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Given that this work is set over a decade before the first Marius’ Mules book, it is important to be aware of the political situation in Rome at the time, and since this is the late republic, an era of warlords, wars, and turbulence, the tale is best laid out in terms of its personalities, all of whom you will encounter in the text.

Powers of the past

Sulla

Roman politician who flourished in the early first century BC. A successful general who rose to the consulship, Sulla came into conflict with his peers in Rome (notably Marius and Cinna), and the resulting civil war ended with his march on Rome with five legions in 83 BC. Capturing Rome, Sulla was made dictator the next year by a cowering senate, and his butchery is made clear by ancient authors, with hundreds of notables executed. He retired and died of disease in 78 BC, though his laws and cruelty had already changed Rome permanently.

Marius

Sulla’s principle opponent in the civil war, and remembered for his military innovations (note Marius’ Mules), Marius led the other faction along with Cinna. Similarly a noted general and politician, consul (seven times!) and popular figure, Marius died in 86 BC of illness, following a purge of enemies in Rome, and leaving his cause still valid and fought for.

Sertorius

A commander of the Marian forces during the wars, Sertorius controlled Hispania, was driven from it in 82 BC, but took command of a sizeable army and returned to the province in 80 BC at the behest of the Lusitanii who asked him to become their war leader against the forces of the Sullan faction. Within two years both Marius and Sulla had gone, but Sertorius now controlled Hispania. He continued to resist the forces of Rome, led by Pompey, who came to remove him from power, until finally assassinated by his own second in command in 72 BC. His death effectively signalled the end of the civil wars. 

Powers of the present

Pompey

A powerful Sullan general with a glorious military history, after the civil war, Pompey rose to high power in Rome, and was given a triumph for his Spanish victories. Consul in 70 BC, he had also been involved in the victory over Spartacus. He was one of the leading figures of the republic by 69 BC, and in the coming years would be pitted against the Cilician pirates in one of his most famous campaigns.

Lucullus

Another Sullan general, who continued to enjoy both political and military success, Lucullus attained the consulship, and from 73 BC committed to a massive campaign in Armenia and the east.

Crassus

One of Sulla’s most trusted commanders, Crassus had been involved in his march on Rome. He had acquired immense wealth, reputedly largely through rather underhanded means, and had been one of the leading commanders during the war against Spartacus. Though he had been consul alongside Pompey in 70 BC, the following few years held neither civil nor military position for him, though Crassus remained an important power in Rome at the time, thanks to his wealth and influence.

Caesar

Though young, and still on the early stages of the cursus honorum, Caesar was already making a name for himself. Though he belonged to a family who had supported the Marian cause and narrowly avoided proscription under Sulla, by the time of this work, he had already become tied to Pompey and Crassus, both former Sullans. His story unfolds...
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Part One: Rome
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“At Rome, Caesar won a great and brilliant popularity by his eloquence as an advocate, and much good will from the common people for the friendliness of his manners [...] He had also a large and gradually increasing political influence in consequence of his lavish hospitality [...] his enemies thought this influence would quickly vanish when his expenditures ceased”

Plutarch: Life of Julius Caesar
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Chapter One
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Rome, early summer 69 BC

‘You have nothing to complain about, woman. You have more money than most matrons in the city, a superb townhouse, a villa by the sea, two thriving full-grown children and an illustrious name. What could possibly be wrong?’

Fronto winced, his eyes darting from his red-faced father across to his mother, Faleria the elder, who was seated by the window, one eyebrow arched dangerously.

‘I have money, I’ll grant you,’ she said. ‘The house has needed work for two years now, and yet you will not let me bring in people to complete it. The villa by the sea is stunning, but we’ve not been for those two years because you will not leave the city. The illustrious name you speak of is the gens Valerii, which is, yes, truly illustrious, but since you adopted the variant Falerius as our name, when half your cousins fell foul of Sulla for their support of Marius, we lost that privilege, along with our special seats at the circus. We have a daughter who could have long since been married to a noble line, but for the fact that no suitor wants to be connected to you, and a son who has spent so long helping me hold this house and family together that he’s never had time to climb a rung of the social ladder. Yes, dear husband, everything is glorious. And the sauce on the dish? You’re one jar of wine away from making me a widow.’

Faleria fell silent, nostrils flared, no need for rouge, as her red cheeks showed through the white lead on her face. Fronto winced again, even more so now, and turned back to his father. He was tempted to speak, but when his parents argued like this it was usually best to stand back and wait.

‘Perhaps I’ll have that jug now, then, and leave you in peace,’ the old man spat, then turned and stormed from the room. Faleria turned to her son.

‘Perhaps you’d best go to him.’

‘I’ll give him a moment to calm down, first,’ Fronto sighed, ‘or he’ll just start on me.’

His gaze slid to his sister, who sat, expressionless and cold, near the door. She caught his eye and jerked her gaze sideways, waggling her eyebrows. He nodded, and as she rose and left the room, he turned to his mother. ‘Eat something, and rest.’ Then he followed the younger Faleria out into the atrium. He could hear his father in his office, stomping around and arguing with himself, and turned instead to join his sister in the garden. She stood by the fountain, staring down at it, desultory.

‘She’s right, of course,’ Faleria said quietly. ‘She’s always right. I mean, just look at this.’

He did. The fountain was empty, overgrown with moss, a crack in the basin, and dry now for over a year. When it had stopped flowing, his mother had pleaded with his father for a month to get someone in to look at it, but as always he would not have strangers in the house. Paranoia, in Fronto’s opinion. The old man thought everyone was a spy for imagined enemies in the senate. In the end, his mother had brought in workers herself, but the old man had come across them and screamed at them, having them kicked out of the house, even hit one with a brick. Yes, the house needed a lot of work, and they could afford it, but his father would never allow it.

‘I think I have to accept that he will never find me a suitor,’ Faleria sighed. ‘No one of importance wants to be related to him, and I’m getting a little old for a bride now. Perhaps I should abandon it all and apply for a place in the Vestals?’

Fronto shook his head. ‘No. Things will change, I promise you.’

‘Yes. He will kill himself.’

