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Prologue

 


‘I will hear nothing more of it, Priscus.’

Caesar drummed
his fingers irritably on the table top as his brow twitched,
leaden-cold eyes locked challengingly on the man before him. The
general, Priscus noted, looked more tired than ever, yet there was
something about him that had been lacking in evidence this past
year or two: a fire. A purpose. Something had changed in Caesar,
and it revolved around the missives he had sent to and received
from Rome.

Priscus
scratched his chin - bristly and none-too-clean - reflectively,
wondering how far he could push the general this morning before he
was properly upbraided. The state of his chin brought him back once
more to a regular theme in his musings: just how much it seemed he
was becoming Fronto. When he’d borne the transverse crest of a
centurion the very idea of a morning unshaven would have stunned
him. A three-day growth would have been unthinkable - he’d slapped
month-long latrine duties on soldiers for less. And here he was,
looking like some callow Roman youth emerging from his debauched
pit after the Lupercalia festival, eyes red-rimmed with too much
wine, wreathed in a smell faintly reminiscent of old dog. He would
have to make a short sharp visit to the baths when he left here and
get himself in shape.

‘With respect, General, you’ve sent for reinforcements. You
will command the biggest army Rome has raised since that Thracian
gladiator stomped up and down the countryside freeing slaves. Gaul
is unsettled and troublesome - more than ever - and now is not the
time to concentrate on small things, but to look to the security of
the fledgling province as a whole.’

Caesar glared
at him and he took a steadying breath, aware of how close to the
edge he was treading. ‘I will hear nothing more of it’ was a
warning sign.

‘Again, respectfully, you could stand on the throat of all the
Belgae tribes with just eight legions; nine if you really feel the
need to flatten them. All I ask is one legion. Even a green, untried one
as long as the officers are competent. I’ll take one legion and
unpick this whole damn land until I’ve revealed every sign of
trouble. We do know that Esus…’

He stopped
abruptly as Caesar slapped his palm on the table angrily, his face
contorting with a snarl.

‘Enough with this damned ‘Esus’, Priscus. I am sick to the back
teeth of hearing about mythical Gallic rebels who consort with
druids and foment discord behind the scenes. If he exists, how come
we have discovered nothing about him in over a year of
campaigning?’ He pointed at the officer before him, denying Priscus
the right to reply. ‘Simply because he is a fiction! Or if not a
fiction, then the emphasis that you and your pet spies place upon
him is vastly overrated. If he does
exist, most likely this Esus is Ambiorix.’

Priscus
prepared himself. He had bent the reed just about as far as it
would go and it was clear what would happen unless he acquiesced
now. Sadly, a dishevelled appearance was not the only thing he
seemed to have inherited from Fronto. A pig-headed unwillingness to
halt in the face of trouble seemed to have taken hold in his spirit
too.

‘I do not think that is the case, Caesar. Ambiorix was a
small scale rebel…’

‘Small scale?’ snapped Caesar. ‘That
piece of Belgic filth wiped out a legion, lost me two veteran
commanders - of Senatorial rank, no less - and endangered the rest
of the army, almost finishing off Cicero in the process. And
despite our timely arrival in force, still the mangy dog escaped
us. Now he runs around free once more, gathering warriors to his
banner in defiance of Rome. Get out of my tent, Priscus. Go bathe
yourself in wine and forget all about your Gallic demi-God and his
machinations. This army has a purpose at this time, other than the
simple pacification of tribes: vengeance, Priscus. Simple revenge.
Now go see to yourself and your fellow officers.’

Priscus winced
at the sharpness in the general’s voice. Caesar was controlling his
temper by a fine thread at best, and another word could snap it.
Not even risking an apology, the officer simply bowed curtly,
turned and left the tent.

Gaius Julius
Caesar, Proconsul of Cisalpine Gaul and Illyricum, governor of
Transalpine Gaul, beloved of the Roman people and descendant of
Venus, pinched the bridge of his nose and tried to ignore the
blinding headache that was rising in his temple with every crunch
of Priscus’ footsteps crossing the frosty grass away from the
tent.

Gaul was
killing him by degrees.

Every morning
he felt slightly more worn, as though the very act of waking up in
this rebellious world abraded a little of his spirit and body both.
He had always reproached Fronto for his drinking habits, and had
taken to doing so with Priscus, and yet was forced to admit to
himself that his own consumption had risen drastically the past two
years. Once upon a time, he had rarely slept, working through the
hours of darkness and taking but a few hours of rest before
launching into the coming day with renewed vigour. Not so these
days. The wine helped him sleep of course, but also the days seemed
to press on him so much now that rest was becoming more of a
necessity.

Gaul had to be
settled.

Straightening,
he stalked across the tent to the door, pulling aside one of the
hanging leather flaps. Two of Aulus Ingenuus’ horse guard stood at
attention outside, one to each side. Other than that the nearest
activity was a collection of senior officers - including Priscus -
chattering away by the water tank near the camp prefect’s tent.

‘I am not to be disturbed,’ he announced to the bodyguards, who
saluted without tearing their eyes away from the camp and any
potential trouble. Ingenuus was always serious about his task, and
that professionalism filtered down through his men.

With a nod of
satisfaction, Caesar returned to his tent and allowed the leather
flap to drop back behind him. Ignoring the table with its huge map
of Gaul and collection of tablets and scrolls, the cupboards and
desks that held all his records and correspondence, the chairs and
banners, standards and trophies, he turned to the door in the
dividing wall.

Caesar’s tent
was, needless to say, the largest in the camp by a sizeable margin,
given the fact that it served as both his private apartments and
the army’s headquarters. The front room was large enough to
comfortably accommodate a briefing of twenty officers, and that was
only a third of the whole structure.

The Illyrian
slave who stood folding Caesar’s tunics ready to place them in the
shelves turned at the general’s sudden entrance, bowing low and
then replacing the linen and scurrying over to his master. Caesar
frowned. For some reason he couldn’t remember the slave’s name.
He’d had a series of miscellaneous house and body slaves during the
campaign, but they never seemed to be up to the task and in the end
they were all sent on to other duties, some not even hanging around
long enough to remember their face. The latest seemed to be
obsessed with neatness, which was fine, but was never there when
Caesar discovered he needed him.

‘Leave me.’

The slave
bowed respectfully, and then scurried towards the other doorway
that led into the general’s sleeping chamber.

‘Not that way. Outside. Go and wash something.’

