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FOR SARAH, DAVID, JAMES AND ROBERT











“Turn thy thoughts now to the consideration of thy life, thy life as a child, as a youth, thy manhood, thy old age, for in these also every change was a death. Is this anything to fear?”


MARCUS AURELIUS, EMPEROR OF ROME
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NovusPart Research Labs, Cambridge, prior to the construction of New Pompeii


MARK WHELAN LEANT over the model and eyed the narrow streets. He took in the rough-hewn buildings of cork, plastic and plywood, and flashed a wide grin. Since he’d last seen it, Joe had pushed matchsticks into its surface. Presumably, they were meant to represent Romans. He flicked one and it toppled all too easily. Beside him, Harold McMahon gave a heavy sigh.


“Relax, Harold.”


“I’m not his damn slave.”


Whelan glanced across to where Joe Arlen sat with his back to them, working at his computer. He hadn’t even acknowledged their presence, but he knew they were there. After all, knowing who had crossed his path – and when – was fast becoming Joe’s specialism.


“Just be patient,” Whelan said, turning back to the model. Nothing was quite at the right scale, but it represented what



they’d been working towards for months. Their grand vision of the future, and the way by which they could control it. He noted one of Joe’s more obscure dictums had now been chalked around the edge of the model: The Master of Pompeii will become the Emperor of Time.


“Joe,” said McMahon, his voice heavy, “we’ve all got things to be doing.”


Arlen stiffened in his seat. Whelan hoped he would just go back to his computer. He didn’t.


“There was a girl in those lectures with Professor Jackson,” Arlen said.


Shit, thought Whelan. This again. Professor Jackson. A man so insignificant his telephone number had once been left off the department directory. And yet for Arlen he was suddenly important, because Joe now apparently needed to trace everyone he’d ever met. It was his new obsession. “We’ve identified all the female students,” Whelan said, trying to keep his voice neutral. “There weren’t many of them, were there?”


Arlen turned, and Whelan felt an immediate wave of pity. In many ways, Joe remained as when they’d first met. A guy who’d managed to keep hold of his teenage looks, even though he was much older. And yet his eyes were now red-rimmed, and the fresh-faced excitement of youth had been replaced with frustration and anger.


“No, not a student,” Arlen said. “An assistant. She was helping Jackson. Maybe a post-grad.”


Whelan didn’t respond, but McMahon couldn’t help



himself. “I think I remember,” he said. “Yes, didn’t we see them in a restaurant together? You know? That Thai place down by the river?”


Fucking great. Whelan tensed.


Arlen rose from his chair and walked over to them. “The Thai place?”


“Thai Palace,” said McMahon. He laughed. “Or was it an Indian? After all these years, I’m starting to forget. But she had bright red hair and the biggest…”


“No,” said Arlen, suddenly quiet. He put both hands to his temples. “No,” he said again. “She was a brunette. Bangles and a perm. Those lectures were part of all this… and we need to record any possible point of intersection. Because if they were dating it means—”


McMahon grunted. “Jesus, Joe. I was kidding…”


“What?”


“I was kidding about seeing them together,” McMahon continued. “You think an old guy and a girl that good-looking? He wasn’t exactly rich, was he?”


Avoiding Arlen’s glare, Whelan again looked down at the table. He waited for the screaming fit that would surely follow. But it didn’t come. Instead, he noticed a soft white mist start to mingle around their feet. He kicked at it, but the swirls reformed until it looked like he was standing in snow.


And then he knew he was going to die.


Strangely he didn’t try to fight it. Arlen had once predicted his “transportations” would be accompanied by a change in atmospheric pressure. Just enough to spill the moisture from



the air before a person was pulled into the future.


He knew that when he woke up – thirty years from now – he wouldn’t have long to live. Maybe he’d get to look Arlen in the face again before a gladiator killed him. Or maybe Arlen would strike the blow personally. After all, that’s what he’d talked about. Even though Joe had first said it as a joke. An off-hand remark to win some petty argument with Harold.


Whelan fixed his eyes on the model. He saw the matchstick men, their red bobbled heads, and wondered why he’d agreed to so much madness. Arlen started to hurl abuse at McMahon. But, almost as soon as it started, the shouting stopped. Arlen vanished.


Whelan waited a few long minutes before speaking. “You saw it too?”


McMahon nodded, then started to retch.


The mist had gone, the implications obvious and immediate: Arlen had been stolen from time, and there were now just two of them left. Carefully, Whelan picked up one of the matches from the model. He snapped it between his fingers, relief flooding through him. McMahon broke into hysterical laughter.


“Thirty years,” Whelan said, slowly. “Our first paradox. So do you think it was me who did it to him, or you?”


McMahon continued to laugh. He didn’t even try to answer.


“So much for New Pompeii.”


Slowly bringing himself back under control, McMahon shook his head. He wiped the slightest trace of saliva from his lips. “It may still have its uses.”
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New Pompeii, fifteen years after the fall of NovusPart


“SHE KNOWS I’M here?”


The slave on the door nodded. He remained standing at the side of his cubbyhole, his expression close to a smirk. Two guards flanked him.


