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    For my cousin, Aris Caraccio, his wife, Nathalie, and their children, Mathilde, Arthur, Victor and Margaux; as well as my uncle, Giuseppe ‘Pino’ Caraccio, with much love.


    Also to George and Ice, their Corsa hounds upon whom – with a lot of latitude! – Castor and Pollux are based.
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    Rome, November ad 58

  


  
    FEW ENJOYED NERO’S feasts; each seemed interminable and this occasion was no exception.


    It was not because of the endless courses, all exquisitely presented, paraded out by dozens of scantily clad – if clad at all – slaves of either sex or none. Nor was it the conversation: anodyne, occasional and humourless; neither was it the entertainment, which had been a repetitive series of heroic odes in the Emperor’s favourite styles, both in Greek and Latin, performed with the sickening smugness of a lyre-player who doubted not his own ability and knew himself to be high in the Emperor’s favour. Even the vulgarity of the size of the dinner – thirty couches, each with three guests reclining at their own low table, arranged in a ‘U’ shape around the entertainer – could be forgiven as it had become the norm in Nero’s reign.


    No, it was none of these things that made Titus Flavius Sabinus loathe every moment of the gathering and pray to his lord Mithras for its end. It was a completely different factor: it was the fear.


    The fear swathed the room like an invisible, gladiatorial net, with lead weights holding it down to the ground and the retiarius, wielding it, pulling on the drawstrings so that it entrapped all within its grasp, making escape impossible. Most of the guests were entangled in this net of fear although none would let it show in their outward behaviour; recently, after four and a half years of Nero as emperor, the élite of Rome had begun to learn that to show fear in front of him was to encourage him into worse excess.


    It had not always been so: in the early years of his rule Nero had shown restraint – at least in public – although he had raped and then poisoned his adoptive brother, Britannicus, the Emperor Claudius’ true blood heir who had been passed over because of his youth. However, that outrage, or the fratricide part of it at least, could be justified by political necessity: had he lived, Britannicus could have become a figurehead for dissension that may have turned into conflict; his death, it was argued, prevented the possibility of another civil war and therefore his sacrifice was made for the good of all. Because of that, people were willing to overlook the boy’s murder on the eve of his becoming a man on his fourteenth birthday.


    After the death of his only serious rival – as well as the elimination of a couple of lesser ones – Nero had settled down to a life of pampered luxury, leaving the running of the Empire mainly to his former tutor and now advisor, Lucius Annaeus Seneca, and also the prefect of the Praetorian Guard, Sextus Afranius Burrus, preferring instead to indulge in his two passions, chariot racing and singing, both of which he, naturally, conducted in private. It was unthinkable for a patrician, let alone the Emperor, to be seen indulging in either of those demeaning pursuits in public, and so Nero, aware of the dignity of his position, had not displayed his taste for the activities of freedmen and slaves to anyone outside a very tight inner circle on the Palatine Hill. As far as the people of Rome were concerned, the Golden Emperor, as they liked to think of their Princeps, whose hair blazed with the colour of the dawn, was an upright and generous ruler – as witnessed by the magnificence of the games and public feasts that he provided. Outwardly he was soberly married to Claudia Octavia, Claudius’ daughter, and conducted himself in a very worthy and Roman fashion – the fact the marriage was technically incestuous was quietly forgotten, again for the greater good – but inwardly it was quite a different story.


    However, now, to those close to Nero, it had become clear that only he could curb his own behaviour; but if he chose not to then that was his prerogative. Seneca and Burrus, who between them had taken on the task of moulding the young Princeps into a temperate and just ruler, could do nothing to restrain the desires within Nero that had grown with each of his twenty-one years.


    And his desires were great.


    Too great to be satisfied by the patrician rigidity of his young wife, reclining to the left of her husband with the blank look on her face that she had worn for the past four years since Nero had humiliated her by taking a freedwoman to his bed and withholding from her the chance to produce an heir. But even the charms of the freedwoman, Acte, had not been enough to fulfil the lust of a young man who had come to realise that he could do anything that pleased him to anyone he chose.


    It was now becoming clear that many things pleased him and ordering the élite of Rome to join him for lavish dinners at a few moments’ notice was, however inconvenient, the most innocuous; there were far darker activities that pleased Nero even more. One of those activities, Sabinus guessed, as Tigellinus, the prefect of the Vigiles, approached his couch, the Emperor was going to indulge in, yet again, later.


    Dark-eyed and sharp-featured, Tigellinus leant down to whisper in Sabinus’ ear. ‘The Quirinal from the fourth hour.’ With a smile like a rabid dog’s snarl, he patronisingly patted Sabinus on the cheek before walking away.


    Sabinus sighed, reached for his cup, downed its contents then held it behind him for a naked slave boy, smeared all over with silver lacquer, to refill as he turned to his corpulent neighbour, keeping his voice low. ‘You should get home quickly as soon as the dinner finishes, Uncle, if it ever does. He’s planning on going out again tonight; Tigellinus just informed me that there are to be no patrols of his Vigiles around the Quirinal Hill after the fourth hour of the night, apart, of course, from the one that shadows Nero to keep him safe.’


    His uncle, Gaius Vespasius Pollo, flicking a carefully tonged ringlet of dyed-black hair away from his kohled eyes, looked at Sabinus, alarmed at the lack of Rome’s Night Watch in his neighbourhood. ‘Not the Quirinal again, dear boy? The area is still reeling from his rampage through it last month.’


    Sabinus nodded, thoughtfully sipping from his replenished cup. ‘One tenement block and two houses burnt to the ground, half a dozen rapes, countless broken bones and several murders as well as the forced suicide of Julius Montanus for daring to try to defend himself when set upon by what he thought was a slave in a ridiculous wig.’


    Gaius’ jowls and chins wobbled in indignation; he reached for another anchovy pasty. ‘A man of senatorial status ordered to kill himself for apologising when he recognised that his attacker, whom he now had in a headlock, was in fact the Emperor; it’s too much. It’s been going on for more than a year now; how much longer will we have to stand for this sort of thing?’ The pasty disappeared whole into Gaius’ mouth.