Nodding
nervously, the young Illyrian shuffled through the room and
disappeared into the public area and then outside. Caesar sighed
and allowed himself to sag a little as solitude enfolded him in its
comforting embrace. It was an unfortunate consequence of public
life and military command that he rarely ever found himself alone
unless he was actually asleep. Privacy was a precious commodity,
though he’d had a little more of it these past few months, since
Labienus was away east with his legion keeping the Treveri busy and
some of the more vocal and time-consuming officers were either back
in Rome or gracing the fields of Elysium.

Soon, that
respite would vanish. A couple of months of wintering with the
troops had brought its own hardships, but at least there had been a
certain level of inactivity. No one campaigned in the winter. But
the weather was perceptibly changing, and in a matter of weeks the
first hints of spring would show, which meant that ships would
start to sail and Antonius would arrive in Gaul with a new herd of
eager officers. Then the business of command would become fraught
once more.

His eyes fell
upon the thing to which he must now tend - the reason he had
dismissed the slave and sought privacy.

The altar.

Most of the
officers had brought small altars on campaign with them, replete
with portable divine figures cast in bronze or sculpted from wood
or ivory. The Olympian Gods graced shrines in every officer’s tent,
and even the common soldiery would carry miniature figures of their
chosen deities with them to pray before.

The general’s,
of course, was something a little grander. A full-size altar of
carved marble shipped with his personal gear from Rome, decorated
with scenes of the Goddess granting favours - and dallying with
Mars of course - painted in bright colours with the care and skill
of a true artist. Atop the altar - a flat surface surrounded by
delicate scroll-work - stood the statue of the Goddess herself.
Unusually for her divine portrayals, this particular Venus was
clothed for modesty, though her shapeliness showed through the
diaphanous gown, and her languid pose suggested less than modest
pursuits.

The various
offerings he had found cause to place upon the altar top around the
lady’s figure remained in situ. The slight bowl-shaped depression
between her toes was stained a deep dark red from old dried wine
libations. Small piles of ash abounded - all that remained of
silver frankincense, brought from Arabia via Rome at the cost of a
legionary’s yearly pay for each shipment. Tiny bronze, orichalcum,
silver and gold charms commissioned from Gallic smiths for the
honour of the Goddess were scattered here and there. All in favour
of Venus Genetrix, the mother of the Julian family line and patron
divinity of the general.

This shrine,
with its altar, statue and offerings, represented an outlay of
money that would make even Crassus wince. And while Caesar only had
passing time for Gods as a whole, preferring to trust his own
abilities and knowledge, he was careful to keep the family Goddess
appeased and on his side.

Yet, despite
this, his grand plan seemed to be foundering.

When he had
initially secured his command and the Proconsulship - hurriedly,
after the end of his Consular term - he had imagined that by now he
would be back in Rome, reaping the rewards of his campaign and
securing a previously undreamed of level of power for his
descendants.

And now here
he was in his sixth year of Gaul, on his second extended term of
governorship, still struggling to keep the tribes under control,
his mother perished in a conflagration, his daughter passed away
without issue and taking with her all hopes of peace and
reconciliation with Pompey, the senate beginning to speak against
him and even his beloved mob of plebs questioning his ability to
control Gaul.

It was vexing,
to say the least.

With a deep
sigh, the general collected his folding campaign chair from the
small desk in the corner and placed it before the altar, opening it
out. Supplicants may generally kneel or bow or prostrate
themselves, but few supplicants could claim to be one of the
leading figures in the greatest nation the world had ever known.
Besides, he was no longer a young man, and a seated position was
sensible for the sake of his joints.

‘Beloved Venus, mother and queen, I entreat you…’

He paused. Was
it an entreaty? Or simply a vow?

A shrug. It
was, of course, both… a deal of sorts.

‘My line is your line, Divine Venus
Genetrix. My family
is your family.
My mother is
your daughter. Yet
our house ails and falters. Julia is gone, and with her any hope of
a grandchild. Young Brutus could provide me with one, but to
make that progeny
claim public would tear down much of what I have built and bring
shame upon his mother. Barring perhaps Antonius - who has his own
demons with whom to wrestle - none of my collection of greedy,
self-obsessed and degenerate cousins or nephews would be worth the
time and effort of grooming.’

He closed his
eyes and rubbed the corners of them wearily.

‘Except possibly Atia Caesonia’s boy. The lad shows promise,
even at only nine summers. Given what he seems to know of the world
and its workings, he has the makings of a strong politician, and
feasibly a commander of men. But he is still several years from
taking the toga virilis, and I would see him grow into manhood and
display some sort of sign that he is ready before I entrust the
future of all that I strive for to him.’

He sighed and
opened his eyes, flexing his fingers.

‘And that, great Venus, is the crux of the matter. My family
- your family - is
in flux, and has no clear future. What is the point of my dragging
our familia from poverty and obscurity to become the most prominent
in the republic if it all crumbles and falls to dust when I pass on
to Elysium because there is no one suitable to follow? I would
entreat you to watch over the Julii and to strengthen us, to clear
out the chaff that fills the granary of your seed and leave us only
the strong grain that forms the pure, healthy bread. If Octavian is
to be the future - and my gut tells me he could be that one - give
me a sign. If Antonius might be worthy - despite the distance in
our lineage - let him leave behind the debauchery that has plagued
him since his youth and stand tall on the shoulders of the devils
that now ride him. And if Brutus…?’

He
straightened.

‘Great Venus, I have vowed to the senate and to the Roman
people that I will bring to heel the rebel leader Ambiorix, who
roused the tribes against us, killed Cotta and Sabinus and all but
obliterated the Fourteenth legion, and who even now remains at
large. I have vowed his end to them, and now I vow it to you. In
the name of vengeance and good Roman piety I will hunt down and
destroy this snake that would ruin all that I have achieved, and
with his demise, the senate and the people of Rome will throw their
support behind me and our line will rise to heights undreamed
of.’

He reached out
to the small table beside the altar and collected a pinch of the
frankincense, depositing a small pile of it on the stone beside the
Goddess’ heel. Grasping the taper that smoked on the stand, where
the slave kept it permanently smouldering, he placed it among the
powder and resin until tendrils of blue-grey smoke began to rise,
filling the tent rapidly with the heady exotic scent.

‘Give me an heir, Divine Venus, mother of the Julii, and in
return, I will give you Gaul.’

With a long
intake of breath he sat back and watched the smoke writhing about
the statue. Collecting his small tablet and stylus from the stand,
he quickly scrawled the promise - not an altar or a temple, but a
whole province - to the Goddess, sealed the tablet and tied it in
the age-old manner to her knee. He would start with a temple -
perhaps at Vienna? Or Aquae Sextiae or Arelate perhaps. Somewhere
civilised to begin with. Satisfied, he turned back towards the
doorway that led into the headquarters.