Decimus Horatius Pullus hoisted his satchel further onto his shoulder. The sooner he could get this over with, the sooner he could get back to his own villa and be done with it all.


A few female slaves darted past him, heading towards the outer courtyards. Their urgency indicated they must be on their way to their mistress. One carried a towel, so perhaps Calpurnia was swimming. He glanced back at the porter and the two guards. The porter grinned at him.


“I need to speak with her,” Pullus said.


“Habitus will be along in a few minutes.”


Pullus sighed, his satchel pulling again on his shoulder. Other than the three men at the door, the main atrium of



Calpurnia’s villa was empty. Four Corinthian columns jutted up from the corners of the central impluvium to support the roof, and each wall was covered with a sequential panoramic view of the forum in Rome.


The fine frescos couldn’t hide the fact he’d been given the cold shoulder by Calpurnia. Pullus needed to explain things. But first he’d have to negotiate with Habitus. From somewhere deep in the villa came a metallic sound, almost like the slow drip of water. Which meant young Marcus was getting another lesson in swordplay. Habitus could be some time.


That was all he needed to know. He waited – just long enough for the porter and the two guards to take their collective attention away from him – then ran. Ignoring the porter’s shouts, he continued quickly past a small interior grotto, and made his way out into a larger room, the walls of which were covered in a sweeping depiction of Pompeii’s old harbour. If this had been a townhouse, then the decor would have marked out a tablinum. But this was a room for pleasure, not business.


Calpurnia’s son Marcus and his bodyguard, the frumentarius Appius Hostilius Habitus, circled each other in the centre of the room. Both their faces were set with concentration, and both held real swords – not wooden training ones – ahead of them and ready.


The porter appeared in pursuit, and Pullus was pleased to see he had lost his smirk.


“I told him to wait!”


Habitus ignored the man, who slunk back to his post, and



broke off from his training. He walked towards Pullus with his eyes narrowed as if trying to work out a puzzle. Behind him, the boy looked disappointed his fun had been interrupted.


“Pullus,” Habitus said. “We weren’t expecting you for another day or so.”


Pullus frowned. Whilst Marcus’s tunic was drenched in sweat, Habitus hardly seemed out of breath. Calpurnia’s chief bodyguard didn’t appear outwardly athletic. The guards at the door easily out-muscled him but, then again, Calpurnia didn’t employ him to strike any blows. At least, not personally.


Pullus had found Calpurnia’s bodyguard not long after the fall of NovusPart. He hadn’t particularly stood out from amongst the other men in the slave market. Being of average height, and slight build, he’d not been highly valued, especially given the focus on getting manpower to the many farms surrounding New Pompeii. Habitus had simply been unlucky. Visiting the town at the time of the eruption and without any friends, it hadn’t taken long for him to fall into slavery. Yet when Pullus had asked him what he was doing in Pompeii, the academic centres of his brain had all fired in unison.


Grain. Habitus had been ordered to Pompeii from Rome to check on the supply of grain.


Of course, that wasn’t the truth. But the words had caused them both to lock eyes, and it was clear in that moment that they’d both known. And so Pullus had been happy to pay the price. Because keeping watch on the grain supply was often used as a cover for other activities. And



Pullus guessed a frumentarius – an Imperial spy – was worth much more over the long term than a simple farm labourer. Unfortunately, Calpurnia and her father had agreed, and taken him for their own household.


“You’ve progressed from the wooden swords?”


Habitus shrugged. “Skill from wood, weight from metal,” he said.


Marcus was sitting in the tablinum, gulping down water and wiping his forehead with a rag. The boy looked shattered. But although the sword he held looked that bit too big for him, his shoulders were starting to broaden. He’d soon be able to bear the weight of it for longer sessions.


“It seems risky.”


“I’m aware that the gods don’t protect us as they do you”.


Pullus caught a momentary scowl passing over Marcus’s face at Habitus’s words. It was clear what the boy was thinking. Pullus had seen it in the eyes of most Romans who’d witnessed the event or heard the story: The gladiator who tried to kill Decimus Horatius Pullus had simply disappeared as he’d been about to strike the killing blow.


“And you’ve finished reading your Beard?” Pullus said to Marcus.


Marcus put down his cup. “Nearly…”


“I take it you haven’t started?”


Marcus looked towards Habitus. But the bodyguard knew better than to get involved.


“Well?”


“I can’t see the point of learning about our failures,”


Marcus said. “I like Suetonius better. I’m on to the Emperor Tiberius now!”


“Your mother—”


Marcus issued a deep, heartfelt sigh. Pullus quickly suppressed a smile. Being a teenager remained universal. Something about the frustration of being so near independence, and yet so far. For Pullus, that feeling had lasted long into his early twenties. Being a Roman boy, Marcus would at least become his own man much sooner.


“Your mother,” Pullus continued, “thinks there are lessons in Mary Beard’s work that will help you avoid the mistakes of the past.”


“But you don’t, do you?”


Pullus grimaced. “We’ll unpick the detail in our lessons.”


“Suetonius—”


“I need to speak with Habitus,” Pullus said, aware his tone was a little too sharp. It reminded him of the teachers who’d irritated him as a student. “We can catch up with your studies later.”