    ‘You know the answer to that: as long as Nero subjects us to it. It’s his idea of fun, and with his friend Otho and other young bucks encouraging him it can only get worse.’ Sabinus looked over at the tall, well-built and exceedingly handsome man reclining to the right of the Emperor: three years older than Nero, Marcus Salvius Otho had been the Emperor’s lover on and off since Nero’s tenth year.


    ‘And as the Urban Prefect, responsible for law and order in Rome, it’s you who’s made to look stupid, dear boy.’ Gaius joined in the rapturous applause led by Nero, weeping freely, for the conclusion of the performer’s latest rendition.


    Sabinus raised his voice over the exaggerated adulation. ‘You know perfectly well there’s nothing I can do about it. Tigellinus tells me where he’s withdrawing his patrols from so that I can order a century of one of the Urban Cohorts to be on standby in the area in case Nero needs to be extracted in a hurry or his activities cause a riot. He claims he tries to keep the violence to a minimum.’


    ‘My flabby arse he does!’ Gaius scoffed and reached for another pasty. ‘The more violent it becomes the happier he is because it adds another element of fear for us all and the more we fear Nero the more secure his position becomes and Tigellinus’ with it. Thankfully, I’ve got four of Tigran’s lads waiting to escort me home; although since he took over from Magnus as the leader of the South Quirinal Crossroads Brotherhood I’m obliged to do more favours in return for the service. And it’s all because you’re failing in your duty.’


    A disturbance at the far end of the room saved Sabinus a blustered answer; to the not-that-well-hidden outrage of most present, the Emperor’s mistress, the freedwoman Acte, entered, garbed, coiffured and bejewelled with a vulgarity that was unsurprising in one newly come to money and position. Pausing as her entourage of attendants – and again there was vulgarity in their number – unnecessarily adjusted her costume and her intricate and towering arrangement of blonde hair as well as putting a final touch to her excessive make-up, she glanced around the chamber with a haughty triumph, until her eyes fell on Nero. Slapping away the women surrounding her, she glided towards the Emperor.


    A tense silence fell on the room; all eyes went to the Empress.


    ‘I feel that it is time to take my leave, dearest husband,’ Claudia Octavia said, rising with fluid elegance to her feet. ‘I caught a faint whiff of something that doesn’t agree with me and it would be best if I were to lie down and let my stomach settle.’ Without waiting for Nero’s leave, as his attention was on the sheerness of Acte’s attire and the lack of anything beneath it, Claudia Octavia progressed with rigid-backed, patrician dignity from the room.


    ‘She has the support of many,’ Gaius whispered to Sabinus, ‘Calpurnius Piso, Thrasea Paetus, Rome’s dourest Stoic, and Faenius Rufus, for example.’


    As Nero made a great fuss of greeting his slave-born mistress and Acte made it a point that all should see how favoured she was, Sabinus glanced over to three middle-aged senators on a couch opposite him, their visages clouded with disapproval as they witnessed the supplanting of the daughter of the previous Emperor by a coarsely arrayed sexual-acrobat; their wives, on the couch next to them, pointedly refused to look in the direction of such an affront to female pride. ‘I was going through Faenius Rufus’ annual report as prefect of the grain supply and it would seem that he’s hardly used his position to enrich himself, just a few kick-backs here and there.’


    ‘He’s always had a reputation for honesty to the point of recklessness, dear boy; he has the morality and sympathies of an upright republican of old – a Cato not a Crassus. And as for Piso and Thrasea, the gods alone know what they must think of the Emperor behaving in such a way to a daughter of the Claudii, even though her father was a fool who drooled. And what they all think of Nero’s rampages through the city I wouldn’t try to imagine, if I were you.’


    Sabinus did not answer but, rather, devoted his attention to his cup, frowning at his perceived inability to keep the better quarters of Rome safe as the lyre-player launched into yet another ode. Since his recall, almost two years previously, from the provinces of Moesia, Macedonia and Thracia, where he had been serving as governor, and his surprise appointment as the prefect of Rome, the magistrate overseeing the day to day running of the city, Sabinus had been trying, to no avail, to work out who had used their influence to secure him the position; neither his uncle nor his brother, Vespasian, could help him in uncovering the identity of his anonymous benefactor. Naturally Sabinus found it disconcerting not knowing whose debt he was in and when it would have to be repaid, but he was very happy with the position and the status that it conferred on him: he was one of the five most influential men in the city after the Emperor himself – officially, that was.


    Unofficially there were others who had closer access to the Emperor’s ear than he did, namely Seneca, Burrus and the consuls, but the main two were Otho and Tigellinus. Although Sabinus was his superior, in that the Vigiles, as well as the Urban Cohorts, were under the command of the prefect of Rome, Tigellinus was impossible to control. He had used his unabashed depravity to ingratiate himself with the Emperor whom he had recognised immediately as a kindred spirit; it had been Tigellinus who had held Britannicus down whilst Nero had buggered him at what was to be the boy’s last and fatal dinner in this very room. This inability to control his underling was taking the gloss off Sabinus’ status; he felt it made him look as if he condoned all the violence that had gradually increased as more and more young men realised that with the Emperor running amok in the city they too had licence to do the same.


    ‘I assume from that exchange earlier,’ a voice said, impinging on his thoughts, ‘shall we call it an exchange? No, we can’t because you didn’t say a word back to Tigellinus, did you, prefect? So let’s say it was a command, yes, a command, prefect, from your underling. I assume from that command, Nero’s going out again tonight.’


    ‘Very astute, Seneca,’ Sabinus said without bothering to look round.


    ‘Another triumph for Roman law and order; it makes me wonder if I was right to take the very substantial bribe I was given to have you confirmed in your post. Perhaps for the good of all I should have taken less money and got someone more competent.’


    Still Sabinus did not look round. ‘When did you ever do anything for the good of all?’


    ‘That’s harsh, Sabinus; I’ve moderated the Emperor’s behaviour for the past few years.’


    ‘And now you can barely restrain him. I suppose you enjoy making me look stupid as the Urban prefect. By the way, who did bribe you on my behalf?’


    ‘I’ve told you before, that as a man of a strict moral code I could not possibly divulge such confidences; without the appropriate, what’s the best word … er … inducement, yes, that’s it, inducement. Anyway, that’s by the by; it’s about your enquiry that I wanted to speak to you.’