He nodded. It seemed likelier by the day now, and perhaps it would be better for everyone if he did. The old man had started to lurch around, his side always hurt, and his skin had taken on a yellow hue that the only medicus ever allowed in the house had vouchsafed quietly to Fronto meant that his liver was on the way out.

‘Well if the temple is not for me, then perhaps I need to find myself a suitor?’

Fronto snorted. ‘Who would have us?’

‘Someone lowborn. The city’s full of them these days, novi homines who came from nowhere but suddenly have all the money and power. A hungry pleb or equestrian might take me just to marry into the Valerii.’

‘No. You can’t marry beneath yourself just because of him. Just be patient. Things will change. For now, stay out of his way.’

With that, he turned and marched back into the house. From the atrium, he could see the doorkeeper, Abraxus, watching him, a man seemingly built of muscle and bone. Passing the atrium, Fronto reached the door of his father’s office. He did not knock, since he’d only be told to go away, and instead wrenched it open and walked inside. His father was slouched in a chair behind a desk covered in open documents, cup in hand, scowl in play.

‘Go away.’

‘No. We need to talk.’

‘I have nothing to say to you.’

‘Then I’ll do the talking,’ Fronto said flatly. ‘Go to the villa in Puteoli. Take your guards, the slaves you trust, plenty of coin and plenty of wine. It’s moving into the warm months, and half the city will be doing the same.’

‘You think to mollify me with pleasures, boy?’ his father snapped, wine slopping over the edge of his cup as he moved. He tipped its contents into his mouth, swallowed, and glared at Fronto.

‘No. You clearly misunderstand. I don’t care whether you have a good time. I just want you to go away. Sit in the villa and drink yourself into oblivion, but go away so that mother can put things right, and I can perhaps find a suitable match for Faleria.’

His father’s lip twitched, danced in irritation.

‘You need to get yourself on the cursus honorum, boy. All this time hanging around with the women is turning you odd.’

Fronto felt his own ire rising, and fought to keep calm. His tone when he spoke had an edge, but that was all he allowed to show. ‘I am years behind anyone else. My cousins went off and served their military apprenticeships so long ago we’ve all lost touch. But then their fathers nurtured their connections with clients and patrons, and were able to secure appropriate positions easily. You, on the other hand, changed our name and withdrew from the world, severing all your ties. Who would secure me a tribuneship now, eh? Who is so desperate for friends that they would hitch their wagon to our flea-bitten nag? The cursus honorum is closed to me, because of you.’

The old man lurched to his feet, finger jabbing at Fronto. ‘Be grateful I had the foresight to remove ourselves from the Valerii. Two whole branches of the family went down with Marius under Sulla’s axe. If we hadn’t severed our ties and changed our name, I’d have gone with the rest of them, and I know you might have liked that, but along with my execution, the family would be ruined, property and estates confiscated and the rest of you exiled at the very best. I saved the family, Marcus. And you may think the civil war is over, but rest assured there are plenty of Sullan animals still out there waiting to trim the fat from the republic whenever they find someone who doesn’t fit with their plan. We stay quiet, unobtrusive, and out of the way. That way, we survive.’

Fronto ground his teeth. ‘It’s not good enough to survive, old man. We have to live, not just survive.’

‘Live as the Falerii, Marcus, because you’ll only die as the Valerii.’

It was becoming extremely difficult to hold onto his temper now. ‘I can’t live as the Falerii, you old sot. None of us can. You took us outside society and cheapened our name, made a drunken hermit of yourself, and now no senator would touch us with a ten foot pole.’ He stopped, breathing heavily. ‘You know what they say about you? They say you’re deranged. That the wine has pickled your wits and you keep us all prisoner. That’s the few people who talk about you at all, because most of them don’t. I suspect most of them think you’re already dead.’

‘Good, then we’re even safer.’

‘Go to Puteoli.’

‘No.’ The old man poured himself another cup and Fronto stepped forward and swept out with the back of his hand, knocking the cup from his grip, where it clattered away across the floor, spilling wine.

‘Either go away or give up and die. Either way, it will free us from this prison.’

His father stood silent and still, shaking. Then his pink eyes came up to meet Fronto’s, and there was something truly dangerous in them. He’d gone too far, and he knew it. He did that all too often, and now he had to get out of there, because if he didn’t, one of them would end up badly injured. He turned his back on his father and marched towards the door.’

‘Get back here, boy,’ his father snapped. ‘I’m not done with you.’

‘Well I’m fucking done with you,’ Fronto said acidly, and left the room. Behind him, his father began to shout angrily, demanding he come back. Fronto ignored him, and strode into the atrium. A glance around, and he could see everyone else. His sister was still outside by the fountain, her face pale at what she could hear, his mother visible through the doorway, still seated, expression unreadable. And Abraxus, standing in the vestibule, close to the front door.

Four exits from the atrium. A sister in the garden, a mother in the triclinium, a father back behind him, and a door warden the last way. He turned towards the corridor. ‘Back in a bit,’ he said over his shoulder, and walked.

Abraxus stepped into the middle of the corridor. ‘No, master Marcus, your father is calling for you.’

‘Let him. Get out of the way.’

‘I can’t do that, young master. I serve your father.’

‘More bloody fool you then. I’m leaving this house, even if I need to walk over or through you, Abraxus. Get out of the way.’

But the doorman remained in place, blocking the corridor. Fronto felt a moment’s doubt. The man was big, and dangerous. He’d been a front line legionary back in the civil war, one of Marius’ mules, as they were called, trained to fight and kill, and given plenty of experience in doing so over a career before he found the war over, Marius dead, and himself out of a job. Fronto’s father had employed him, given that he’d served as Abraxus’ commander for a time. Few people would be loyal to the old man, but the former legionary was definitely one of them.

‘I don’t want to hurt you, young master,’ Abraxus said.

‘Then get out of the way.’

He reached the place where his path was blocked and made to push past the doorman. Abraxus side-stepped and reached out, gently but very forcefully pushing Fronto back. ‘Go to your father.’