The boy gave another sigh. But after a further show of procrastination, he left. Habitus chuckled. “He’s strong willed,” he said. “Like his mother.”


“She still won’t see me?”


“No.”


Pullus pulled at his satchel, dislodging dirt from the folds of his tunic. He desperately needed to wash and remove the residue of his travels. “I need to speak with her. It’s important.”


“You can speak with me.”


Pullus hesitated. After the fall of NovusPart, he’d been seen as a useful gateway between the Romans and the outside world. Their de facto ambassador. But now there was less and less for him to do when he flew back and forth between New Pompeii and Naples. Which meant his other role as her son’s teacher had become more important, and it remained his one link to Calpurnia.


“Pullus,” repeated Habitus, softly. “You can speak with me. But she won’t see you.”


“She still won’t leave the villa?”


Habitus shook his head. “No. She feels safe here.”


“The people of Pompeii need to see her. If only occasionally—”


Habitus issued a short barking laugh. “And when was the last time you were in town?” he asked. “You spend almost as much time at your villa as she does here.”


The frumentarius had a point, and Pullus didn’t try to argue. It felt a long time since he’d experienced the excitement of first arriving at New Pompeii. But it was so much more comfortable at his villa, away from the crowds and the increasing numbers of people that appeared to want to worship him down at the Temple of Fortuna Augusta. The man whom the gods had protected from the gladiator. The man who couldn’t be killed.


Habitus turned away, back in the direction of the main body of the house. Pullus hadn’t noticed anything, but the frumentarius always seemed to sense things before they happened. Sure enough, a household slave appeared.


“I carry a message from the aediles for Appius Hostilius Habitus.”


“Yes?”


“The latest convoy of supplies arrived at the Marine Gate this morning…”


“And?”


“…one of the men with the convoy has gone missing from quarantine.”
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Ancient Rome, temporary amphitheatre, AD 62


THE CROWD WAS thin. Achillia took a moment to scan the faces but all she really saw were the empty seats. Most of the men who’d come to the amphitheatre for the early show had pushed themselves right up to the edge of the perimeter wall, and it didn’t look like anyone was interested in moving them back into the right sections.


She heard her name being called by a group of men hovering close to a drinks stand. It rang out alongside the usual boasting about what they wanted to do with her. Achillia ignored them. She tried to focus on the trap doors set into the arena, to sense when they were about to shift. Tried to work out when the first of the beasts would be released and the slaughter would commence.


The other fighters circling around her would be trying to do the same. Six of them, each armed with just a gladius short-sword, and no shield. Achillia looked towards the nearest fighter, checking she was still standing where she’d



been told to wait. The animals wouldn’t give them much time, and they’d need to move quickly as soon as the traps opened. Although they hadn’t been paired, working together would reduce the risk of injury. The fighter closest grinned back at her, indicating she too understood.


They were ready.


But the traps didn’t shift.


“We going to fight each other?”


Achillia didn’t move. No, she thought. We’re not going to fight each other. That was stupid: they’d all been given the same weapon. There were no nets, pikes, tridents, or shields. There was, in short, no variety. So they’d be fighting animals, but not the big cats she’d once seen being brought into the ludus. No, something cheap like a warthog. Something small and nasty – and probably starved.


“We going to fight each other?”


Achillia suppressed her irritation. It was one of the new girls, only on her second or third appearance. Decent against a palus training post, but probably not in front of a crowd, no matter how small.


The traps still didn’t move.


Achillia squinted. Covered in a fine raking of sand and stone, they were hard to see. But she’d made a point of reminding herself of their positions when they’d been brought in through the lower gates: there’d be no surprises. Except the lack of animals.


The crowd was starting to turn. Soon the editor wouldn’t have any choice but to start proceedings, whatever was



holding things up down in the vaults. Achillia tightened her grip on her sword.


Suddenly she heard panicked shouts heading towards them, people screaming in terror. Achillia closed her eyes. They weren’t going to fight each other. And there’d be no animals. Just unfortunate creatures of a different kind.


She turned towards the gate in the perimeter wall. A group of women were being forced through it by armed guards. They wore expensive tunics, their hair not cut short to their heads as Achillia’s was, but instead arranged in intricate curls.


These were women who didn’t belong in the arena.


No doubt they were here at the command of the Emperor. Probably because their husbands hadn’t bowed low enough, or had failed to laugh at a bad joke. Or had been betrayed by someone looking to take their place. Maybe some of the women were here on account of their own actions, but Achillia doubted it. And it didn’t matter anyway. Today she wasn’t to be a fighter. She was to be an executioner.


The noblewomen were dispersed around the arena at spear-point, the guards throwing swords at their feet. The crowd immediately understood and murmured their approval. Most would no doubt be thanking Jupiter they’d decided to take a chance on the early show. They were going to see their betters brought down to size.


“Pick up the sword!” Achillia yelled at the noblewoman closest to her.


The woman ignored the weapon by her feet and shook



her head, as if trying to deny what was happening. Denying the fact she was about to die, when in fact her only hope rested on taking the decision out of the Emperor’s hands, and placing it into the crowd’s. She needed to be brave. She needed to fight.