‘Ten legions, you Belgic rat. Ten. With the auxilia, that’s
almost a hundred thousand men. How long can you hide, Ambiorix of
the Eburones? How fast can you run?’


Chapter
One

 


The fast
moving liburna leapt like a dolphin as it crested a particularly
impressive wave. Fronto stood clinging to the rail with whitened
fingers, grateful to the swells of the previous day that had ruined
his appetite and left him with nothing inside to bring up. Instead,
he retched empty breath out across the sea, his stomach flipping
this way and that as the vessel once more descended into the trough
and shuddered with the force of Neptune’s wrath.

‘Dearest, divine Fortuna, who I have loved and graced with my
devotions these past decades, if you see fit to just drown me now
and put me out of my misery, I will consider it your last
blessing.’

The ship
bucked once more in answer and Fronto felt his foot slip for a
moment.

‘I wouldn’t beg to drown now, Fronto. The worst of it’s
over.’

The sea-sick
officer turned from the rail to examine the speaker and immediately
wished he hadn’t. Marcus Antonius was striding up the deck as
though out for an afternoon stroll in balmy sunlight. He had no
grip on the rail, despite the dangerous rise and fall of the
boards, since one hand was wrapped tightly round a greasy chicken
leg and the other clutched a goblet that slopped and splashed with
rich, unwatered wine.

‘How in the name of Bacchus you can drink anything while this
ship jumps up and down like a startled horse is beyond me. And how
you can…’

His voice
tailed off as the very thought of chewing on the wobbly, dripping
chicken leg made every organ inside him turn over and pucker. By
the time he had finished emptying himself of nothing yet again,
Antonius was leaning beside him, watching the waves rise and fall
as though it were a comic play. Damn the man.

‘Wine inures one to the motion of the ocean’ Antonius grinned.
‘And anyway, you should be thanking the Gods for our passage. See
those lights ahead?’

Fronto blinked
against the salt spray.

‘Frankly, no.’

‘Well I can. That’s Ostia, with its welcoming wharves,
whorehouses and taverns. In less than an half an hour we make
landfall and then we’ll be able to make the most of a thriving port
town for the night before we move on.’

‘If we make it to the dock, just lie me down on the stone and
turn me over every now and then so I don’t drown when I throw
up.’

Antonius
laughed aloud and slapped Fronto on the back, bringing on a fresh
bout of retching. ‘Keep your eyes locked on those lights and watch
them grow as we approach. I’m going back inside to finish this
rather delectable chicken, empty the last of the amphora and win
all that remains of Rufio’s sparse coin before we dock and the
thieves can try their luck on him.’

He
straightened, somehow miraculously staying upright as the ship
crested a wave, hovered almost as though floating in the air, and
then suddenly crashed back down into the brine with a jolt.

‘Want me to send out your wife? She’s complaining that she’s
hardly seen you all voyage.’

‘Then she should have agreed to go by horse with
me.’

Again, the
senior officer laughed and, turning, strode back towards the stern,
where the party of travellers sheltered from the chilling, salty
winds within the ship’s sturdy rear housing. Fronto watched him go
with irritation.

Antonius was
an engaging and eminently likeable man. He had been good to Fronto
and the ladies during the journey, and was a fine wit and a shrewd
gambler, despite the fact that he was rarely to be seen without a
cup in his hand and Fronto had yet to see him add water to his
wine.

Really, they
would have been a good bunch to be travelling with, had he not
spent the journey either standing at the rail and emptying his
stomach contents into Neptune’s garden, or in the port taverns
where they stayed the night, wishing he was dead and avoiding all
temptation of food.

Lucilia and
Faleria travelled with them, as well as the sad and silent young
Balbina, her father - the ageing former legate Balbus - keeping the
girls safe and busy. Palmatus, Galronus and Masgava had largely
kept themselves to themselves, not wishing to intrude their selves
into the business of the Roman nobility on board. In fact, the
three seemed now to be as tight a group of friends as could be
found anywhere, and Fronto somewhat resented his sea-sickness
keeping him from their circle. Masgava seemed to be recovering from
his dreadful stomach wound with disturbing alacrity. Apparently the
sea air was helping. It wasn’t helping Fronto, that was for sure.
It would be months yet before the big former gladiator could
comfortably ride a horse or undertake any form of physical
exercise, but he had been proclaimed safe and out of danger, and
the big man had grinned like a lunatic when he’d learned he would
now have a scar twice the size of any other on his much-battered
torso.

Most of the
others were the usual bunch of Roman nobiles, stiff and formal and
not greatly forthcoming. Volcatius, Basilus, Aristius, Sextius,
Calenus, Silanus and Reginus had all passed the time of day here
and there with Fronto, and Antonius had assured him that every man
in the party of new officers was a highly competent military mind,
but they had yet to make any sort of impression on Fronto, other
than that of bored nobles.

Rufio was a
little less ordinary. Apparently the son of a freedman, he was a
world apart from the nobs aboard, and yet he seemed to have found
his place among them with consummate ease. Still, despite that, he
managed to retain something curiously low-born in his manner that
put Masgava, Galronus and Palmatus at ease in conversation with him
too. Fronto had found him engaging and clever, and had quickly
formed the opinion that if the man was as good a commander as
Antonius claimed, he would go far in Caesar’s army.

Caninius was
one of the ‘new men’ of Rome - a self-made noble in the vein of
Crassus or Caesar himself. By all rights, Fronto felt he should
dislike the man, but found nothing about him that was wanting.
Indeed, Caninius seemed not to miss a trick. He was aware of his
surroundings to a level that surprised the others, and Fronto noted
to himself that he would have to watch the man. If Fronto said the
wrong thing at any time - something he was well aware that he was
wont to do - he felt sure Caninius would retain the words.

The other
figure aboard had come as something of a surprise to Fronto. Cita,
the former senior quartermaster of Caesar’s army, who had retired
the previous year, had somehow been persuaded by Antonius to return
to the general’s service. A year in the Campanian sun seemed to
have done the man good. He had lost the worry lines, the darting
eyes and the numerous twitches that had marked him throughout his
former service, and seemed more at ease with himself. It had,
however, made Fronto smile how the mere sight of him had brought
back one little facial tic to Cita’s otherwise carefree face.

Including
himself, that made twelve veteran officers making their way back to
Caesar’s service - more than enough to revitalise the army that
Priscus had apparently found flagging. Of course they were still in
discussion with Balbus as to his position. The old legate had
stated his intention to stay at Massilia with the families and not
proceed north to the army. Antonius had been very persuasive, and
Fronto had found himself hoping that his old friend would change
his mind, but a small part of him was grateful that when he went
north a trustworthy friend - his father-in-law in fact - would have
a watchful eye on the womenfolk.