‘Get out of the way.’ This time he lurched left and made to pass by the other side, but Abraxus was quick for a man his size and was in the way immediately, blocking the corridor. Fronto lashed out, a solid jab to the man’s chest. Abraxus coughed, and stared down in surprise, then back up at him, eyes narrowing. ‘Shouldn’t have done that, young master.’ He reached down and pulled his stout ash cudgel from his belt. ‘Go back.’

‘You really going to beat me with that?’ Fronto snapped. He doubted the man would, but there was always a possibility. His eyes nipped this way and that, looking for a weapon. The corridor was full of potential missiles, from the stone figurines of the gods on the household altar to the various busts of his ancestors, all labelled as the Valerii, but missiles were no good this close up. His gaze fell upon the one weapon nearby. Dare he? Abraxus’s knuckles whitened on his club, and Fronto stepped back and to the side, reaching up. He unhooked his father’s old military sword from the wall, still sheathed in an elegant scabbard, baldrick attached.

‘Put it back,’ Abraxus said quietly, menacingly, cudgel coming up.

‘Get out of my way.’

The club swung. It was such a surprise to Fronto that the man would actually consider hurting him properly that he almost failed to react, lurching away at the last moment. He never actually meant to counterattack. Such things escalated situations like this. Yet somehow, as that club swung through the air in front of him, Fronto let it pass, stepped forward and swung the sheathed sword. It slammed into Abraxus’ left arm, and the doorman grunted in pain, lurching to the side. Fronto, surprised by his own violence, took the opportunity and danced through the gap, past the big man.

Abraxus turned, cudgel coming up with further threat. But he didn’t swing it. Fronto was on the door side of him now.

‘Alright, young master, let me put it this way: I am strongly advising you to go back to your father.’

‘Don’t make me take the blade out.’

Abraxus gave an odd laugh. ‘Shame you’re a nobleman, really. I have a notion you’d have made a good legionary.’

Fronto frowned, but started to back away towards the door.

‘If you leave, he might order me not to let you back in,’ the doorman said.

‘If I don’t leave, he and I are going to kill each other.’ Fronto continued to back away until he reached the door. He turned, now, listening, just in case he heard Abraxus come running for him, but there were no sounds of footsteps as he pulled back the bar and lifted the latch, jerking the door inwards.

The air of Rome hit him like a warm, dung-scented brick. He tried not to breathe too deeply. The city in the summertime was not a thing to inhale if you could avoid it. He stepped out into the street, chose a direction and started to walk. He was still extremely angry, and it was more of a forceful march than a stroll, carrying him at pace down the slope of the Aventine towards the circus. As he walked, the citizens in the street, from wealthy private citizen with his slave and bodyguard all the way down to the crippled, one-legged beggar, stared at him, wide-eyed.

For a few moments, he wondered why they were staring. Yes, he looked angry and was storming through the city, but surely it shouldn’t draw quite so much attention. Then he realised he was still carrying the sheathed gladius, baldrick trailing, and his heart fluttered. The Aventine was outside the sacred pomerium, within which weapons of war were forbidden, so he was as yet breaking no law, but at the bottom of this street, where he would reach the circus maximus, that would change. If he carried the sword across that invisible boundary, he was violating one of Rome’s oldest and most sacred laws.

He fretted, though he continued to march away from the house as he did so. He couldn’t carry the sword in the city. Even furious, he wouldn’t break that law. But he needed a drink, and all the good bars were within the pomerium. Could he throw the sword away? Dare he? It was an heirloom, his father’s sword from the war. The old man would be livid if he did.

His lip twitched. That very thought decided him. He looked this way and that as he walked, closing on the bottom of the slope, where it opened out to reveal the circus in all its glory. His gaze locked upon the Aqua Appia, the ancient aqueduct that fed the baths on this side of the city, which at this point was not particularly high, marching along on squat, heavy arches, many of which were in poor condition and in need of repair. Half the street’s life paused in their day to watch a well-dressed Roman nobleman march up to the aqueduct, rip a gladius from its sheath in the bright sunlight, jam it deep into the crumbling mortar of the masonry and then slam it to one side with all his might, bending the blade until it gave with a snap, leaving half its length embedded in the pillar. There was a shocked silence around the street, and then slowly the world began to move again.

Fronto lifted the broken sword and stared at it. He was half inclined to take it back home and throw it through the door. Certainly Abraxus would tell the old man that he’d taken it. Just thinking about his father brought his ebbing anger back to the boil and with a snarl he simply threw the broken half-sword away into the bushes nearby, the scabbard and baldrick following.

Disarmed and therefore now legal, he marched on down the rest of the street and then out into the city, within the pomerium. The best bars, he knew, were to be found in the subura and the argiletum, but they were some distance away, past the circus and the Palatine, then across the forum and up the slopes on the other side of the city. He needed a drink, and the irony that his father’s excessive drinking was the cause of that was not lost on him. The circus was quiet, no races on today, the next tomorrow afternoon, but the many shops, bars and fast-food outlets built into its arcades between the venue’s monumental entrances were all busy and open. He gave a strange smile as his gaze fell upon a particular establishment. Occupying three full archways, the caupona must be quite a large bar, but what drew his attention was the name and the daubed slogan. The Crossed Swords seemed an appropriate place, and someone had scrawled on the brick beneath the sign in red paint ‘sobrietas delenda est’ – sobriety must be destroyed, a misquoting of Cato.

He angled for the bar and marched in through the great archway. Only at this point did he think to check whether he had any money. He’d left the house so quickly he’d not made sure of anything. Fortunately his purse was at his belt, and bulging enough to see him through the day. He walked through the bar, between tables occupied largely by soldiers, from the look of it, and gestured to the corpulent fellow behind the counter.

‘Wine. Falernian if you have it.’

The barman shook his head. ‘Got Caecuban? It’s good.’

Fronto nodded. ‘A bottle and a glass.’ He reached the counter and fished out sufficient coinage, dropping it to the surface. The man nodded, swept the money away, and produced a bottle and glass. Fronto thanked the man and looked around. All tables were occupied, though he spotted one where two men sat at one end, the rest empty, and so he walked over and took a seat at the far end. The two men barely registered his presence as they continued their conversation.