    ‘Oh, yes?’ Still Sabinus did not turn.


    ‘Yes. The consulships are all spoken for …’


    ‘Bought, you mean.’


    ‘Don’t be ridiculous; the Emperor does not buy his consulship.’


    ‘More’s the pity for your purse.’


    ‘I’ll ignore that. Three years’ time is the earliest that your son-in-law could expect one and the price is non-negotiable: two million sesterces.’


    ‘Two million! That’s twice the threshold for admittance into the Senate.’ This time Sabinus did turn round but only to see the portly form of Seneca walking away; he watched as Nero’s chief advisor sidled up to Marcus Valerius Messalla Corvinus, Sabinus’ and Vespasian’s sworn enemy since he had abducted Sabinus’ late wife, Clementina, and taken her to Caligula for repeated and brutal rape. His outrage at Seneca’s price was immediately replaced by curiosity. ‘What’s Corvinus negotiating with Seneca about, Uncle?’


    ‘Hmm, what, dear boy?’


    Sabinus repeated the question.


    ‘A lucrative governorship. It’s rumoured that he’s trying to get Lusitania because of the tax possibilities on the garum trade; as you can imagine, there’s a lot of money in fish sauce.’


    ‘It makes you wonder where he’s getting the money to bribe Seneca with.’


    ‘That’s easy; if Corvinus doesn’t mind paying the exorbitant interest rates, Seneca will lend him the money for his own bribe, provided he can get someone to stand as a guarantor; which will be yet more expense for him but well worth it if he gets Lusitania.’


    And that was how it now worked, Sabinus reflected: Seneca, it seemed, cared only for amassing a fortune from his position much to the private amusement of the few who had read his philosophical tracts. However, Seneca was not unusual in this; his predecessor, Pallas, the Flavian family’s chief supporter during Claudius’ reign and the early part of Nero’s, had made his fortune as Claudius’ most trusted advisor before he had fallen from Nero’s favour at the same time as his lover, Nero’s mother, Agrippina; he was now exiled to his country estates, no longer playing a role in imperial high politics. Pallas was more fortunate than Narcissus, the man he had outmanoeuvred and replaced; Narcissus had been executed, despite his fortune – or, it could be argued, because of it.


    Unable to think where he would come up with the outrageous amount Seneca was asking for his son-in-law, Lucius Caesennius Paetus’, consulship without borrowing it from the man himself – something he would never allow himself to do – Sabinus cast his mind back to the issue from which he had been dragged away when the Emperor’s summons to dinner had arrived that afternoon. Some of the duties of the prefect of Rome were less onerous than others and the questioning of prisoners who posed a threat to the security of the Empire was one of the more pleasant tasks; and when that man was no longer a citizen and therefore Sabinus had a freer rein then it could be a positive pleasure. That pleasure was made all the sweeter in this case by the fact that this was not necessarily an imperial matter as the man in question had been sent to him by his brother, Vespasian, to be incarcerated and questioned as a favour that he needed to repay; although what that favour was owed for and to whom, Sabinus knew not.


    ‘My friends,’ Nero’s husky voice cut through the applause for the latest ode that had finally ground to an end, drawing Sabinus out of his thoughts. ‘I would that we had time for more of this sublime gift of the gods.’ Nero raised a hand to the heavens and gazed after it for a few moments, his expression composed into one of deepest gratitude; he then looked over to the lyre-player and inhaled, long and deep, his eyes closed as if he were smelling the sweetest of scents. ‘Terpnus, here, has received the blessing of Apollo with his honeyed voice and skilled fingers.’


    There were general mutterings of agreement from the audience, although those with a true ear for music found Nero’s statement exaggerated.


    Nero nodded at Terpnus before drawing himself up and filling his chest with air. Terpnus plucked a chord and then, to everyone’s astonishment, some more obvious than others, Nero let out a note, long and quavering; it was reasonably close to the chord that Terpnus had plucked but not nearly as strong nor as constant. Nero’s audience, however, chose to interpret the sound as a harmony of infinite and intricate genius rather than the lamentable discord that was the reality; they burst into unrestrained applause as soon as the note died a miserable death on the Emperor’s lips. Ladies who had suffered violent rape at Nero’s hands and those others who feared it would soon be their turn clapped demurely whilst their husbands cheered the man who would sully their womenfolk and steal their fortunes and their lives. Sabinus and Gaius joined in the lauding wholeheartedly, refraining from catching the other’s eye.


    ‘My friends,’ Nero rasped, ‘for three years now Terpnus has been training me, bringing out the innate talent within your Emperor. I have lain with lead weights on my chest; I have used enemas and emetics as well as refraining from eating apples and other foods deleterious to the voice. I have done all these things under the guidance of the greatest performer of the age; so, soon I will be ready to perform for you!’


    There was a momentary silence as the hideous thought of breaking the taboo against people of consequence – let alone the Emperor – performing in public sank in, before the audience burst into rapturous cheering as if Nero had just announced the very thing that each had desired most in life and yet, up until now, none had thought it possible to attain.


    Nero stood, side-on, left hand on his heart and right hand extended to his guests; tears trickled down the pale skin of his cheeks to catch in the wispy, golden beard that grew thickest under his chin, which, despite his youth, had begun to sag with the weight of good living. Thus, he let the adulation wash over him. ‘My friends,’ he said eventually, his voice imbued with rich emotion, ‘I understand your joy. To be finally able to share with me my talent as expressed through my voice, the most beautiful thing I know.’


    Acte, now in Claudia Octavia’s place, looked less than impressed by this assertion.


    ‘As beautiful as my new wife, Princeps?’ Otho asked with a note of drunken laughter on his voice; his closeness to Nero for so long meant he was the only man in Rome with licence to exchange banter with the Emperor.


    Nero, far from being aggravated at his announcement being interrupted, turned and smiled at his friend and sometime lover. ‘You’ve boasted all evening of Poppaea Sabina’s charms, Otho; when you bring her to Rome I shall sing to her and then you can judge the relative beauty of your new wife and my voice.’


    Otho raised his cup to Nero. ‘That I shall, Princeps, and I shall ravage the winner; she will be here in four days.’