What Palmatus
and Masgava intended to do was more of a mystery. The former
legionary had shrugged and admitted that a return to his fairly
impoverished lifestyle in the Subura would be dull to say the
least, and had decided to accompany his employer north. The former
gladiator still felt honour-bound to serve Fronto, despite having
been granted his manumission some time back. Fronto felt sure that
both men, solid martial characters that they were, would find a
good place in the army. He would do everything he could to make
sure that happened.

Of course,
given his recent history with Caesar, it remained to be seen
whether he would succeed in securing a good place in that army for
himself. Antonius had assured him he would take care of it, but
with every mile that brought them back towards the general, Fronto
felt his doubts grow that little bit.

He returned to
the mnemonic that he’d devised in order to remember the new
officers:

‘Veteran Roman commanders sense calamity rising back at
Samarobriva.’

Volcatius,
Rufio, Caninius, Sextius, Calenus, Reginus, Basilus, Aristius,
Silanus. Funny how they spelled such a portentous phrase. Fronto
had wondered for a moment whether divine Fortuna had a part in its
devising.

For the
following quarter of an hour and more, Fronto tried to pick out
something memorable about each officer as he ran through his
mnemonic, attempting to keep his mind from the motion of the vessel
and what remained of his stomach lining on the inside.

Gradually, as
he repeated by rote and peered into the spray, he spotted the
lights that sharp-eyed Antonius had seen earlier occasionally
dipping beneath the waves and then rising into the evening gloom.
At least there hadn’t been a storm. The ship’s captain had been
convinced a tempest was on the way and had flatly refused to sail
until Antonius talked him around with honeyed words and a fat
purse.

The journey
had been rain free, but the high, cold winds of late winter had
turned the sea’s surface into something that resembled a relief map
of the Alpes, and the journey had been far from comfortable.

He watched
with growing relief as the diffuse orange blooms gradually resolved
into distinguishable lights glowing in windows and the shipping
beacon on the end of the dock, and slowly the buildings of Ostia
began to take shape in the purple blanket of evening. Finally, as
the ship bucked ever closer to the city, he began to make out
individual figures on the dock and sighed with happiness. Antonius
had promised a stop-over of a few nights in Ostia before Caesar’s
trireme took them north to Gaul. Apparently the man had business to
attend to in Rome before they left, and he would have to meet up
with Caesar’s agents to pick up any new information.

As they
rounded the breakwater and made for the river and the dock that sat
beside it, the waves fell to blessedly low levels and the ship
settled, leaving Fronto feeling surprisingly disorientated with its
deceptive calm. He gripped the rail as the ship closed on the dock
and forced himself to stand upright and look military, rather than
preparing to leap over the side onto land in order to kiss the
stonework like a long lost lover.

Ostia slid
closer and closer until a thump that made Fronto scrabble to
maintain his grip on the rail announced that they had docked. The
crew of the liburna ran back and forth securing lines and running
out a ramp, and Fronto finally let go of the rail and attempted to
walk on unstable, wobbling legs towards the plank. The other
passengers emerged smiling and laughing from the rear housing and
converged on his position, Balbus and the ladies leading the
way.

Lucilia gave
him what she probably thought was a smile, but put him more in mind
of a predator weighing up whether its prey was worth the effort.
Faleria had much the same look, but Fronto knew her well enough to
recognise she was well aware of her expression and had cultivated
it on purpose.

‘Gods,’ he thought to himself in a moment of dreadful
realisation and with a wicked smile, ‘I’ve married my
sister!’

‘What are you laughing about, chuckles?’ Lucilia asked, raising
an eyebrow as they approached the ramp.

‘Nothing. Just making sure I got today’s good mood out of the
way before I had it forcibly ripped from me.’

‘Don’t be so over-dramatic Marcus. Sea travel always makes you
so cranky.’

‘It would make you ‘cranky’ too if you’d turned inside out once
an hour and not eaten in three days.’

‘Well we’re having a stop-over here. Dear Antonius has agreed
that we can stay as long as we need to in order to pay our proper
respects to mother, on the proviso that Caesar has no urgent
demands.’

‘Good. Maybe by the time we put back out to sea I’ll have had
sufficient time on land to recover enough to eat a piece of bread.
Extra fuel for sickness on the next leg.’

‘Oh do stop complaining and lead us down the ramp.’

Fronto glared
at his young wife and turned, stomping angrily down the ramp. She
was right, of course. Lucilia was rarely anything but loving and
courteous, but sea travel made him tetchy even at the best of
times, and the knowledge that her new husband was about to abandon
her for months on end and march off to war had done little to raise
her spirits.

He forced
himself to calm a little. He was being selfish and he knew it.
Lucilia was facing her first summer of married life alone - apart
from her sister-in-law and father - and even before then they were
about to visit the tomb of her recently-deceased mother. He
mentally chided himself for not having smiled straight away.

‘Marcus Antonius?’

Fronto blinked
as he turned his attention from the beautiful young woman behind
and to the source of the voice. On the dock, amid the working
sailors and dockers, stood a man in the uniform tunic and cloak of
a military officer, though lacking weapons and armour. He was a
tall man with a pinched, mouse-like face and a twitching nose. His
thinning hair was a strange mix of blond and grey.

‘No,’ Fronto replied. ‘Antonius is back up there.’

Stepping off
the ramp and holding out his hand for the ladies to alight, he
watched until Antonius appeared at the rail. ‘That’s your man,’ he
noted to the tall soldier.

‘Marcus Antonius?’ the man repeated, this time up to the
deck.

‘That would be me,’ Antonius replied. Without waiting for the
ramp to clear, the somewhat inebriated commander simply stepped up
onto the rail and leapt down onto the dock. Fronto stared as the
man made a hard landing which probably jarred every bone and organ
in his body. A fall like that could have broken his leg!

Antonius
grinned, his cheeks flushed. ‘Marcus Antonius, lately cavalry
commander for the Proconsul of Syria and now aide to the Proconsul
of Gaul.’ He stopped, frowning as his gaze focused on the tall man.
The newly arrived officer stepped back suspiciously, his gait
reminding Fronto of a crane fly. ‘Hirtius?’ Antonius hazarded.

‘Ah, yes?’ the man replied with a furrowed brow.

‘I was told to watch out for you,’ Antonius smiled. ‘The
descriptions I was given are startlingly accurate.’