Starting slowly to calm down, Fronto took his small utility knife from his belt sheath and used it to break the wax seal and lift it away, freeing the heady scent of the wine. There was a jug of water on the table and he lifted it, poured a small amount into his glass and examined it. It seemed clear and good, and so he sipped it. Still slightly chilly, recently poured. Excellent. He mixed the wine and water and took a drink. It was good. Very good. His father drank only Falernian, while the two Falerias tended to the sweet taste of mulsum, flavoured with honey, so those two varieties were the only wines ever really kept at home. He savoured the mix and let his muscles untense, his body unwind.

Gradually, the conversation of the two men at the other end of the table started to insist itself upon him over the general hum of the bar.

‘It’s beyond me why anyone would consider him for higher office.’

‘Ah, come on, Aulus. He’s a nobleman. It’s how they work.’

‘Ah yes. Publius, master of the sweeping statement.’

‘No, listen. You and me, we’re soldiers. It’s all we ever were, all we ever need to be. And when there ain’t no army to serve in, there’s always a call for bodyguards and watchmen and the like. We can have one career all our lives, like bakers and carpenters. But nobles can’t do that. They have to do the cursus honorum, a couple of years of this, a couple of years of that, climbing as they go. Can’t stay in one job. They’re not allowed. And half the jobs are soldiering, but half are politics.’

‘Don’t know whether I’d call it soldiering, sitting on a horse and telling people where to go.’

‘Regardless, they have to be both. Soldiers and politicians.’

‘No man’s good at both, Publius. Usually they’re thick, rich boys who might be able to argue in the senate but wouldn’t know one end of a pilum from the other. Caesar’s got to be the other way round, I think. He might be a noblemen, but I reckon he has the heart of a soldier. Not the sort of man to put in charge of an office, let alone a province.’

Fronto frowned, focusing now. It sounded curiously similar to his own situation, or at least to what his own situation would be, had he started on the ladder when he should have. He had a feeling he’d have gravitated more to the military than the political, and Abraxus’ words seemed to shore that up: you’d have made a good legionary.

‘I mean, the first clue that he’s a soldier not a politician is that mess back in the Spartacus War. When everything went wrong. Cossinius dead, Furius fighting for his life, men butchered all over the place and fucking slaves and gladiators winning, howling for blood. And there he was, like a bloody gladiator himself, fighting with the legionaries, sword out and covered in blood. First time I ever heard of a tribune mucking in like that. The sort of nobleman who stands in the shield wall, covered in blood and shit and yelling curses at the enemy is not made to run an office or address the senate.’

Fronto’s frown deepened. He’d heard of all that action, of course, a few years ago. The army of general Varinius had almost been destroyed by the rebel army, the general himself almost captured. The survivors had managed to flee the field and regroup. This was the first time he’d heard this particular story, though.

‘He was already fighting years before that, Publius. You heard the pirate story?’

‘Of course. Fighting off pirates, paying a hefty ransom, and then hunting them down afterwards with a fleet. And he fought in Greece, too, with an army he built himself.’

Whoever they were talking about, he sounded impressive. A nobleman who fought gladiators and pirates blade to blade? Fascinating.

Caesar. He was going to have to remember that name.

‘Anyway, the point is that he’s hardly made to be a provincial quaestor. A bead counter? Can you picture it?’

‘No,’ his friend agreed. ‘That much I’ll give you. He might prove to be a good senator, but I don’t see him as an accountant, for sure.’

‘Anyway, we’d best finish up. Proculus has his meeting in an hour and he’ll want us there and ready. Come on.’ The man rose and finished his drink, his friend following suit, and they turned and left, still never having made eye contact with Fronto. He leaned back. Tantalising and interesting, and he’d like to hear more of this man, but it would not change anything. For a moment, he’d wondered if he might be able to persuade such a man to get him a place in the military, set him off on his climb. But no. The man was a nobleman, and clearly a successful one, and brave. Why in Jove’s name would he want to saddle himself with the son of a drunken recluse with a name of no value? No. Best he forget about that one straight away.

The exchange had done one thing of great value, though. It had occupied his mind and stopped him brooding on the situation, which in turn had calmed him and removed his anger and irritation. He felt alright again, for a while. Able to deal with the world.

Damn it, why had he broken the sword? He was going to have to stop getting angry and doing impulsive things like that. In a couple of hours’ time, his father would have napped, recovered, and probably forgotten all about their argument. Fronto would almost certainly have been able to smooth everything over, but now he’d gone and ruined one of very few things his father still treasured, a sword he’d lifted in the cause of Marius against the most vicious and despotic dictator in decades. A nice sword, too. An expensive one. Probably it had belonged to his father’s father, even. Bollocks. Maybe he could find the broken pieces in the bushes and take it to a good craftsman. The hilt could be saved, a new blade forged, and then put back together.

He would do that...

After another glass.

He poured another wine, and drank it. Then another. And so on. The problem with a wax-sealed bottle rather than an amphora with a stopper was that once it was open, it needed drinking, because you couldn’t reseal it, and leaving it open in a Roman summer was just creating a heady pool for a hundred flies to die in. He could have left it, of course, but Caecuban was too expensive to waste like that. He would just have to drink the bottle.

‘Like father, like son, eh?’ he snorted with a humourless smile, and then poured another glass. How long he sat at the table, mulling over the world and all the irritations in it, he couldn’t have said, but certainly when he rose to leave, it took three tries, and the third one he had to hold on to the table for support. He stepped out and almost fell over, his legs shaky. He took several deep breaths, and then wished he hadn’t. The fumes from the braziers and oil lamps that must have been lit while he was drinking had mixed with the warm dung of the city, and the result made him throw up into his mouth a little. With no other choice, he swallowed it again, made a face, and then lurched and tottered his way to the door.

It had got dark!

Shit.

He’d been planning to search the bushes of the lower Aventine for half a sword and a scabbard, but that would be very hard to do in the dark. He failed to acknowledge even to himself that right now, he probably wouldn’t be able to find something even if someone poked him in the nose with it. He would blame the dark, and maybe go look in the morning.