    This produced raucous and ribald cheers from the young bucks who considered themselves part of the Emperor’s close associates; they were soon stilled by a withering look from Nero that, once silence had returned, transformed into an expression of abject humility. ‘Soon, my friends, I shall be ready for you; until then I shall practise more. Adieu.’ With mannered gestures to Acte, Otho, Terpnus and his young sycophants to follow him, Nero turned and left the room, bringing the dinner to an end and taking with him, much to the relief of all those remaining, the fear.


    ‘I’ll be fine, dear boy,’ Gaius insisted as he and Sabinus came to the Forum Romanum, its flagstones wet from a light drizzle, glowing in the light of the many torches of their bodyguards and those of other groups passing through on their way home. ‘It’s only half a mile up the hill and, besides, I’ve got Tigran’s lads looking after me.’


    Sabinus looked dubious. ‘Go quickly anyway.’ He slapped the shoulder of the largest and most bovine of the four men with flaming brands accompanying them. ‘Don’t pick any fights, Sextus, and keep to the better-lit thoroughfares.’


    ‘No fights and keep to the better-lit thoroughfares; right you are, sir,’ Sextus said, slowly digesting his orders. ‘And give all the lads’ greetings to Senator Vespasian and Magnus when you see them.’


    ‘I will do.’ Sabinus clasped his uncle’s forearm. ‘We leave for Aquae Cutillae at the second hour of the day, Uncle.’


    ‘I’ll be at the Porta Collina, waiting with my carriage. Let’s hope my sister can hang on for the two days it’ll take us to get there.’


    Sabinus smiled, his round face, semi-shadowed in the torchlight, was thoughtfully sad. ‘Mother is very resolute; she won’t cross the Styx until she’s seen us.’


    ‘Vespasia has always been a woman who enjoyed trying to dominate her menfolk; it wouldn’t surprise me if she died on purpose, before we arrived, just to make us feel guilty at being forced to delay our departure by a day.’


    ‘It couldn’t be helped, Uncle; the business of Rome takes priority over personal affairs.’


    ‘It was ever thus, dear boy, ever thus. I shall see you tomorrow.’


    Sabinus watched his uncle make his way through a colonnade, into Caesar’s Forum at the foot of the Quirinal and then disappear from sight, with his bodyguards surrounding him like four torch-bearing colossi, warding off the dangers of a city made feral by night.


    With a prayer to his lord Mithras to preserve his dying mother for just two more days, he turned and headed the few paces to the Capitoline Hill and the Tullianum at its base.


    ‘How is he, Blaesus?’ Sabinus asked as the iron-reinforced wooden door to the prison was opened by a heavily muscled, bald man, wearing a tunic protected by a stained leather apron.


    Blaesus shrugged. ‘I haven’t touched him, prefect; I hear the odd moan from down there but other than that he’s been quiet. He certainly hasn’t volunteered to talk, if that’s what you’re asking.’


    ‘I suppose it was.’ Sabinus sighed as he sat down on the only comfortable chair in the low-ceilinged room and looked at a trapdoor towards the far end just visible in the dim light of an oil lamp set in the middle of the sole table. ‘Well, we’d better get him up then and carry on. I think we’ll try slightly stronger encouragement this time; I need the answer tonight as I’m leaving the city for a few days tomorrow morning.’


    Blaesus beckoned to a corner. A hirsute giant of a man, dressed only in a loincloth, unfurled himself from where he had been curled up on a pile of rags in the shadows; he held a bone in one hand whose provenance Sabinus did not like to guess at. ‘Down you go, Beauty,’ Blaesus said as he hauled on a rope that raised the trapdoor. ‘Bring him up and don’t bite him more than once.’


    Beauty grunted, his face, flat as if it had been pummelled by a spade, cracked into a leer and he nodded furious understanding of his instructions, dropping his bone. Sabinus watched the monstrosity lower himself through the floor and out of sight, revolted by his grossness and briefly wondering what his real name was before deeming it far beneath his dignity to ask.


    A cry of pain echoed around the bare stone walls, emanating from the cell below, which was the only other room in Rome’s public prison; the cry was followed by a deep snarl, which Sabinus took to be Beauty encouraging his charge to move. A few moments later, the head of the only occupant of the Tullianum appeared through the hole in the floor, his arms pulling himself up, wriggling his body in his desperation to get away from the hideous beast below him. After a couple more racing heartbeats of scrabbling, the terrified prisoner emerged, whole but naked, from the dark pit below, his long hair and moustaches matted with filth.


    ‘Good evening, Venutius,’ Sabinus crooned as if the sight of the prisoner was the most pleasing thing in the world. ‘I’m so pleased that you managed to avoid becoming Beauty’s dinner; now perhaps we can get back to what we were discussing this afternoon.’


    Venutius drew himself up; the muscles in his chest, thighs and arms were sculpted and pronounced, and, despite his nudity, he managed to exude an air of dignity as he looked down at his gaoler. ‘I have nothing to say to you, Titus Flavius Sabinus; and as a citizen of Rome you can do nothing to me until I’ve exercised my right to appeal to the Emperor.’


    Sabinus smiled without humour. ‘You betrayed that citizenship when you led the Brigantes in revolt against Rome; your citizenship, as I told you earlier, is revoked and I don’t think you’ll find anyone who would argue against a traitor having his legal protection removed. The Emperor is unaware of your presence in Rome, which is just as well for you as I believe he would order your immediate execution. So, I’ll ask you again, nicely, and for the last time: who gave you the money to finance your rebellion in Britannia?’


    Venutius flinched and moved away from the trapdoor as Beauty reappeared, snarling softly to himself in what could be described as a form of singing as of one happy in his work. ‘I’m protected by someone very close to the Emperor; you can’t touch me,’ Venutius said once Beauty had retrieved his bone and retired to his rags to gnaw on it.


    ‘And I’ve been asked by someone very close to the Emperor to find out where all your cash came from.’ That, Sabinus knew, was a lie; however, it was close enough to the truth for it to be believable. ‘And that someone is very anxious to find out quickly; tonight in fact.’ Sabinus nodded to Blaesus.


    ‘Beauty!’ Blaesus shouted in a commanding voice. ‘Put the bone down.’


    The monster growled deep and long, as he, with obvious reluctance, complied with his master’s will.