“Pick up the fucking sword!”


Achillia checked that the nearest trap doors were still shut, but knew it was now unlikely that any animals were going to make an appearance. The editor’s logic was clear. She and the other fighters all had the same type of weapon, but they hadn’t been given any leather pads to protect their arms and legs. She’d assumed this was to increase the chance of blood for the crowd; the frantic kicking of an animal was sometimes hard to control with a sword. But in fact it was because the editor didn’t expect to see any of his fighters injured.


He’d been paid for slaughter, and had decided to maximise the flesh on show. Simple loincloths were more than enough for his fighting girls. No need for pads or armour or shields to stop the crowd seeing jiggling tits as their swords started to swing.


Achillia grunted. The noblewoman in front of her still hadn’t picked up the sword, and she was shaking, her hands clasped, head slightly bowed. The other fighters were not being so patient with their opponents. To Achillia’s left one methodically cut past a noblewoman’s pathetic swordplay, and buried her gladius in the woman’s chest, before withdrawing it and hacking at her throat. The crowd roared as blood spattered across the sand, first a torrent, then a fine spray.


Taking two steps towards her opponent, Achillia shoved the woman hard, knocking her off her feet. She collapsed onto her backside and started to scream. Achillia kicked sand into the woman’s face, and the scream soon turned into coughing.


“Die like a Roman,” Achillia shouted. “Die like a fucking Roman!”


Around them the slaughter was already coming to an end. One noblewoman was dragging herself across the sand, intestines trailing behind her, the novice fighter who’d been so eager before stalking after her, ready to strike the killing blow. But after the initial excitement, the crowd sounded restless. The fights had been too swift. Where was the competition? Where was the fun?


Achillia dropped to her haunches, lifted her blade so that it touched the woman’s face and drew it slowly down across her cheek. She hoped the spilled blood would run into her mouth so this noble bitch could taste it. “Do you have children?”


The noblewoman nodded.


“Do you want to see them again?”


There was no answer. Achillia pushed back onto her feet, then used her right foot to flick the sword into the woman’s lap. “Don’t end your life being a man’s plaything!”


The noblewoman slowly got to her feet. She held the sword out loosely, and started to swing. Too far to the right, then too far to the left, leaving her body exposed. The victory would be easy. But it didn’t need to be fast. From the crowd came a small cheer.


Achillia smiled and lunged forward with her own weapon, catching the oncoming blade halfway through its arc and knocking it aside. She shoved the woman away with her free hand, not letting this rich whore get too close. She met the oncoming blade as it swung again but didn’t knock it from the woman’s grip – even though it would have been easy – slapping her own blade against the noblewoman’s shoulder.


The crowd seemed to get the joke and began to chant. The other fighters joined in, their opponents finished. Achillia let the swordplay continue until she sensed the crowd growing bored. Then she hit the woman hard in the face, dropping her to the ground, and stepped behind her and held her sword to her opponent’s exposed throat.


It was time to give the crowd the decision. Live or die.
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New Pompeii


PULLUS HEARD THE name clearly, but part of his brain was still trying to dismiss it. Too much time had passed for it to make any sense. And yet his steward stood waiting for his answer, his message dutifully delivered.


“You’re sure?”


Galbo nodded, his weight resting on his staff. He didn’t repeat the name. Although they’d been granted a few minutes’ privacy in the atrium of Calpurnia’s villa, there was always the chance someone would be listening. And it wouldn’t be long before Marcus came to find his teacher to return him to their lesson, especially if he suspected an interesting message had arrived from town.


“Where did you get this from?”


Galbo raised an eyebrow. His stoop was slightly more pronounced than normal but, then again, the old man had travelled all the way out to Calpurnia’s villa from central Pompeii. He hadn’t sent a younger member of the household



staff, knowing the message was important. But despite his fatigue, Galbo retained enough sense not to blurt his answer so that it could be overheard. Instead, he beckoned his master forward and whispered directly into Pullus’s ear. “He came with the convoy, then escaped from the quarantine. The duumvir now has him.”


“And you know this how?”


Galbo didn’t answer, just smiled knowingly. After all, his steward knew most of the key slaves owned by the important households of New Pompeii, and Romans had an unfortunate habit of assuming their human tools wouldn’t pass on information.


Turning away, Pullus felt a moment’s alarm as he saw Barbatus watching them from the side of the atrium. But whilst the likeness of the bust sitting on its plinth was remarkable, the old duumvir was long since dead. After all, fifteen years had passed, and old age was the one thing no man could defeat.


Fifteen years.


Surely that was enough time to allow him to forget?


“And this man – this Harris – he asked for me, personally?”


“He asked to speak with ‘Nick Houghton’.”


Pullus winced. Nick Houghton. He looked back at his steward. Galbo’s expression remained neutral. Was that how everyone still knew him here? When he wasn’t around to hear their whispers?


Nick Houghton? Not “Decimus Horatius Pullus”?


Galbo coughed, gently. “The horses are waiting outside, sir.”