He stepped out from the caupona, and then had to steady himself again. It was going to be a long and troublesome walk home. Perhaps he should walk along the circus arcade first, where there was plenty to hold on to and a lot of places with seats, before cutting across and climbing the Aventine. Settled upon this plan, he turned sharp left, and walked straight into someone coming the other way.

‘Oof.’

‘What y’doin’ clumsy oaf?’ said a slurred voice.

Fronto tried to focus, but his eyes seemed determined to stay blurred. He was staggering, recoiling, and so was the man he’d bumped into. He couldn’t focus on details, but the man seemed to be quite well-dressed, about the same height and build as Fronto, smelled of expensive rose water, and was clearly every bit as drunk as Fronto was.

‘Out of the way,’ he managed in an imperious tone, and took a step forward, and inadvertently a little to the side into the bargain.

He was quite surprised when the man’s punch landed, partly because the man didn’t seem sober enough to swing a fist, and partly because Fronto would have to admit that he presented a difficult target, swaying as he was. The punch slammed into his jaw and he reeled. By some gods-given miracle, he managed to avoid falling down, lurched and staggered back, the world blurred and spinning, and then suddenly the man’s face was right in front of him, so close he could make out every detail from the unruly sandy hair down to the slight upturn of the mouth and the dimpled chin.

He hit the man in the dimpled chin, and was quite satisfied when his blow also landed. His opponent wove back and forth, trying to stay on his feet, and that was when Fronto saw figures behind him. Several wooden batons came up. Despite their fracas, Fronto opened his mouth to warn the man about what appeared to be a gang of muggers, but before he could say anything, something clonked him hard across the back of the head. His blurred sight became plain black, the noise of the city melding into one weird sound, as though heard underwater. For a moment he had a glimpse of his opponent folding up and collapsing to the ground, from a similar attack, and then he, too, fell unconscious.
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Chapter Two
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The first thing Fronto heard was an angry voice, a voice he recognised.

‘I hope he’s pleased with himself.’

He didn’t have to open his eyes to picture the scene. His mother and sister in the room, looking worried, his father stomping out, for he could hear the heavy footsteps receding already. He lay still for a while, eyes shut, trying to piece it together, and failing. In the end, he opened them.

‘Ah, you’re awake.’

‘Mmmm. What happened?’

‘You mean after you got blind drunk and started fighting with Verginius in the street?’

‘Verginius?’

‘Your fellow boxer. He was brought here along with you. When you were attacked by street thugs, the security from the bar you were in stepped out and ran them off, although not before they managed to strip you of what money you still had. Fortunately they didn’t get a chance to remove your signet ring first. A little asking around and they used it to identify you. Good job, really, else you’d probably have ended up being dumped with the homeless up on the Esquiline.’

‘Where is this Verginius?’

‘Left about an hour ago. Said he’d come back to check on you later, though.’

‘Very kind, I’m sure.’

He sat up, and was rather surprised that his head was not pounding. In fact, he felt fairly bright. But then, the sun blazing through the doorway out into the atrium suggested it was almost noon, so he’d been unconscious for well over half a day. Plenty of time to sleep off both the wine and the thump to the skull.

Slipping from the couch, bare feet slapping to the cold floor, he stood, and stretched.

‘Perhaps you should stay down for a bit,’ his mother said.

‘No, I’m fine.’ He strode through the door, out into the atrium, and from there into the peristyle garden. He stood in the sunlight, turning slowly, eyes closed, basking. Unfortunately he could also hear his father in the office, snarling and ranting and throwing things around. Irked from his calm, he opened his eyes again and stopped turning. He was standing in front of the broken fountain again. It was, in many ways, a perfect analogy for his family, corroded, broken, left alone, and all because one particular part did not function.

‘Screw him,’ he said. ‘I’m getting it fixed.’

He turned and walked back into the atrium, then into the triclinium, where he spotted his boots by the couch. He walked over, sat, and began to pull them on. ‘Where are you going?’ his mother asked, eyes narrow.

‘Out. To the forum. I’m going to track down a contractor who doesn’t mind working for us and pay whatever needs to be paid to get the fountain mended.’

‘Financial decisions are supposed to be my job, Marcus. And don’t rile your father. You know what he’ll do.’

‘He can bloody well try. But I shall hire a few guards for them, too. Let’s see him get past half a dozen ex-soldiers and gladiators. You won’t deny me the money for this, surely?’

‘You will start something you may regret,’ his sister said quietly.

‘Isn’t be the first time, and I’m damn sure it won’t be the last.’

He turned, booted now, and made to leave the room, then paused and turned, chagrined. ‘Don’t suppose you have a purse of coins I can take? I seem to have mislaid mine.’

His mother said nothing, stood watching him with an unreadable expression, and Faleria the younger sighed, strode across and passed him an arm purse that felt heavy and jingled.

‘Thanks, sis. I’ll visit the temple vaults and draw some more.’

With that he passed out through the atrium once again, and into the corridor. Abraxus stood in his usual cubby hole, and he turned at the sound of footsteps, fixing Fronto with a glance as he approached.

‘I presume we’re not going to have any trouble this time?’ Fronto prompted. The big ex-legionary frowned, but rose, shook his head and stepped across, opening the door for Fronto, who strode out into the street.

He was determined. His father could not stop him repairing the house, for in a way it was an alternative to repairing the family. The old man would try, but this time he would fail, In the forum basilicas, there would be plenty of building contractors advertising, and he would certainly be able to find someone to do the work, especially when money was not an issue. The Falerii may have abandoned their civic connections and their ancient name, but they still had plenty of investments, land rents, and a large vault of cash. Somewhere halfway down the street, he passed a nobleman, and couldn’t help but register the difference between them. The man was travelling in an open-sided litter, on numerous cushions, carried by four bulky slaves and surrounded by a dozen other slaves and guards. No lictors, so he wasn’t a magistrate of any sort, but probably someone in a similar position to Fronto. Probably with less heritage and less money, yet displaying what he had like a Roman nobleman, because his father hadn’t let most of the house’s staff go as untrustworthy and become slowly more reclusive.