    ‘He’ll start getting hungry soon if he’s not allowed to gnaw on his bone,’ Sabinus observed to Venutius, who looked sidelong at the hair-covered thing in the corner, concern showing in his expression.


    A couple more growls caused Venutius to glance at Sabinus before looking back at Beauty. ‘No one financed my rebellion, it was my own money. It was after my bitch of a wife, Cartimandua, replaced me as her consort with that upstart, Vellocatus, I decided to have my revenge and remove her; which I did with pleasure.’


    ‘But it cost a lot of money to raise so many warriors and to keep them with you; and then taking on the survivors of Cartimandua’s army was yet more expense.’


    Beauty growled again and let out a reverberating fart as he got to his feet, slavering at Venutius.


    Venutius spoke quickly: ‘I found Cartimandua’s hoard, there was plenty in it; all freshly minted silver denarii – tens of thousands of them – as well as hundreds, perhaps thousands of gold aurei.’


    ‘Roman coinage that you then used to rebel against Rome,’ Sabinus observed as Beauty began to lumber across the room.


    Venutius’ face now registered an unusual thing to see in the expression of a Britannic chieftain: fear. ‘I couldn’t stop once I defeated Cartimandua. My men were stirred up to it by the druids; Myrddin, the chief druid of all Britannia, came amongst us. To keep my position I had to lead a rebellion against Roman rule.’ Venutius started to back away from Beauty, who glanced over to his master for reassurance that he was, indeed, doing what was expected of him.


    Blaesus smiled, inclining his head at his pet to encourage him.


    Venutius now had his back to the wall; Beauty, snarls grinding in his throat, was almost upon him. ‘I didn’t have any choice.’


    ‘Yes you did; you could have fled here to Rome, to your benefactor, and thrown yourself at the mercy of the Emperor. Instead you used all that newly minted money against the Emperor and now you try to blame the druids.’


    With a surprisingly agile bounce, Beauty pounced on the Britannic chieftain, his snarl turning into a hunger-fired roar. Venutius screamed as he was thrown flat on his back with the monster astride him, clawing at his chest.


    Sabinus got to his feet and stood over the scene from which nightmares are woven, his face unmoved by the potential horror. ‘So where did that money come from?’


    ‘It was a loan!’ Venutius screamed as Beauty’s jaws opened, teeth honed by bone, and his head dropped towards him.


    ‘And your wife’s?’


    ‘The same; now call this thing off!’


    With a guttural rumble of satisfaction, Beauty clamped his teeth into the muscular flesh of Venutius’ pectoral and, shaking his head like a beast at its prey, began to rip at it.


    With cries that would have disturbed the peace of Hades, Venutius howled for mercy, sobbing with the terror of being devoured by a thing. As Beauty’s jaws worked, so did Venutius’ shrieks increase, his fists beating uselessly on the beast’s furred back and head, his eyes looking up at Sabinus, pleading.


    ‘Who gave you and your wife your loans?’ Sabinus asked with an enquiring furrowing of his brow.


    Beauty wrenched his head back and blood arced above it, black drops in dim light.


    Venutius stared in horror at the lump of dripping meat dangling from the hideous, masticating jaws. His eyes rolled as he watched Beauty chewing on his own precious flesh; then he screamed once, even louder than previously: ‘Seneca!’

  


  
    PART I
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    Aquae Cutillae, November ad 58

  


  
    CHAPTER I


    SHE WAS DYING; there was no doubt about it in Vespasian’s mind as he looked down at his mother, Vespasia Polla. Late afternoon light, seeping through the narrow window above her bed, illuminated the small bedroom, simply furnished, that was to act as the starting point for Vespasia’s last journey. Her face, with skin the texture and hue of wrinkled tallow wax, was peaceful: her eyes were shut, her thin lips, dry and cracked, trembled apart with each irregular breath and her long, undressed grey hair lay spread upon the pillow, arranged so by one of her body slaves in order that there would still be feminine dignity in death.


    Vespasian increased slightly the pressure on the frail hand that he held in both of his as he said a prayer to his guardian god, Mars, that the messenger he had sent to Rome had made good time and his brother and uncle would arrive before she had need of the Ferryman’s services; he promised a white bullock to the deity should this be so.


    Vespasian felt a hand on his shoulder; he looked up to see Flavia, his wife of nineteen years, standing next to him.


    His prayer had been so intense that she had entered the room without his noticing. Her make-up and jewellery were lavish and extensive; they were complemented by a high and ornate coiffeur and a crimson stola and saffron palla of the finest wool that allowed her comely form to be admired. Vespasian felt a twinge of annoyance at his wife for coming into a dying-chamber dressed as if she were about to entertain guests of the highest rank, but refrained from saying anything as he knew that dressing down would never have occurred to Flavia; instead he focused on family matters: ‘Are the boys still out with Magnus and his new hunting dogs?’


    ‘Titus is but Domitian came back with one of the hunting slaves half an hour ago sulking because Magnus had stopped him from doing something; what, I don’t know. He then pinched and scratched his sister.’


    ‘Domitilla’s had worse from him.’


    ‘She’s twice his age and soon to be married; she shouldn’t have to take that from a child of seven. I’ve given him to his nurse, Phyllis, she can restrain him, and I’ve promised him that you’ll give him the thrashing of his life once …’ Flavia trailed off knowing exactly what was preventing her husband from disciplining their youngest son immediately. ‘May Mother Isis ease her passing. Shall I send for the doctors again?’


    Vespasian shook his head. ‘What can they do? Cutting out the swelling in her stomach will kill her quicker than leaving it in. Besides, she sent them away last time.’


    Flavia could not resist a snort. ‘She always thought that she knew best.’


    Vespasian gritted his teeth. ‘If you insist on carrying on a pointless feud with a dying woman, Flavia, it would be better to do so in the privacy of your own room and your own head. I am not in the mood, nor do I have the time, for women’s petty quarrels.’


    Flavia tensed and took her hand from Vespasian’s shoulder. ‘I’m sorry, husband, I meant no disrespect.’


    ‘Yes you did.’ Vespasian returned his concentration to his mother as his wife left the room at an irritated pace; her footsteps faded into the courtyard garden beyond.