* * *


Pullus caught the stench of rotten fish long before he arrived at the Marine Gate. Or rather, he caught the stink of their guts left to putrefy in the late afternoon sun. Despite New Pompeii having no sea port, garum remained an important part of its economy, and a large section of the convoys had been given over to supplying fish for the trade. Even after all this time, demand for genuine Pompeian garum – especially in the east – was enough to make a stomach-turning profit.


Pullus tried to ignore the smell, focusing instead on who he was going to meet. The duumvir, certainly, and perhaps the man known as Harris. He grimaced, and felt the tang of garum at the back of his throat. At least the town’s chief magistrate was a known quantity. Harris was another matter entirely.


He had to remind himself they’d only met once. And yet, on the slow journey to Pompeii from Calpurnia’s villa, passing the tombs that had sprung up along the roads leading toward it, Pullus suddenly realised he’d always been waiting for someone to mention Harris. Even if he’d expected it during one of his trips to Naples, rather than at the centre of the new Pax Romana.


“Decimus Horatius Pullus?”


A woman was blocking his path, holding something out towards him. He took the offering – a small clay disc – and let her say a few words before he thanked her and went on his way. The disc had been pressed with the image of a womb. Although they were sold in their dozens outside the



forum baths, Pullus was in no doubt he’d been offered it out of personal motives. The lady wanted help conceiving. He slipped it into the pouch hanging from his tunic. He would add to the shingle in his garden, just like all the others he’d be given before the day was over.


Yes, the streets were busy. He wove between groups of Pompeians, the deep recesses of his brain still trying to pick out bits of urban conversation even if they were no longer being stored away for future transcription. No longer a source of academic interest. He felt a pang of regret, and quickly squashed it. That wasn’t his task here now.


As he turned the final corner, he found a long queue outside the duumvir’s house. Pullus never felt comfortable cutting ahead of people who may have been waiting for hours to bring their concerns to the magistrate’s attention, but the Pompeians always waved him through.


“Pullus!”


Lucius Salonius Naso appeared at the ornate wooden screen separating the small atrium from his main room of business. “I didn’t realise you were in town,” the duumvir continued in his nasal tone.


“I’ve just arrived.”


“Huh.” Naso didn’t hide his annoyance. His network of informants clearly hadn’t alerted him that the House of McMahon had its master back in residence. “Good trip?”


“It will be easier when I finally learn to ride a horse.”


“I meant the other one. To see her.” Naso gave a signal to his porter before sliding the tablinum’s screen back into



position. The duumvir’s room of business was dark; instead of leading out onto a garden, as was usual in a Roman townhouse, a solitary stone staircase led downwards. The duumvir’s mansion was built into the town’s south-western wall, meaning that instead of sprawling like the House of McMahon, the floors were stacked on top of each other like a wedding cake. Atrium and tablinum at the top, the more private rooms below until they joined the marina baths – and the tanks filled with fish intestines that made Naso rich. All of which meant it was easy to hide someone to eavesdrop.


“It was okay,” Pullus said, not wanting to admit he hadn’t been granted an audience. He noted absently that since his last visit Naso had redecorated: the walls were covered in expensive black paint, and a new mosaic floor had been laid out to represent the inky depths of the ocean. The only flashes of colour came from the squid, fish and crabs that swam on the tiles beneath their feet.


“Well, at least you occasionally put in an appearance… unlike her highness.”


Pullus didn’t respond. Naso probably felt safe in his own house, but he certainly wouldn’t let so careless a remark slip out on the streets. After a moment’s silence, the duumvir perhaps realised he’d overstepped the mark. He nodded in the direction of a panel painting, which had been left propped against the wall leading back into the atrium.


“Theseus and the Minotaur,” Naso said. “Again.” Despite the stink of fish guts, it hadn’t taken the duumvir long to sniff out more imaginative ways of earning cash from exporting



goods to the outside world. Academics had long suspected the frescos lining the walls of Pompeii might be copies of much older Greek works. So Naso had “found” some painters who’d seen these lost Hellenistic masterpieces. But could a Renaissance artist construct the Mona Lisa having seen her only once? Probably not. That little detail hadn’t stopped the orders rolling in to create replicas in New Pompeii though.


“If it isn’t minotaurs, it’s Medusa,” Naso complained, waving at the panel. “Or that whore Phryne stripping at her trial. That’s all your people seem to care about: tits and monsters. Monsters and tits.”


“The myths aren’t ours,” Pullus replied.


“True, but that’s Greeks for you.” The duumvir eyed Pullus suspiciously. “So what can I do for you, Pullus?”


“You’re holding one of the men from the convoys.”


“I am?”


“Word reached me.”


“Did it now?” The duumvir smiled. “Because I thought he was trying to contact a dead man. Someone called ‘Nick Houghton’?”


Pullus didn’t rise to the bait. “You have him then?”


“Yes.”


“I want to see him.”


“And he wants to see you.”


Pullus waited, but the duumvir didn’t move.


“He arrived with the convoy,” Naso said. His meaning was clear. Harris had smuggled himself in with the town’s supplies, not used the normal diplomatic channels. And the



duumvir was very protective of his convoys.


“I didn’t arrange it.”


“I want to know what’s going on.”