He hurried past the man and down to the bottom of the street. For a moment, he considered ducking across to the bushes on the far side and looking for the remains of his father’s sword, but changed his mind. Let the thing rot and rust and the old man rant and rage. He walked on, past the scene of last night’s drinking, fighting and mugging, hurrying across the arches of the bar and out around the end of the circus. The streets here were now busy in the build-up to the day’s races, and he had to weave between people. Past the great altar of Hercules he hurried, towards the slopes of the Palatine, then along the streets of the Velabrum until he passed the last few structures and found his way into the forum. The Basilica Sempronia, the nearest of the four, had certainly seen better days, and was beginning to look very run down, but still it swarmed with life, and Fronto bounded up the steps. There he stood for a moment, looking this way and that across the busy interior of the basilica.

The noise was immense. In excess of a hundred people, most of them talking, scores of footsteps clopping across the chipped marble floor and echoing round the colonnades, lawyers at their usual places on the southern side, both ground and upper floors, already deep in conversation with clients and potential clients. The censor and former consul Gnaeus Cornelius Lentulus Clodianus was seated at the far end in a curule chair, surrounded by lictors and guards and attendants, holding a public surgery on the state of the city’s water supply, which was producing fully half the noise of the whole place. Then there was the northern side, where wooden desks and stands filled every arch, spilling out into the main room, each manned by representatives of guilds, collegia and the larger companies and corporations, all hawking for business, trying to out-shout one another.

He stood for a moment, taking it all in, and deciding that perhaps the hangover was simply slow in striking, for his head was starting to pulsate along with the noise. He didn’t really know where to start. Previously, when his father had actually needed to hire anyone and agreed to do so, it was his slaves who did the job, and then he himself vetted them in his office, more often than not rejecting them and turning them away.

He presumed he just strolled up to a likely-looking desk and asked. Or perhaps he should seek out the guild or collegium of builders? That way he’d undoubtedly pay more, but he’d definitely get a reputable company who could do the job. He looked around the signs, presuming the one he wanted would have a picture of a trowel, or a hod, or scaffolding or some such, but it was such chaos he would probably have to wander around and look for it. For a moment, he wondered, since it was an issue with the water getting to the fountain, whether to speak to the censor, but decided against it. If it were at Lentulus’ level of responsibility, no water would be reaching the house. This was just some pipe or valve in the garden, presumably.

‘Doesn’t look like a war hero, does he?’

Fronto couldn’t say why the comment somehow cut through the din and drew his attention, other than the speaker standing just behind him. But it did peak his interest. He turned, slowly, casually, not wanting to look nosy. Two well-to do men in togas stood talking, their slaves standing respectfully behind them, faces lowered.

‘I hear he had to borrow huge sums from Crassus to pay his pirate ransom.’

Fronto’s ears pricked up, his mind connecting dots. There could hardly be two war-hero noblemen in Rome who’d been captured by pirates. He surreptitiously glanced at the two speakers, and then turned and tried to pick out what they were looking at. It was near impossible to tell, the basilica was so busy. He sighed, and strode off, glancing at the various banners and signs of the businesses and collegia, trying to find the builders.

‘Caesar, your tablet.’

He spun. A clerk in a neat tunic and soft boots a dozen paces away was proffering a wax tablet and a stilus to a tall, lean man with a beak-like nose and slightly receding, but well-coiffured hair. Caesar was dressed in a very traditional toga and wore it well, looking every bit the patrician orator. There was something about his bearing, his very stance, that made everyone around him fade into the background, as though they were only there to provide a backdrop for him. Fronto was impressed. Gravitas, Romanitas, nobility.

‘Pass my compliments along to the censor, Strabo,’ Caesar said, ‘and then find Pompey’s man. He should be here somewhere.’

The clerk bowed his head and scurried off. Caesar turned to the heavy-set man beside him, a fellow with neat, brushed-back hair and a very expensive-looking toga. ‘Octavius, what time is the first race?’

‘You’ve a little over an hour, Gaius.’

‘Not enough time to eat. I shall have to slum it in the stands. Sure you won’t come?’

‘I have clients to see, and better things to do than watch big-headed sportsmen turn chariots into kindling and horses into meat.’

Caesar gave his friend an indulgent smile, and just then the clerk called to him again and pointed at someone unseen. Caesar nodded, and he, this Octavius fellow, and the small gaggle of attendants crowded behind them, all strode over to the far side of the basilica.

Fronto stood and watched. He was torn, and for no real reason he could identify. He’d come here with the intention of finding someone to fix the fountain at home, but really there was no pressing need. It was hardly time-sensitive, having waited years already. But why was he fixing on this man? He didn’t really like to admit that he knew the reason. Caesar may be a little older than Fronto, but not by a huge stretch, yet he had served as a tribune and a commander, had fought in the Spartacus war, in the wars in Greece, hunted pirates, and was now, seemingly, to be posted abroad serving alongside a governor as quaestor. His life already, in a short time, had clearly been spectacular, and he was obviously going to be a man to watch. Fronto, on the other hand, had spent the better part of a decade, in which he should have been doing some of those things, arguing with his father, defending his mother, trying to mend fences with other families, hiring servants and buying slaves to replace the ones his father kept killing or throwing out, and had yet to do anything remotely interesting with his life. And until he found himself a patron with some sort of clout in the republic, he was never going to get any further, certainly not relying on his father’s connections, anyway.

Realising he had already more or less written off his original plan for the day, Fronto stood in the busy basilica, and watched Caesar from a distance as he moved about, conducting business with several different people. Then, finally, the man strode across the wide marble floor, straight past Fronto, and began to descend the steps. Somewhere during his transactions, he had left the other nobleman, Octavius, as well as his clerk, and now he had only a personal slave and a single guard with a cudgel tucked in his belt. As the man walked away, Fronto turned and followed.

It came as no surprise when Caesar left on the route along which Fronto had arrived, since he was clearly going to the races, and Fronto followed on. He was hardly experienced in following people, but it seemed sensible to stay a little back, yet close enough to keep Caesar in view. He wasn’t quite sure why he was being so clandestine about it, but that was because he hadn’t quite worked out what he was doing.