Hirtius’ frown
deepened and Antonius let out another deep laugh. ‘Nothing bad, my
friend.’ He turned to Fronto. ‘This, Marcus, is Aulus Hirtius. He’s
Caesar’s man, lately of Aquileia.’ He turned back to Hirtius. ‘What
brings you out of hiding in the general’s provincial palace,
Hirtius?’

The
mantis-like man cleared his throat disapprovingly, and took another
step back, grimacing. Fronto suspected the wine on Antonius’ breath
had been the reason for that particular retreat.

‘I have been summoned to Samarobriva, along with the rest of
you, but I was instructed to meet you here and impart further
instructions from the general.’

Fronto’s ears
pricked at the news.

‘Go on?’ Antonius encouraged the new arrival.

‘You are to dispatch a number of your companions to Cisalpine
Gaul. Pompey’s former legion - the First - is quartered at
Aquileia, courtesy of an agreement ratified by the senate, and you
are to send a man to take command of it and lead it north to
Samarobriva at the earliest opportunity. That man will have to be
accompanied by a second, who will take command of a fledgling
legion - the Fifteenth - which has been levied there and supplied
with veteran officers from the surrounding cities. I have horses
and a suitable military escort ready to leave with them. They can
take the Via Flaminia across country for speed.’

Antonius
seemed to take in the surprising news of two new legions without
blinking, especially one of them being a Pompeian one. He nodded.
‘Anything else?’

‘Yes. Another man is to head north to the camp at Cremona,
disband the camp and collect every soldier, be he veteran or raw
recruit, officer or legionary, taking them to Samarobriva to reform
the Fourteenth, who were wiped out a few months ago.’

Fronto stepped back as if struck. A legion wiped out? Then things were every bit
as bad as Priscus had implied. Suddenly, all his attention was on
the matter at hand, his sickness entirely forgotten.

‘Caesar levies new legions? Then he has a new campaign in the
works?’

‘That, I cannot say,’ Hirtius replied. ‘I just have the orders
to pass on.’

Antonius
turned to Fronto. ‘I do believe that the campaigning season is to
begin a little early this year. At least we’ll have no time to pick
up cobwebs before we get our teeth into the fight.’ He smiled
apologetically at the girls. ‘I am so sorry ladies, but we will
have to cut short our visit. For the sake of family and propriety,
we will remain long enough for you to pay your respects, but then,
the morning after next, we must be aboard the trireme and making
for Massilia.’

He turned his
eager smile on Fronto and the veteran legate was suddenly - and
worryingly - put in mind of an excited puppy.

‘Fabulous,’ he grumbled.

 


* * * * *

 


Fronto
scratched his head as he reached the end of the street and looked
this way and that.

‘I don’t know. Apart from Pompey’s new theatre and his house,
the last time I set foot in the Campus Martius I was a fresh faced
tribune. The whole place is different now. When I was last here
there were a few scattered houses and insulae and a lot of
greenery. Now it looks like the bloody Subura! When did the senate
ratify selling off all the land?’

‘You’ve been away from Rome for a long time,’ Palmatus sighed.
‘The senate would rip out your kidney and sell it back to you if
they thought they could get away with it. Rich men selling land to
other rich men to erect shoddy death-traps to rent to the
poor.’

Fronto
frowned. ‘You’re an absolute barrel of laughs, you are.’

‘I tell it how it is,’ the former legionary shrugged. ‘By
rights I should be sitting in one of these side streets joining the
rest of the plebs as they glare at you and mutter curses against
the nobles. Strange how the fates lead a man, eh?’

Balbus, his
face dark and humourless, gestured to the right hand fork. ‘If you
two have quite finished bickering, we’ll go that way first.’

Fronto nodded,
falling quiet. He quite enjoyed his banter with Palmatus. The
low-born soldier was unusually outspoken for a pleb among
patricians, but that tended to happen when Fronto got to know them,
much to his mother’s constant irritation. When confronted with loss
and sadness, Fronto habitually resorted to either irreverent humour
or vengeful anger, as circumstances dictated. Neither, however, was
appropriate today, and he was having trouble maintaining the
serenity that he felt his friends and family expected.

Balbus led the
group on towards the family mausoleum of the Lucilii, Palmatus and
Masgava prowling along the sides of the party like wolves, watching
for trouble. There was no real reason for them to have come along.
The streets of Rome were dangerous these days, but Fronto felt
certain that he, Balbus and Galronus would be able to handle any
trouble that came their way. The pair had refused to stay behind,
though, and had appointed themselves as guards in the mean streets
of Rome, Masgava occasionally pausing to rest his still-aching
gut.

‘Sad, the way all the mausolea that have stood out on these
roads for so long are getting lost among housing now,’ Fronto
sighed. ‘Shouldn’t be allowed, really.’

‘Rome grows,’ shrugged the practical Palmatus. ‘New residents
have to go somewhere, and the insulae are already too tall. Where
else are you going to put them, if you don’t expand the
city?’

‘Still seems wrong. A decade ago, Balbus’ family would have had
a nice little garden plot around their mausoleum. Maybe a few
cypresses in a line. Now half a dozen families of dirty scrotes
will stand in its shadow, scratching their privates and pissing on
the path.’

His sister
shot him a warning glance, and Fronto realised too late how
insensitive that had sounded. He opened his mouth to apologise and
back-track, but decided he needn’t bother. Neither Balbus nor
Lucilia were paying him any attention, their spirits troubled as
they approached the tomb’s location, and young Balbina - once a
lively spirit - was her usual silent self, unseeing and apparently
unfeeling.

The group
wandered on in silence a few more moments, taking two more turns
until Fronto could no longer guess which way was north, though the
further they went, the less housing was in evidence, with more open
green spaces between. The rush of water that underlay the everyday
sounds of the city confirmed that they had come close to the Tiber,
probably at that section where it turned from north to the west and
then south. A large, white residence, clearly the property of a
wealthy merchant or suchlike - a ‘wannabe’ noble, judging by the
level of ostentation in such a low priced region - stood within an
area of untouched scrub land and just beyond it, a small square
garden surrounded on three sides by ordered rows of cypresses
contained a modest brick-built columbarium, a garland-and-wreath
decorative panel running around the structure at head height and a
marble panel set into the front bearing an inscription detailing
the family who owned it.

Balbus took a
key from the chain on his purse-string and approached the
building’s side, unlocking the iron gate and swinging it open.
There was no solid door, but the bars on the gate had been spaced
close enough to prevent birds entering the mausoleum and nesting
there.