    For a few days over forty-nine years now, Vespasia Polla had been a part of his life and, as he again squeezed her hand, he thanked her, for he knew that neither he nor his brother would have reached the consulship had it not been for her drive and ambition for her family. His father’s side of the family were respectable, rustic equestrians; Sabine in ancestry and accent. Vespasia, however, came from a family that could boast a senator who had reached the rank of praetor: her older brother, Gaius Vespasius Pollo. It had been that connection she had used to launch the career of her sons in Rome and it had been Gaius’ relationship with the Lady Antonia, niece to Augustus, sister-in-law to Tiberius, mother of Claudius, grandmother of Caligula and great-grandmother of Nero, that had propelled them into the mire of imperial politics in which they had managed to swim not sink – just. Both had reached the pinnacle of the Cursus Honorum, the succession of military and magisterial ranks that were the career structure for the élite in Rome, which was far more than most New Men from non-senatorial families could expect; indeed, Sabinus had progressed from the consulship to being a provincial governor and was now the prefect of the city of Rome. Yes, Vespasian reflected, rubbing the thin crown of hair that was all that remained on his otherwise bald head, Vespasia could be proud of her achievement for her family.


    Yet there was one thing that she had left undone in Vespasian’s eyes: she was going to her grave with a secret; a secret almost as old as him. That secret had been enforced by an oath administered, at Vespasia’s insistence, to all who had been a witness to the incident – Sabinus, aged almost five, included. It had occurred at Vespasian’s naming ceremony, nine days after his birth and it had to do with the markings on the livers of the sacrificial ox, boar and ram; what these markings were, no one had been able to tell him because of the oath. He knew, though, that his parents had believed the marks prophesied his future for he had overheard them discussing it, in vague terms, as a youth of sixteen; but what was prophesied, he knew not. And now his mother was going to the shaded land beyond the Styx without releasing people from that oath. However, due to certain strange occurrences and prophecies that Vespasian had been subject to throughout his life, he had formed a reasonable idea of what the omens may have predicted for him all those years ago; and it was an idea that was as outrageous as it was implausible with the political settlement as it was and the Principate in the hands of one family.


    But, should that line fail, what then? If the Emperor were to die childless whence would a new emperor come?


    It had been to this end that Vespasian had been instrumental in bringing about a state of war, still continuing, between Rome and Parthia over the nominally autonomous kingdom of Armenia. The war was seen by the powers behind the throne as a good thing to help secure the young Emperor Nero’s position and Vespasian wanted Nero’s position to be secure; he wanted Nero to rule for some time because he had a suspicion, no, it was more than a suspicion, it was a feeling bordering on certainty, that Nero would run to excesses that would make the depravities of his predecessors seem as mere foibles to be shrugged off with indulgence. If that were to be the case then Vespasian doubted that Rome would tolerate another emperor from the same unstable family. And so to whom would Rome look to fill that position? The candidate would have to be of consular rank with a proven military record and there were many men in Rome like that, Vespasian included; but, Vespasian had reasoned, if it were to be someone like him then why not him?


    And that was what Vespasia was taking to her grave: the confirmation, or not, of Vespasian’s suspicions; and he knew that even if she did regain consciousness he would never be able to get her to change her mind.


    ‘Master?’ A voice intruded into his inner thoughts.


    Vespasian turned; his slave stood silhouetted in the doorway. ‘What is it, Hormus?’


    ‘Pallo sent me to tell you that your brother has arrived.’


    ‘Thank Mars for that. Have our finest white bullock prepared for sacrifice as soon as Sabinus and my uncle have seen my mother.’


    ‘Your uncle, master?’


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘There must be a misunderstanding; it’s just your brother arriving, your uncle is not with him.’


    Although the atrium of the main house on the Flavian estate at Aquae Cutillae benefited from the underfloor heating of a hypocaust and, despite a raging log fire in the hearth, the chamber still felt chill after the warmth of Vespasia’s dying-chamber. Vespasian rubbed his arms as he followed Hormus across the floor, decorated with a pastoral mosaic illustrating the various ways that the family supported itself through working the land. Before they reached the front door, Pallo, the aged estate steward, came in from outside and held it open for Sabinus, dusty and dishevelled from travel.


    ‘Is she still here?’ Sabinus asked without any pleasantries.


    Vespasian turned and fell in step with his brother. ‘Just.’


    ‘Well, just is good enough. I don’t think I’ve ever made the journey from Rome in such quick time.’


    ‘Did you leave Uncle Gaius behind you on the road?’


    Sabinus shook his head as they passed through the tablinum, the study at the far end of the atrium, and then on out into the courtyard garden. ‘I’m afraid not; he wasn’t well enough to make the journey.’


    ‘What’s the matter with him?’


    Sabinus looked at his brother as they paused outside Vespasia’s room, his eyes full of concern; although whether that was due to their mother’s imminent death or their uncle’s illness, Vespasian could not tell. ‘I’ll tell you after we’ve watched Mother …’ He left the sentence unfinished; they were both only too well aware of what they were going to watch their mother do.


    Vespasian opened the door and allowed Sabinus to step in first; as Vespasian followed, Vespasia surprised them both by opening her eyes. Her lips twitched into a weak smile. ‘My boys,’ she croaked, ‘I knew that I would see you both together before the end.’


    The brothers went to her bedside, Sabinus taking the chair and Vespasian standing at his shoulder.


    Vespasia reached out a hand to each of her sons. ‘I’m proud of your achievements for our family; the house of Flavius is now a name to be remembered.’ She paused for a couple of uneven, wheezed breaths, her eyes flickering between open and closed; neither Vespasian nor Sabinus attempted to interrupt her. ‘But it does not stop here, my sons; Mars has spoken. Sabinus, I’ve left a letter for you safe in Pallo’s care; take it, read it and act upon it when you see fit.’ Another struggle for breath made the siblings hold theirs until she managed to carry on: ‘Although I won’t release you from the oath you made all those years ago, the secondary oath that your father made you both swear, not just before Mars but before all of the gods including Mithras, to help each other does, as he rightly claimed, supersede it should it become necessary.’ Her hands squeezed those of her sons as her frail frame was wracked by a series of coughs, each more rasping than the previous.