Caesar presented an opportunity, though. The man was climbing high, and fast, building a reputation, not scared of going to war, and such a man could carry clients with him, into higher places. If Fronto never found a sponsor himself, and was forced to rely on his father’s extinct connections, he would never go anywhere, failing even to secure himself a position as military tribune. Caesar represented the one thing he could not see himself achieving anywhere else. But he didn’t know the man, except by vague reputation, Caesar didn’t know him at all, Fronto was somewhat tarred and tarnished by his father’s reputation, and Caesar was already busy and with an angry and professional-looking bodyguard. Simply walking up to him in the street and stopping him was unlikely to get him anywhere. He needed to think. He needed a way in, to speak to Caesar personally. Until then, he had to keep the man in sight.

He fretted over how he was going to achieve this all the way back through the Velabrum, around the carceres of the circus, and to one of the main spectator entrances. People were flooding in now, the races already in preparation, and since all seats at the circus were free, unless you were rich and influential, it was a case of first come, first served.

But they were still letting people in, which meant there were still seats. As he neared the entrance, Fronto began to hurry forward. It would be easy to lose Caesar among the crowds once they were inside, and he was aware that he was treading on feet and pushing people out of the way to stay close and in sight, but he did it nonetheless. Most of his victims were the poor ordinary citizens, and one look at his expensive tunic would decide them not to press the matter, but the odd well-off spectator was content to call him a few choice names.

He reached the entrance and pushed up into the stairs, Caesar still just a little ahead. At the counter, the attendant busy handing out the chits for seating thrust a small disc into Fronto’s hand as he passed. In the gloom of the stairwell he couldn’t make it out, and so kept his eyes on his quarry instead. Then, as he reached the top of the stairs and turned for the next flight, passing a light-well, he glanced at the chit and cursed. It was one of the cheap seats, way up top with the gods. All there were left now, presumably, but it would be a long way from Caesar’s seat, for good seats were reserved for the rich and powerful.

Yet oddly, his quarry had turned the same corner and was also climbing towards the poor seats. Fronto emerged from the next archway and edged towards his assigned seat. As he shuffled past recently-settled spectators, he kept an eye on Caesar, who was moving to another seat only two rows in front. Then the man stopped, and took his seat, and in irritation, Fronto realised he was a lot further along the row. Fretting, he looked at the man he was stood beside. A tradesman, probably a labourer of some sort going by his muscles and the rough state of his hands. The thought crossed him for a moment to ask whether the man was a builder and had any experience with water pipes, but he pushed the idea aside and leaned towards the man.

‘Would you be willing to swap seats with me?’

‘What? No.’

‘I’m on the same row, just a bit further along. The seat should be just as good.’

‘I’m sat with my wife. Go away.’

Fronto turned to the man sat in the next seat along, hopefully not the builder’s wife. A scrotty-looking fellow with wall-eyes and an impressive pimple on his nose.

‘Ten sestertii if you’ll swap seats with me.’

The man looked up, frowning. Said nothing.

‘Fifteen,’ Fronto said.

‘Thirty,’ the man replied with a vicious smile.

‘That’s ridiculous.’

‘If you’ll pay fifteen for my seat, I’m sure you’ll pay thirty.’

Fronto felt his lip twitch. He hated being taken advantage of, but he also knew the man had him. ‘Alright, thirty. Here.’ He held out his seat token and fished in his purse for the coins, then passed them over.

The man grinned, and rose. ‘Nice doing business with you.’

‘Spend some of it on perfume and get that pimple looked at,’ Fronto grunted as the man left. He sank into the seat and looked down on Caesar, just two rows ahead. Moments later there was a kerfuffle as a man appeared at the far end of Caesar’s row, with a number of attendants and bodyguards, who proceeded to push past the seated spectators.

Fronto recognised the man, and his presence came as something of a surprise. Quintus Cornificius was tribune of the plebs, a role of high importance. He was of the equestrian middle class, and had been one of the few men Fronto had considered approaching as a suitor for Faleria. He was at the upper end of the class, certainly, with as much power and connection as any senator. But then Cornificius had announced his betrothal to the daughter of a colleague just before Fronto acted, and since then had gone on to secure his important position. He may not be a patrician or a senator, but his position and rank should have secured him a good seat down near the front. The answer as to why he was up with the gods was made clear as he took the seat beside Caesar, his people shuffling into the seats around him, including in front and behind. A particularly tall lictor with shockingly red curly hair sat right in front of Fronto, largely blocking his view.

Fronto’s lip twitched again, but he reminded himself that he was not here for the races. He shuffled slightly to his left, earning a glare from the married builder who’d not relinquished his seat, and could just see round the ginger man, just seeing Caesar and Cornificius, too.

The two men greeted one another and began to talk, and just as Fronto concentrated, listening, the whole crowd erupted in a roar, as chariots rolled out of the gates, part of the opening procession. Consequently he missed the entire opening exchange.

Then, as the chariots stopped and the priest came out to bless the races and invoke the gods, the crowd fell silent, ready to listen to the priest’s words. A few people continued to converse, and thus, as the noise ebbed, Fronto caught the very end of the conversation in front of him.

‘...gain my support,’ Caesar said. ‘It counts for less than I’d hope, but it should be enough to make the difference and get your legislation passed.’

‘It feels cheap,’ Cornificius sighed. ‘Feels like I am perpetrating a bribe.’

‘Nonsense,’ Caesar smiled. ‘Two friends are helping one another out. I find I am short of funding, and you need influential voices for your legislation. It is a match made by the gods, I’d say.’

The tribune nodded, though he still didn’t look happy. ‘And you think you can bring others on board?’

‘Octavius will throw in with you, and there are others I can call upon. Your legislation will pass, and the exiles will be able to return. I shall feel proud that my efforts will help in restoring the status quo in the republic.’

‘And that your coffers will refill a little,’ Cornificius added archly.

Caesar smiled, and whatever he said next was lost as the crowd roared again, the prayers complete. Champion racers held up their hands to receive the peoples’ adulation. Fronto’s mind was racing now. Caesar was selling his vote. He might have put it considerably more nobly than that, but in essence that was precisely what it was. And not only that, he was selling the votes of his friends. He was short of money. What had that man said back in the basilica? He’d had to borrow “huge sums” from Crassus to pay his ransom.