There was little Pullus could tell him. But he knew the sensitivity. Outsiders sometimes tried to sneak into New Pompeii. Things didn’t end well for those that were caught, or for those that Habitus suspected of helping them.


“You didn’t meet up on one of your little trips away?” asked Naso.


“No. I barely know him.”


“Well he knows you.”


“Where is he?”


“Safe.” Naso swallowed. The action didn’t appear to free up his nasal passages. “The convoys are my responsibility.”


“I know.”


“Good. Because if Calpurnia found out un-vetted men were simply—”


“Okay, okay.” Pullus paused. “At least tell me he went through all the normal procedures?”


“Yes.”


“The quarantine and the dips?”


“I just told you: yes.”


Pullus considered for a moment. The convoys employed only about two dozen non-Romans, and they’d spent a lot of time together in quarantine. If one disappeared, they’d all know about it. But he also knew Naso would have assigned some of his men to act as chaperones. He’d know where they all were. “And the others?”


Naso laughed. “Soaking in the baths downstairs.”


“And they know you’re holding one of their own?”


“They couldn’t give a fuck. They don’t know him, do they? He’s not one of the regulars.”


“I need to speak with him. To find out what he wants.”


The duumvir lowered his voice. “No one uses my convoys to get a free pass into town,” he said. “And that includes your friends, Pullus. So maybe you should think on that for a few hours, and come back tomorrow.”
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“What do you want me to do?”


“IWANT YOU TO accept the job offer you’ve been given.”


“I already have…”


“Then you’d better impress them,” said the guy. “Keep your nose clean, wait for me to contact you, and then maybe we can find out what they’re really doing in New Pompeii.”


Nick nodded. But the man hadn’t finished. “There’s one other question,” he said. “One I can’t believe you haven’t asked yourself.”


“All the others were transported,” said Nick. “Sucked into the future.”


“They should have taken you. You were a threat that should have been eliminated.”


“So why didn’t they?”


“NovusPart can’t perform near-past transports. They have to wait thirty years. So the decision is going to be taken in the future, not the present. So at some point between now and then, you must affect the timeline in



some way that means you can’t be moved.”


“Like what?”


“That’s the mystery. And the interesting thing is: they probably don’t know themselves. Not yet. But it’s clear you’re no longer a pawn. You have value. And so they pull you close, Mr Houghton. Somewhere where they can keep an eye on you.”


Nick hesitated. “You haven’t told me your name,” he said.


“Everyone just calls me Harris.”


* * *


Pullus opened his eyes, the dream dissipating. The memory of his first encounter with Harris replayed in his mind. He wasn’t even sure he was remembering it correctly.


But that wasn’t what had woken him. From somewhere deep in the house came sounds of movement, hushed voices. On any normal morning, the first noises came from the street: wagons making deliveries, shop shutters being swung open. But it was far too early.


There was a soft knock on his bedroom door, and Galbo shuffled inside.


“The boys are back, sir.”


“Thank you.” Pullus rose and stretched, trying to remove some of the stiffness from his travels. His steward had already retrieved his tunic and sandals and handed them to him. “The duumvir?”


Galbo nodded. “The convoy is on the move, heading to the Vesuvius Gate.”


“Vesuvius? Not the Marine?”


“No. Vesuvius. Primus is ready to escort you, sir. But I’d prefer it if you took me.”


Pullus shook his head, pulling on his clothes. His satchel lay unopened beside his bed. He kicked it out of view. “I’ll go alone,” he said, waving away Galbo’s protests. The duumvir had reacted just as he thought he would: waiting until the middle of the night before making a hurried attempt to get the convoys back on the road. All it had taken was to ask his slave boys to watch for any sign of movement at Naso’s townhouse and report back to the House of McMahon.


Pullus slipped down into his atrium, and then out onto the street. With the hour so early, it was all but deserted. Too late even for the most committed drunk to be awake, and yet still too early for the first workmen to have started the new day. He flicked on the small torch he’d brought with him.


Primus, one of his crippled boys, watched him from the door, his withered arm held awkwardly at his side. The young slave didn’t pass comment on the blue-white light in his hand. The fact he could produce such a strong and permanent light was no longer surprising. It was one of the few things NovusPart had left behind that still functioned.


Pullus headed past homes and shops that remained shuttered. When he’d still been masquerading as an academic – conducting interviews for a PhD he knew he’d never achieve – he’d quickly made a connection between the Roman and modern world. If the authorities wanted to do anything secretly, they did it at night, when the population



weren’t just asleep, but were in no fit state to be awake. In the modern world, that was at about 4am. Here in New Pompeii, where there was no electric light or late evenings, it was somewhat earlier. Whilst everyone was slumbering, Naso would be seeing off his problem convoy.


And Harris would be taken away with it.


After a few streets, Pullus spotted a group of men, wagons and horses clustered just beyond the Vesuvius Gate. The duumvir stood at the centre, his accompanying bodyguards setting him apart from those working to get the convoy moving. Behind Naso were people in modern clothing. He recognised some of them. Many had been working on the convoys for so long they’d become familiar faces around town. And, in New Pompeii, a strange face always aroused suspicion.