    Vespasian raised a cup of water to her lips and she drank, immediately gaining relief.


    ‘And it will become necessary, Sabinus,’ Vespasia continued, her voice markedly weaker. ‘Because you will need to guide your brother.’ She fixed her watery eyes on Vespasian. ‘And you, Vespasian, will need to be guided. Indecision could be fatal.’


    ‘I believe that I know the contents of the prophecy, Mother,’ Vespasian ventured. ‘It’s that—’


    ‘Don’t try to guess, Vespasian,’ Vespasia cut in, her voice now barely more than a whisper. ‘And certainly never make your thoughts public; indeed, the fact that there were portentous omens at your naming ceremony should never even be admitted outside the family. You may think that you can guess at the meaning, but I tell you, you can’t. There were three livers, three different signs; I’ve written them all down in Sabinus’ letter to refresh his mind as he was so young at the time.’ Her eyes closed with the effort of speech, but she pressed on. ‘It’s what, when and, most importantly, how.’


    ‘Then tell me now, Mother.’


    Vespasia seemed to consider that for a few moments as she laboured to draw more breaths. ‘To do that would be to tempt the gods. For a man to know the exact course, timing and mode of his destiny would mean that his decisions would be shaped by something other than his own desires and fears; it would unbalance him and ultimately bring him down. A prophecy made is not necessarily a prophecy completed.’


    ‘I know,’ Vespasian said, thinking back to what Myrddin, the immortal druid of Britannia, had said to him when he had tried to kill him. ‘A man can always accept death voluntarily.’


    ‘A man can also push too hard for the fulfilment of a prophecy. By trying to make it so he can alter the timeframe so that the various factors that are needed to bring it about are no longer in conjunction and so therefore the whole thing can never be. I made all the witnesses swear that oath for two reasons: firstly so that it would never reach the ears of those who would jealously guard their position and, secondly, to prevent you from knowing the details in order that you would always follow your instincts rather than a course that you thought had been fabricated for you; that way would have ended in failure and death.’ Vespasia opened her eyes, the strain of her many words showing in them and telling also in the shallowness of her breathing. ‘What you may suspect will come to pass may indeed be so, Vespasian; but it’s Sabinus who holds the key as to how and when. And to prevent you from acting precipitously he will guard that knowledge until such time that he deems you ready to receive it, using the oath that your father made you swear to each other. You are bound together now, my sons; now that I am gone, only between the two of you will you have the power to make this family one of the great families of Rome.’


    Vespasia’s eyes ranged slowly from one son to the other and, as the siblings met her gaze, they both bowed their heads in acknowledgement of her wishes; whilst they did so they felt her grip on their hands strengthen a fraction and then release. When they raised their heads again, they met with the blank eyes of the corpse that had been their mother.


    ‘I’ll not! I’ll not go! She was never nice to me.’ Domitian faced his parents, standing in the tablinum, looking up at them, defiant, his fists clenched, ready to strike. Phyllis, his nursemaid, stood behind him with a hand on each of his shoulders.


    ‘You mean she tried to discipline you,’ Vespasian said, attempting to keep his voice level in the face of such insubordination from his youngest son, ‘which is exactly what I will do if you refuse to go and pay your respects to the body of your grandmother.’


    ‘You’re going to thrash me anyway for what I did this afternoon, so why should I?’


    ‘I’ll thrash you twice as hard and for twice as long if you don’t.’


    The child responded to this threat in an age-old fashion: he stuck out his tongue and then tried to wriggle free of his nursemaid’s clutches. Phyllis, although no more than twenty, was wise to the tricks of young boys and had the child by the hair before he had gone two paces.


    ‘Bring him here,’ Vespasian said, unbuckling the belt about his waist.


    Phyllis, sturdy and with an attitude that would brook no nonsense from children, hauled the writhing Domitian over to his father who pointed at a table. ‘On that.’


    Grappling with the twisting child, Phyllis managed to manoeuvre him so that he lay on his belly on the table; she had him pinned down by the shoulders, in what was almost a wrestling move, but his legs were free to kick. But Vespasian did not care, such was his anger with his son; it was an anger that was not novel, due to Domitian’s constant wilfulness. He wrapped the buckle end of the belt about his right wrist, grasped the other end in his hand, doubling it over, and caught the flaying legs with his other hand, holding them down. With the combined grief of mourning a mother and the outrage at his child for refusing to show due respect to her in death, he thrashed Domitian until the boy’s howls brought concern to Flavia’s eyes and he restrained himself.


    Panting, Vespasian lowered the belt. There was a giggle from behind him and he turned around to see his daughter, Domitilla, peering through the curtains that separated the room from the atrium.


    ‘Thank you, Father,’ Domitilla said, favouring him with a radiant smile that put him in mind of Flavia when he had first met her in Cyrenaica, ‘that served the little beast right.’


    Crowded around the body in the death-chamber, Vespasian stood with Sabinus, Flavia and his three children – Domitian snivelling quietly and Titus, his eldest son, still in his hunting clothes – in contemplation of the deceased, who remained exactly as she had died, untouched until the ritual of death could commence. Outside the room all the family’s freedmen and slaves had gathered in the dusk-swathed courtyard garden, ready to play their part in the lamentation.


    After a respectable period of reflection, Sabinus, as the eldest blood relative present, stepped forward and knelt down next to Vespasia. ‘May your spirit pass,’ he whispered before leaning over her, kissing her lips and then pulling the palm of his hand over her eyes, closing them for the last time, thus sealing the passing of the spirit. ‘Vespasia Polla!’ Sabinus cried, ‘Vespasia Polla!’


    Vespasian and the rest of the family joined in the calling of the deceased’s name and were soon followed by the men in the household outside as the women began to wail in grief, the sound echoing around the house as it grew in intensity and conviction.


    Vespasian shouted himself almost hoarse calling his mother’s name, but to no avail as she had already begun her final journey and was now beyond hearing.


    When Sabinus deemed the grieving to be sufficient, he got back to his feet and placed his hands under the arms of the corpse as Vespasian took hold of the ankles; between them they lifted Vespasia from the bed and laid her on the ground. This final duty done, the menfolk left the corpse in the charge of Flavia and Domitilla, along with the rest of the women for washing and anointing before being dressed in her finest attire and then brought into the atrium to lie in state with her feet pointing towards the front door.