Taking down
the small oil lamp from the shelf by the door, Balbus scrabbled
around, found the flint and steel and struck a few times until the
light-source began to flicker, its guttering flame illuminating the
building’s interior with a warm orange glow. Palmatus, Masgava and
Galronus arrayed themselves outside like a defensive force, the
latter handing over to Fronto the bag he had brought with him as
the rest entered the structure. Fronto allowed Balbus and the
ladies in first, bringing up the rear and withdrawing a small jar
from the bag, cracking the seal.

As with all
columbaria, the building’s walls consisted of row upon row of small
arched recesses, reminiscent of a dovecote, each one for a family
member’s cinerary urn, though only a dozen or so had been filled.
The Lucilii were not old nobility, apparently. Given the lack of
occupants it did not take long to locate the niche with the new
urn, the identifying plaque beneath freshly-made.

Fronto found
suddenly, and unexpectedly, that a lump had risen in his throat.
Corvinia had been a delight to know. She had been a haven of
civility in that first bloody and androcentric year of Caesar’s
campaign, with her small and neat Roman house incongruously placed
among the military camps near Geneva. She had invited him - a
complete stranger - into her home as though she had known him for
years and had fed and watered him. She would have been his mother
in law, he realised with surprising sadness.

And she had died - indirectly, admittedly - because of him. Or
rather because of blood feuds against him. Though he had done
nothing as far as he was concerned to bring it all about, he could
not deny more than a sliver of guilt over the matter.

Sorry, he mouthed silently to the
shade of his mother in law. By tradition, they should be eating a
sacred meal - he’d bought cakes, bread and a few bright flowers in
the market especially - but he doubted, given the means of
Corvinia’s passing, that any of them would have much of an
appetite.

Balbus was
talking quietly - barely a murmur really - to Corvinia. Fronto
deliberately closed his ears to the conversation - it was a private
thing and he had no wish to intrude. He was here mostly for them to
lean on should they feel the need.

But instead of
murmuring, Lucilia was silent and still. If she was talking to her
mother, it was in the privacy of her skull, while no hint of
emotion showed upon her stony surface. Trying not to interrupt
their private thoughts, Fronto shuffled quietly across to the small
altar in the corner and made a libation of the expensive wine they
had bought at an overpriced stall beneath the columned front of the
temple of Portunus, filling the bowl-shaped depression on the altar
top and mouthing the words of dedication silently. With a small
shrug he retrieved one of the cakes from his bag, broke off a
piece, placing it on the altar, and then consumed the rest while he
waited.

As the moments
crawled by, Fronto started to feel uncomfortable in the
almost-silence, pursing his lips curiously as he saw a small smile
cross Lucilia’s face as though she had shared a private joke with
her mother. More worryingly, as soon as she smiled she turned to
look directly at him, and then returned her gaze to the urn with a
chuckle. Clearly whatever the joke was, it was at his expense.
Under most circumstances, that would irritate him intensely, but
given the situation he was inclined to let this one pass
uncommented.

It seemed an
age that he stood there, and he kept glancing at the oil lamp,
wondering when it would go out, trying to determine where the spare
flask of oil was kept to refill it should the room be suddenly
plunged into darkness.

Finally, after
a couple of decades of discomfort, Balbus turned and made a
questioning face at his daughter. Lucilia nodded, and he took a
deep breath. ‘Let’s move on, then.’

Fronto was the
first outside, followed by Lucilia and her little sister. He felt
with relief the cold winter air slap him in the face. It felt like
emerging from a cave.

‘Farewell.’ A voice. Small. Broken.

Fronto turned
in surprise, looking down at Balbina, the younger of the sisters.
Lucilia and Balbus’ heads had both snapped round in surprise.

‘Balbina?’

But she had
returned to her silent, uninterested façade - so swiftly, in fact,
that Fronto would have thought he’d imagined her voice had not the
others turned too.

‘You heard that?’ Balbus said quietly.

‘Yes.’

The old officer leaned over and reached out, taking his
daughter in both hands and gripping her shoulders. ‘You
are in there, my girl.
Come back and talk to me.’

Silence.
Balbus stood still for some time and waited, but nothing more
seemed forthcoming and after a while he straightened and sighed.
‘Well that can only be good,’ he announced with a shaky smile.

Fronto nodded
his agreement but remained silent as the older man blew out the oil
lamp and locked the gate to the columbarium before striding back
out onto the rutted track that served as a road here. Galronus,
Masgava and Palmatus, who seemed to have been having some sort of
tactical martial discussion during the visit, fell in once more as
guards for the party, their eyes watchful as they scanned the
surroundings for any hint of danger.

‘I think you’re right, you know, Fronto?’ Balbus said with a
restorative breath. ‘I think that when I have the time and the
opportunity, I’ll have a new columbarium built somewhere further
out and move the family there. Maybe somewhere up the Via Flaminia.
Seems to be a popular place for good families these days, so it
won’t be lost among insulae any time soon.’

Fronto nodded
his approval, scanning the area. ‘Anyone know where we go from
here?’ he asked with a frown.

‘I thought you said you knew where it was?’ Balbus replied,
rolling his eyes.

‘I do. From the
forum. But I haven’t the faintest bloody
idea where I am now. I couldn’t even find the forum now. Another couple of
turns and I’d have trouble finding my own arse!’

‘Give me a clue, then,’ Balbus asked wearily.

‘It’s across the way from the ovilia, maybe a hundred
paces.’

Balbus turned
to the others and pointed off across the road towards a stand of
pines that surrounded an almost identical columbarium. ‘Should be
down that way, then?’

Palmatus
nodded and pointed off at an angle. ‘More that way. Look over to
the right of the trees… you can see the top of Pompey’s
monstrosity. It’ll be near there.’

Trusting their
directions to the only member of the group who had spent any length
of time in the city in recent years, the party crossed the road and
took what looked more like a farm track than anything else, heading
towards the monumental marble curve of Pompey’s new theatre which
towered distant over the roofs and trees of the Campus Martius.

They walked on
in silence, each with the company of their own thoughts, back
through the greenery and into the more populous area of recent
constructions which marked the parts of the sacred space that had
been parcelled up and sold on to the senate’s cronies. It would
have irked Fronto had he not all but given up caring about the city
itself anyway. It seemed these days a seething hive of snakes, rats
and cockroaches all in human form, and anyone with any value as a
human being seemed to have moved away from the capital into more
rural retreats.

Let them have
their city. He would reside in Massilia or Puteoli from now on, as
would his family, only coming to the capital when business
required. Slowly they approached the estimated location of their
goal. Soon enough the great arc of the theatre was lost to sight
behind the various buildings of the greatest city in the world, and
Fronto once more had no idea of his location, relying on Palmatus’
sense of direction.