Pullus moved closer, letting the torch light up the street, tracing it along the high kerbs and stepping stones, giving warning of his approach. He didn’t want any swords drawn in alarm.


“Pullus—”


Pullus let the torch come to rest on the first wagon and eyed Naso. “Don’t you normally send them back during the day? And from the Marine Gate?”


The duumvir took a long time to respond. The men behind him looked nervous. All that strength, and yet they remained frightened of a man carrying a torch. “I want your word that this will never happen again,” Naso said, his voice high and tight. “The convoys are mine, Pullus. And you’ll do me the courtesy of keeping your sickle out of my wheat!”


Pullus took a deep breath. The old him might have said he couldn’t promise something he couldn’t control. But that was back then and, somewhere in the convoy, his past was waiting for him. “You have my word,” he said. “I just want to talk to him.”
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THE FIGURE STANDING next to the wagon was almost unrecognisable as James Harris. Yes, they’d only met once, and under difficult circumstances. But Pullus suddenly realised he’d been expecting to meet the same man who’d yanked him off a London street all those years ago. Maybe older and a bit greyer, but the same man nonetheless. As it was, only the horn-rimmed spectacles were the same. He watched as Harris shifted them up past the bridge of his nose. He stood alone – a man withered down to a thin, brittle frame – shivering against an early morning chill that wasn’t even all that cold.


The duumvir suddenly seemed to understand. “You really didn’t know he was coming, did you?”


Pullus couldn’t bring himself to respond.


“When he mentioned your name,” Naso continued, “we didn’t let him leave my house. Habitus already has men looking for him. It’s best to get rid of him.”


Pullus nodded slowly. “Did he see anyone else whilst he was here?”


“Not that we know of,” Naso answered. The duumvir



gestured at a guard, who ushered Harris forward.


“You seem to have done well for yourself, Nick.”


English. Pullus was frozen by the sound. When was the last time someone had spoken to him in English in New Pompeii? One year ago? Two? Of course, the outsiders working the convoys used it, but that machine was now so well-oiled it no longer needed his direct involvement. He made sure to keep a good distance between himself and Harris, still thinking of their first meeting. The way he’d been pulled off the street and told the truth about New Pompeii and NovusPart.


“Don’t worry,” continued Harris. “I haven’t threatened your biological containment.”


Good, thought Pullus. A strict quarantine had been maintained around New Pompeii. One of the few features of NovusPart’s control that had been vital, but also something it had been initially hard for the Romans to fathom. Harris himself looked ill though, close to death.


“You can’t catch cancer,” Harris said, his tone blunt. “Even the new kind.” He gestured at the sleeping town. “Some people here think you’re a god, don’t they?”


“It’s not something I encourage.”


“But you don’t enlighten them either, do you?” He grinned when Pullus didn’t respond. “I was unsure if you’d even be here. You left in quite a hurry, if rumour is right. I occasionally read reports of you heading in and out of Naples. I want you to know that I’m sorry you can never truly go home.”


Pullus felt his cheeks burn. Most of his business with the outside world was conducted in Naples. An increasing number of European countries had announced he was no longer welcome, the travel bans supposedly imposed because of the Romans’ continued use of slavery, and their unwillingness to move to a different economic system. But the reason he couldn’t travel to England hadn’t been made public: too many trips to Cambridge to poke around in the remnants of NovusPart had started to arouse suspicion. Fortunately, Italy wasn’t quite ready to give up on a Roman society it considered its own. But his trips to Naples only provided a link to a world that was becoming less and less familiar with each visit. “This is my home,” Pullus said.


“So you’re a Roman now, Nick. Is that it?” Harris’s voice was strong, and seemed at odds with the sunken flesh of his cheekbones. Pullus took a closer look at the man who’d threatened him all those years ago. He did a few quick calculations in his head. Harris must be in his mid-sixties but he looked much older. His hair was thin. His skin grey. It didn’t look like he had much time left.


“My name is Decimus Horatius Pullus.”


Harris seemed to consider this. “I’ve often wondered what living here would do to you,” he said. “Has the lustre started to wear thin? Haven’t you any trouble with some of the more… problematic parts of Roman life? Slavery? Girls forced to marry in their early teens? Capital punishment?”


Pullus thought back to his last trip to Naples. “Were you sent by the Bureau?”


Harris seemed to find the question amusing, and Pullus quickly regretted asking it. The Bureau of Roman Affairs was ostensibly an administrative organisation: a small group who helped organise the convoys supplying New Pompeii and negotiated prices for its products. And no, Pullus couldn’t quite imagine Harris fitting in there.


“I never did find out who you worked for,” Pullus said. In truth, he’d long since stopped thinking about it. After the fall of NovusPart, Harris had simply disappeared.


“My organisation became defunct,” Harris replied, almost sadly. “Buried under shifting sands and disappearing states. But I hardly think that matters now – I’m here very much on my own business.”


Harris nodded in the direction of the Vesuvius Gate. The men loading the wagons had all moved up to the front end of the convoy, ready to leave. “Perhaps there’s somewhere where we can talk in private?” he said.