Caesar may walk the walk and wear the toga, and he may seem to be rising meteorically in the republic, but a glance under the surface suggested that he was impoverished, and doing it all through borrowing and debt. That was a very dangerous line to walk. And from what Fronto had heard about Crassus, the man was little more than a rich villain, and would not think twice before crossing such a man and ruining him. Caesar was going to have to be very careful if this was the line he was going to take.

He sat thinking, then, unable to follow any further conversation, for the general noise of the crowd settled into a din that covered such speech. Down below, so far that Fronto could make out few details, the opening ceremony was ending, the chariots returning to their stalls, preparing for the first race.

Opportunity was opening before him like a blossoming flower. He was never going to get anywhere at home. He needed someone like Caesar. He needed someone willing to take him on and secure a position for him. And he needed that person to be willing to do so, even though it might mean tying himself to Fronto’s father, a notorious paranoid recluse. Most men would not be willing to endanger their reputation for such a benefit, but a man who really needed money could be persuaded to do many an unpalatable thing. And while Fronto had no influence, no great name for himself, no prospects, even, one thing he did have was money. In fact, since his father had cut ties in the senate and become the hermit he was, the family’s spending had more or less stopped, while their income remained strong, and so the coffers were fuller than they had ever been. Perhaps not quite up to the level of Crassus, but full enough to open a variety of doors.

He was set. By the time the editor rose in his box to announce the first race, name the charioteers, the prizes, and to thank the wealthy benefactor who had sponsored today’s first race, Fronto had decided that Caesar was the future. A man who was willing to borrow from Crassus and to sell his vote for money could reasonably be relied upon to accept a financial kickback in return for securing military positions. What remained was how to open such a negotiation. Simply marching up to the man, accusing him of being very poor, plainly bribable and probably corrupt, was unlikely to get them off to an excellent start. No, he needed a reason to approach Caesar in the first place, a completely different reason, a tangent, and preferably one that would put him in a good light from the outset.

Then the announcements were over, the chariots rolled out from their pens and could be seen behind the gates of the carceres, and the editor lifted his scarf, ready to drop. Fronto put his worries and plans aside for now. He’d always liked the games, be they gladiatorial or chariot-racing, and with their family situation, he rarely got to them, mostly when he’d had arguments with his father and wanted to lose himself for a time.

He watched, expectant.

‘Felix will win, of course,’ the labourer beside him vouchsafed to his wife. ‘The Blue. He’s the favourite. He wins everything.’

‘You should have bet on him, then,’ his wife said, grinning.

‘Nah. The odds were too low to make it any fun. Who wants a tiny reward? I’ve gone for Crescens in the third race. He’s an outsider with odds that can make a pretty packet, but last night in the caupona, I heard all sorts of interesting little titbits. I reckon we’ll go home today with enough for a holiday in Baiae.’

‘I hope you’re right.’

Fronto was looking at the blue charioteer. He found himself speaking without ever having meant to. ‘I think you’re wrong. I think you could have cleaned up. Wish I’d betted.’

‘Felix wins everything,’ the workman repeated scornfully.

‘Four times now I’ve seen him lean on his chariot with both hands.’

‘So what? He’s probably bored.’

‘I don’t think he’s very well. He’s trying to hide it, and he’s doing quite a good job, but no... a stomach bug I reckon. Look, there he goes again.’

‘Pah,’ was all the man said, then turned away again.

Fronto watched with interest. The scarf was dropped, and the race began. The chariots picked up speed at an astonishing rate, hurtling along the sandy track. Four of them, the traditional teams of Rome in red, white, blue and green. Of course, the blues or greens won almost every race, and it was a rare and very lucrative day for the right better when red or white took a title. At an impressive speed, the four vehicles reached the first turn. Fronto knew the white was in trouble straight away. The green had kept pushing the man further out to the periphery along the straight, and when they turned, white just did not have the room. He raced, trying hard to turn, but at the speed he was going, he was just going to hit the wall at the curved end. He tried to turn harder, in the hope of recovering it, but then disaster struck, and his chariot overturned. The man was bright enough to snick the leather straps with his knife and hurl himself free at the last moment, and the horses managed to turn just as they reached the wall, avoiding injury, though the mess that remained of the chariot slammed against the boundary and exploded into kindling. The charioteer rolled over and over across the sand, and medical personnel ran out to help, but he rose shakily to his feet and waved them off. The crowd roared their approval, and Fronto turned back to the other three, who were already fast approaching the second turn.

Miraculously, all three made it round in good order, and amazingly, the red chariot seemed to be gaining strength and speed. He had passed the green, and was almost neck and neck with the favourite now. If Fronto was any judge, green was probably out of the running. Indeed, as he watched the next few laps, green continued to fall further and further behind, and when the other two lapped his vehicle, it was clearly all over for him. Still, red and blue raced, closely tied.

Then came the next disaster. It did not come as a surprise. In a way, Fronto had been expecting it from the start. Yet still, when it happened it was incredibly impressive. Felix, the blue charioteer, and favourite for the race, threw up. It was the most projectile, voluminous, and even colourful vomit Fronto had ever seen, and it happened at a massive speed, which turned it into an airborne shower, much of which coated Felix as he rode.

And it didn’t stop there. Even as the blue chariot slewed and faltered, he threw up again. And again. And again. Each time, it was like a high-pressure fountain starting up. The blue chariot slowed, pulling over to the far wall, and finally stopped, and Felix sagged over the chariot side, and then continued what had to be a record amount of vomit, as the medical personnel now ran over to him, though less keen on getting close this time.

Fronto stopped watching the race. Red was going to win now, and unless the driver did something stupid and crashed his chariot, nothing would stop that. A small percentage of the spectators, who had bet on a long shot, would be celebrating wild in the streets tonight. And green was just too far behind to hope to catch up. Green would have to resign himself to second place.

But Fronto’s gaze had fallen upon Caesar again. The crowd was wild and loud, and it was impossible to hear what was being said, but from
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