Finally, after
half an hour more of travel, the group emerged onto a paved road
with a drainage channel - a luxury after the tracks they had
wandered ‘til now. Ahead, amid the new houses rising each year and
filling the land, and the monumental structures of the rich, the
ovilia stood as a strange sight. The place where the population
gathered to vote, the ovilia was an open space some thousand feet
long and the same wide, surrounded by a neat, well-maintained fence
and subdivided into aisles for individual assemblies to vote
within, the whole thing dotted with plaques and signs to direct the
people to their appropriate places. Despite everything that
happened these days in the city, it was somewhat heartening to note
that the thugs, drunks, whores, hooligans and so on seemed to have
left the place alone, respecting its function in the governing of
their city.

Turning, he
was surprised to realise that they had emerged from a side street
almost at their intended location. A brick columbarium of some
size, graced with a marble façade and a tall statue of Venus stood
surrounded by neatly-clipped box hedges and small flower beds, a
row of shaped and pruned pines defining the boundaries behind and
to the sides. Elegant. A sign of nobility, but with taste and a
modicum of modesty.

‘There,’ he announced, somewhat redundantly, given that the
others had already turned with him to look at the tomb. The
building housed the remains of the Julii and the component lines of
the extended family. Only a decade ago, when Fronto had first
visited with Caesar on the death of his first wife, it had been
simple brick - like the others they had seen this morning - but the
great general and Proconsul who was currently the shining star of
the house had embellished the façade and made sure the family’s
progenitor Goddess was appropriately honoured.

‘It will be crippling Caesar not to be able to visit his mother
at Parentalia,’ Fronto sighed. ‘Is it sacrilegious for us to do it
for him? I mean, I knew Aurelia, but she’s not our
mother.’

‘I suspect the Gods are more flexible and forgiving than most
priests would have us believe,’ Balbus smiled sadly. ‘It’s just a
shame we can’t get inside, but at least there’s a pleasant garden
to sit in while we eat and an altar there by the statue for
libations.’

Fronto nodded.
He’d contemplated going to visit one of Caesar’s nieces to ask for
a key, but the three Atias were very much not his kind of people -
social climbers given to ostentatious displays of new money. Better
to steer clear of them for such small favours. Even Caesar had
intimated to him more than once how disappointed he was with his
sisters’ progeny.

He peered into
the shadows cast by the pine trees and frowned.

‘The door’s open, Quintus.’

Balbus
followed his gaze and his own brow wrinkled in surprise and
suspicion. If the Julii had come to celebrate Parentalia, there
would be a dozen armed ex-legionaries surrounding the place to keep
trouble away, so whoever was inside was likely up to no good.

Fronto turned
to Palmatus and Galronus and used what he hoped were clear and
obvious gestured instructions for them to circle the mausoleum,
check out the rear and then meet him and Balbus at the door,
effectively trapping the intruder within. To Masgava he gestured a
need to protect the women. The former gladiator nodded and took up
a defensive position next to Lucilia, Balbina and Faleria, his eyes
darting around the street, taking in every tiny movement.

Fronto watched the pair of warriors edge around the corner of
the columbarium, and once they were out of sight, he and Balbus
began to creep quietly towards the doorway and the open iron gate.
Fronto found himself smiling with satisfaction despite everything.
A year ago he would have been grumbling about his joints and
muscles and making more noise than a triumphal parade as he snuck
across the garden. Ha. Who was he kidding? A year ago he’d still be
two miles further back, sat on a bench, rubbing his knee and almost
in tears. He’d never even have got
here. Masgava had done a damn good job getting him
back into shape.

With perfect
timing, just as Fronto and Balbus reached the near corner of the
building, Galronus and Palmatus emerged at the far corner, signing
that they had found nothing. Good. Whoever it was would still be
inside, then.

While none of
them bore weapons, even though they were now outside the city
boundary, all four would be able to make good account of themselves
if trouble arose. Fronto flexed his muscles and nodded.

The four men
closed on the door. The padlock hung open, suggesting that the
intruder either had access to a key or was skilled at opening
locks. A faint orange flicker danced on the darkened portal’s
stonework and Fronto squinted, narrowing his eyes against the
daylight as he approached, so as not to find himself all but blind
when he peered into the gloomy entrance.

Stepping into
the doorway, he opened his eyes wide again - fast, in case anyone
was lurking close to the exit - his hands coming up ready to defend
or attack as required. Even as he took in the scene before him, he
was automatically stepping inside and sideways so that the other
three could enter.

The occupant
appeared to be alone.

Fronto
blinked.

The orange
glow illuminated a single figure - a young man of perhaps ten or
eleven summers, standing by the altar with a silver cup in his
hand. The light glinted off the surface of a fresh wine libation in
the bowl atop the stone, and the crumbs and pieces of several cakes
sat beside it.

While the
other three moved in beside him and shuffled around the edge as the
figure turned to face them, Fronto stepped forward so that the
small oil lamp on the shelf would light his face. The young man
seemed entirely unafraid.

His hair was
clearly blond, though the shade was hard to tell in the dancing
orange glow. He wore a well-tailored and expensive tunic of some
pale colour and light calf-skin shoes. He was slightly built - one
might even say spindly - and short for his age, which was apparent
from his face, but something about him carried a power that defied
his physical presence.

‘If you are here to cause damage or thieve goods, I would
remind you who owns this columbarium. There is nowhere you could
hide from the Julii after such dishonour, as I’m sure you will
realise. So if you are here on ill business, I recommend you move
on immediately.’

He tipped the
last of his cup’s contents into his mouth, swallowed, and placed
the vessel on the altar top. ‘But you’re no intruders, are
you?’

Fronto felt,
rather than saw, Balbus relax and take a step forward.

‘We could be.’ the older man said quietly. ‘Dangerous for a boy
of breeding to be abroad in the city alone. Where are your
escort?’

‘At home,’ the young man replied nonchalantly. ‘Probably
searching the house for me at the behest of my tutor. But I know
this city, old man, and how to traverse it safely. I am in no
danger.’

‘Not even from us?’

‘Hardly!’ the boy gave a humourless laugh. ‘Four men - three of
them wearing studded military boots - all reeking of fresh sea
salt, one of them a Gallic nobleman and another wearing a Gaulish
torc?’

Fronto
blinked. How had the lad picked all that out so quickly, especially
in near darkness?

‘How is my uncle?’ the lad asked genially. ‘Send him my regards
when next you see him.’

‘We could have been Pompey’s men’ Fronto suggested with just a
hint of irritation.

‘I think not. He has no active legions now that he’s signed
over the First to my uncle, and in any case, he would hardly
countenance an army in whose ranks a Gaul served with authority.
That’s my uncle’s kind of decision. Wine?’