Pullus shook his head. They were well away from the other outsiders manning the convoy. Only Naso and his guards stood close enough to hear. “We’re the only ones who can speak English.”


Harris nodded at Naso. “You’re sure?”


“You know I’m the only one left.”


“Ah, that’s right,” Harris said. “All the remnants of NovusPart were butchered, weren’t they?”


Pullus didn’t answer.


“You killed McMahon,” continued Harris. “Stabbed him several times, I heard. And the Romans took care of Whelan.



But the rest of the NovusPart staff… what happened to them, Nick?”


Pullus felt his throat constrict. “You know.”


“Why don’t you remind me?”


“They were crucified.”


“And you couldn’t stop them? I mean, the security staff would have been a threat, certainly. But the translators? The construction teams? The household staff?” A flicker of a smile passed across Harris’s face. “So only you survived. The man who can’t be killed.”


“And is that why you’re here? To put the myth to the test?”


“I’m here because I need your help.”


Help. Such a simple word, and yet so unexpected.


“You’re the closest thing this place has to an ambassador, Nick.”


“Call me Pullus.”


Harris gave a brief snort. “I need to speak with Calpurnia.”


Pullus took a step back to put some distance between him and Harris. From behind, he sensed Naso and at least one of his men draw closer. The duumvir had obviously heard the trigger word. “No one gets to see Calpurnia. Least of all you.”


Harris leant forward, his voice barely audible. “Why do you think the people back home let this place exist, Pullus?”


“The NovusPart device…”


“Yes,” said Harris, his eyes suddenly bright. “The NovusPart device. They think that if they threaten New Pompeii, you’ll scrub them from history. But you haven’t



managed to get it to work yet, have you?”


Pullus raised a hand and waved the duumvir back. Ordinarily, Naso would have ignored him, but he must have seen the shock on Pullus’s face. Maybe he realised he’d been wrong to assume that Harris was a friend.


“Do you have any idea how frightened people are back home?” Harris continued, almost casually. “They worry about what your Roman chums might do, if your influence slips.”


“Calpurnia understands the consequences of altering the timeline.”


“And yet we both know she’s done nothing irresponsible because she can’t,” Harris said. “Not because she won’t.”


Pullus felt a soft prod of guilt. “We had Whelan.”


“But he didn’t tell you all you needed to know to use the NovusPart device, did he?”


“You didn’t see what they did to him.”


Harris didn’t answer. Behind, the duumvir and his guard waited impatiently. Maybe it was time to admit the truth, even if that meant Harris wouldn’t be allowed to leave. “How did you know?” asked Nick.


“That your device doesn’t work? You claim to have the same power as NovusPart – to be able to reach back and pluck people from time – and yet you’ve allowed yourself to be penned into a small reservation.” Harris glanced at the wagon beside him, and its weathered wooden frame. “Reliant on convoys from the real world, and always getting a fairly poor deal for your exports.” Harris paused. “But the most telling thing is Calpurnia. She claims the gods protect



her in the same way as they protected you. That she controls the future and will stop anyone from killing her. And yet she hides away in her villa. Relying on her bodyguards, not her precious NovusPart device.”


Naso spoke up, clearly frustrated. “What does he want?”


Pullus ignored the duumvir. “So you think the NovusPart device doesn’t work,” he said. “That doesn’t explain why you’re here.”


“I can understand why you did it,” continued Harris, wiping at his brow. “Who would attack you openly if they thought you could eliminate them from time?”


“Answer the question.”


“I am long since retired, Nick. Replaced with less subtle men. But you may remember that I took a very close interest in NovusPart. And they kept records of everyone they transported.” Harris’s lip curled. “DNA profiles of the people that got in their way, and who appeared in their paradox chambers.”


Of course. Pullus remembered now: Harris had gone up against NovusPart for very personal reasons. He’d admitted as much, fifteen years ago. “Your brother?”


“They took him when he was just a boy,” Harris replied. “I saw it. Saw him being sucked from time. But he’s not in the NovusPart archives – and Joe Arlen was meticulous in recording everyone they stole from time. Whelan and McMahon continued his procedures, right up until their deaths. Which means I began to question what I’d once assumed was true: did NovusPart really take him? Or did



someone else, maybe someone who took control of the device years later and who changed what was meant to happen. You see, if I’m right and your device doesn’t work, then no one’s been transported since the fall of NovusPart. And that means my brother’s still out there somewhere. Moving through time and waiting to land once a device is activated.”


Pullus nodded slowly. “Waiting, in short, for someone to make the NovusPart device work,” he said.


“Maybe it’s because I’m growing old,” Harris continued, adjusting his spectacles. “But I’ve become a firm believer in destiny. The date and location of his transportation are seared into my mind. Only I know that information. Only I can give you the correct coordinates to initiate the device and resolve the paradox. And, as you can see, I’m running out of time. If it’s going to happen – and it will – it needs to happen soon.”


“But, as you said, our device doesn’t work. So I don’t see how…?”


“I took a very close interest in NovusPart,” Harris interrupted. “And I now have a complex alphanumeric code. A failsafe, designed to stop the device from being used by Joe Arlen’s enemies. It means I can help make your device work. And then you can bring my brother back home.”
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