is given. 

Helped to his feet by Horus and Thoth, Osiris moved closer towards the congregation, that they might see the bloody robe for themselves. The arrow was then passed around, the head still wet and sticky. 

“Know me,” he cried, “for I am Osiris, Lord of the Underworld and I am immortal.”

Rapturous applause rang out, cheers and catcalls and whistles. Men and women wept openly, rejoicing in the resurrection of their lord, until the High Priest moved in to disperse the proceedings by pointing out that Osiris must rest after his ordeal in the Hall of the Dead. The remainder of his words were lost to Donata, because now was the time. This was her appointed hour. The moment she was to become a Bride of Ra.

Slipping away from the knots of joyous disciples, she edged round the wall of the House of Life in which the sacred scrolls were stored, past the holy pool and through a wicker gate in the temple compound wall. After the staggering events they had witnessed, no-one else had yet left the temple grounds and quickly the high stonework muffled the babble of excited conversation until all Donata could hear was the song of birds celebrating the return of the Dawn Boat in their own mellifluous language. 

The valley, in the early morning light, was never more beautiful, she thought. A perfect pear-shaped valley surrounded by lushly wooded hills, protected by the Mount of Osiris at its north-west tip. The Cradle of Ra. The secret dwelling place of the ten true gods. 

With no trouble whatsoever Donata located the ancient chestnut tree with its twisted, spiral trunk, for her directions had been clear and she had memorised them until she was word perfect. A gnarled old olive, twin hawthorns, an arbute still in full fruit, she clambered up the hillside past them all, hooking left, turning right, until she arrived, puffing and quite breathless, at the boulder shaped like a heart. For a moment, she considered sitting on the rock, quickly discounting the idea in case it held some holy significance. She had come too far to risk throwing it away.

Instead she plucked a twig of low-hanging poplar and fanned herself with the broad leaves. The last thing she wanted was to appear before her bridegroom out of breath and sweaty. She adjusted the lie of her shift over her bosom to better display her cleavage, and realised that the climb had twisted one of the straps which went over her shoulder. That’s better.

Despite the solemnity of the occasion, Donata allowed herself a secret smile. Hardly the bridal attire her parents had imagined, a single piece of pleated cloth suspended by two thin cotton ribbons. No veiled head-dress, no orange blossom, no carrying over the threshold. Or would she? Be carried over the threshold? For the first time, Donata realised she had absolutely no idea what this marriage involved.

True, she knew she would not be the only wife and that Ra came in many guises, both human and godlike—but that was where her knowledge ended. Oh, well. She fanned a little harder. The uncertainly only added to the feeling of adventure. Of a thrilling new beginning.

Peeping through the branches of a broom bush, from her lofty vantage point Donata looked down across the entire valley, over the high walls of the temple enclosure, over the shimmering rooftiles of the brewery, the bakery, the stables, and her pulse raced as her eyes scanned the royal palace of Mantu. Which of those rooms would be hers, she wondered? Glorious visions flashed through her mind. Of golden couches, lavish drapes. Food served on silver platters as harpists strummed in the corner.

A far cry from—where was it? oh, there—that puny arrowslit which represented her current bedroom window. Ha. Donata wouldn’t miss that cramped crate of a room, devoid of furniture apart from a narrow bed, a chest and stool. Hence her surprise when, two nights ago
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