Fronto was
still shaking his head in surprise as Balbus stepped forward.
‘Octavian? Atia’s boy?’

‘That I am. Are you men returned from Gaul, or bound for
there?’

‘On our way north,’ Fronto said quietly. ‘We thought to stop by
and honour your great grandmother, since it is Parentalia and your
great uncle is trapped so far away with the army. The same occurred
to you, perchance?’

‘After a fashion,’ Octavian smiled. ‘Suffice it to say that I
was unimpressed with the devotions I had witnessed thus far, and
felt the balance had to be redressed.’ He straightened and flexed
his shoulders. ‘However, it is time now for me to return and allay
the fears of my womanish tutor. Do avail yourself of the rest of
the wine in this jug. I shall leave it here, and it is a Caecuban
of the Opimian vintage, worth more than a centurion’s yearly pay.
It would be a crime to waste the rest.’

Fronto
realised that he was still shaking his head and stopped, scratching
his chin instead.

‘Would you like an escort back to your house?’

‘That will not be necessary. Pay your respects, soldier, and
good luck to you all. Help my uncle as best you can, and you could
urge him to finalise matters with his new province as soon as
possible? Whatever his plans for the governorship, he cannot afford
to leave Rome to its own devices much longer. The city becomes more
of a festering pit of lunacy with every passing month. Soon it will
be safer in northern Gaul with nothing but a spoon and a tunic than
in the forum surrounded by guards.’

He gave a
pleasant, slightly lop-sided smile and with a nod of
acknowledgement stepped out past Fronto and Balbus and into the
light, where they heard him exchange pleasantries with the
ladies.

The four
occupants of the tomb shared glances.

‘I don’t know about you three, but that lad seems to resemble
his great uncle disturbingly closely.’

Balbus nodded.
‘Of Caesar’s nieces, Octavian’s mother was always the clever one -
the best of the brood. She’s a distant cousin of mine, of
course.’

Palmatus shook his head with a curled lip. ‘In my experience
nearly every noble in Rome is a little too closely related, if you know what
I mean? Pale, with bulging eyes, a throat-apple the size of a
cabbage and all the mental flexibility of a donkey with the
shits.’

He turned and
noticed in the low flickering light the glowering looks Fronto and
Balbus were casting at him.

‘Present company excepted, of course.’ He grinned a wicked
grin. ‘Anyone else itching to try the lad’s special
wine?’

Fronto
maintained his scowl for a moment longer before cracking and
chuckling at the irreverent humour that he’d come to expect from
the plebeian ex-legionary.

‘Why not. Let’s make libations to Aurelia Cotta and young Julia
and drink a toast to the general and his great nephew’s
generosity.’

As he crossed
to collect the jar of rare and extraordinary wine the young
Octavian had left them, he mused on family. Curiously, now that
he’d tied himself by marriage to Balbus, and Balbus was Atia
Caesonia’s cousin, that meant - he supposed - that there was a very
distant familial connection between him and the general. He almost
laughed at the realisation.

The morning
would carry them north again towards war. But for today, the group
would relax and enjoy what they could of Rome.

‘Galronus, you’d better go outside and bring Masgava and the
girls in. Lucilia seems to have gone off wine these days, but
Faleria will relish this vintage.’

 


* * * * *

 


Bucephalus
whickered with irritation, apparently feeling the urge to run and
stretch despite Fronto’s stern words and careful grip on the reins.
He’d not ridden much in the past year or so, and his beloved horse
- which Longinus had bequeathed to him a lifetime ago and a world
away - had spent much of that time stabled and limited, run out
only briefly by the equisio at Puteoli. Indeed, the journey below
deck on first the liburna and then Caesar’s trireme from Ostia to
Massilia seemed to have made the beast twitchier than ever.

‘Steady, you big black bastard,’ Fronto grunted through
clenched teeth as he used both reins and knees to try and steer
Bucephalus to the right. The carriage, lent eagerly by one of the
more helpful of the city’s assembly, rumbled along behind bearing
the three women, while Balbus rode ahead and the other three
brought up the rear.

Fronto shaded
his eyes from the late afternoon sun and peered off across the hill
at the line of horses and men disappearing at a tangent towards the
north and the Rhodanus valley. Marcus Antonius had taken the bulk
of the new officer corps straight for Samarobriva at his earliest
opportunity, departing in the evening, hoping to make the mansio at
Aquae Sextiae for the night. He had expected Fronto to go with
them, as any extra delay would make the placation of Caesar all the
more difficult, but Fronto had been adamant that he must see the
family safely to their homes before he could consider riding north.
Besides, Lucilia deserved at least one last night in a real bed
with her new husband. He’d not announced that to Antonius, of
course, but it was true nonetheless. And so he would follow on with
Galronus, Masgava and Palmatus the next day. He would miss out on
the escort of a hundred cavalry that Antonius had had waiting for
them at Massilia, but he’d ridden the route to Samarobriva enough
times now to know he was safe. Besides, he wore a Gallic torc and
travelled with a prince of the Remi. Who would challenge him?

He tried not
to list the answers to that, and failed until Bucephalus’ next
attempt to take him for a long, leg-stretching run dragged all his
attention back to the business at hand.

As they
approached the road that led to Balbus’ beautiful rural villa with
its cultivated vineyards and orchards, its sheds and stables and
the view over the sea, breath-taking even in the changeable weather
of late winter, Fronto first laid eyes on the new villa the old man
had spent a year constructing in secret for his daughter and new
son-in-law.

Almost a
mirror of Balbus’ villa, and close enough to loose a scorpion bolt
from the one to the other, the only visible differences between the
two houses were the newness and cleanliness of the stonework and
the lack of plant life and gardens about it. And the huge tracts of
farmland, of course, but Balbus knew just how little Fronto saw
himself as a farmer. The old man had apparently taken that into
account.

‘By Fortuna and her golden tits that’s something,’ he muttered,
drawing the big black stallion to a halt so that he could take it
all in. Balbus paused slightly ahead and turned with a
smile.

‘My villa is perfect, so I thought ‘why change a good thing?’ and had the
new one built to the same design. The only difference is that yours
might be a little more exposed to the sea winds, being closer to
the slopes, so I’ve had hypocaust flooring put in all the
downstairs rooms to keep the place warm, and the flues take the hot
air up past all the upper rooms. The courtyard’s just overgrown
grass at the moment, mind. I didn’t bother with any gardening, as I
felt sure you’d want to personalise that - blooms and the
like.’

Fronto
pictured himself choosing flowers and positioning them just right.
The image made him laugh. ‘Lucilia, perhaps.’

Balbus grinned
in
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