    ‘So it’s to be tomorrow then,’ Magnus, Vespasian’s friend of many years despite their very different social status, said as Sabinus concluded the final prayer at the household altar in the atrium, having placed a coin under the tongue of his dead mother.


    ‘Yes,’ Vespasian replied, pulling down the fold of his toga with which he had covered his head during the religious ceremony. ‘Pallo is going to have the slaves work all night to build a pyre for her and assemble her tomb.’


    Magnus’ lined and battered face, moulded over sixty-eight years, creased into a questioning aspect; his left eye, a crude glass replica, stared at Vespasian with the same intensity as his real one. ‘Assemble her tomb? Do you mean you’ve already commissioned it? Before she was even dead?’


    ‘Well, yes, evidently, otherwise the slaves wouldn’t be able to put it together tonight.’


    ‘Wasn’t that a bit previous, if you don’t mind me saying, sir? I mean, what if she had got better? Might it not have looked as if you were actually hoping that she would die and were so keen on the idea that you’d got everything ready because you couldn’t wait?’


    ‘Of course not; a lot of people order tombs in advance because you can get a better price from the stonemasons if you’re not in a hurry for it.’


    Magnus scratched his grey hair and sucked the air through his teeth, nodding his ironic understanding. ‘Ah, I see, economising in death; very wise. After all, she was only your mother; you wouldn’t want her to cause you too much unnecessary expense now, would you?’


    Vespasian smiled, used to his friend’s criticisms of his use – or lack of it – of his purse. ‘It makes no difference to my mother whether her ashes are placed tomorrow in a tomb or if they hang about in the casket for four or five days while a stonemason builds exactly the same tomb for twice the money.’


    ‘I’m sure it don’t,’ Magnus agreed as the rest of the family started to make their way, past Vespasia’s body seemingly at sleep on her bier, to the triclinium where the household slaves waited to serve dinner. ‘But perhaps propriety should occasionally take precedence over thrift, at least in matters concerning the death of family members; you don’t want to set a bad example to the next generation as we’re none of us getting any younger, if you take my meaning?’


    ‘Oh, I do, indeed; and if by that you’re implying that my children might not give me the respect that I deserve in death then you’re wrong: Titus and Domitilla will do me proud with my tomb.’


    ‘How do you know?’


    ‘Because I ordered it at the same time as I ordered my mother’s and got a discount for commissioning two at once!’


    Magnus could not help laughing at his friend’s self-admitted parsimony. ‘I notice you didn’t include Domitian in the list of children doing you proud in death.’


    Vespasian shook his head with regret as he looked over to his youngest son being led, firmly by the wrist, off to his room by Phyllis, his protests falling on deaf ears as all the family were now as used to them as they were to the spatter of the fountain in the impluvium. ‘I mustn’t write him off but I can’t see how he’ll ever have respect for anyone or anything that doesn’t in some immediate way benefit him.’


    ‘I’d have thought that was an attitude to be proud of in a son; it’d hint at a ruthless ambition.’


    ‘Normally I would agree with you, Magnus; why should anyone waste time on something that was going to prove of no use to them? However, you will have noticed that I used the word “immediate” and I’m afraid that is what Domitian’s real fault is: if the gain is not immediate then he doesn’t see the point of it. He has no patience and cannot take a long view. In other words, there is no innate cunning for planning and manoeuvring, which is one of the main requisites for success and survival in society; without that he doesn’t stand much chance.’


    Magnus took a moment in sombre thought before turning his one good eye to Vespasian. ‘Do you want to know why I sent Domitian back to the house this afternoon?’


    ‘Do you think I should?’


    ‘It’ll probably make you angry, but yes, I think you should; but don’t punish the boy for it.’


    ‘Go on then.’


    Magnus gestured with his head to Titus to come and join them. ‘Tell your father what your younger brother did this afternoon.’


    Titus, now eighteen and the image of his father with a powerful chest, a round face with a dominant nose, large ears and eyes that normally twinkled with good humour, looked worried.


    ‘It’s all right,’ Vespasian assured him, ‘I’m not going to do anything about it.’


    Titus seemed dubious. ‘Well, if you’re sure. It’s hard to say exactly how it came about but we’d been out hunting for a good three hours without a scent of anything and Domitian was being his usual self, complaining that the dogs weren’t trying hard enough, our horses were too slow, the slaves too loud and Magnus was useless at hunting and kept on making the wrong decisions and going the wrong way. Suddenly Castor and Pollux raised their muzzles in the air, got a scent and then bounded off up the hill covered with scrub just beyond the lower pasture.’


    ‘A good place for deer to hide in if they’ve been disturbed on our grazing,’ Vespasian commented.


    ‘Indeed, Father, which is why we went back there, having had no luck the first time around. Anyway, sure enough, a buck and his two does broke from cover and raced on up the hill with the dogs howling in pursuit. But one of the does was heavily pregnant and soon fell behind and Castor and Pollux were on her before Magnus could call them off in order to leave us with a clean kill. Magnus got there quickly and hauled his dogs away but the doe had a lot of bite injuries and the stress had put her into labour.’ Titus glanced at Magnus, who urged him on with a nod. ‘Well, neither Magnus nor I could kill the doe whilst she was giving birth, it just didn’t seem right, I don’t know why, so we withdrew a bit and waited as nature took its course. Eventually the thing was done and the fawn was tottering around whilst its mother, despite her wounds, licked it clean. So we decided that the best thing to do was to let the pair go and hope that they would both provide good sport in the future.’


    Vespasian felt himself starting to tense up, hoping that what he had just imagined was not going to be the end of the story.


    ‘We hadn’t been gone long when Magnus noticed that Domitian was no longer with us; none of the slaves had noticed him go so he must have just let his pony slow so that the hunting party gradually outpaced him.’


    Vespasian felt his stomach start to churn now he began to be sure that the story would sicken him.


    ‘Well, we rode back to where the doe had given birth and sure enough Domitian was there, but there was no sign of the doe.’ Titus paused and looked at Magnus again.


    ‘The truth, Titus,’ Magnus said, ‘don’t spare him.’


    Titus swallowed. ‘But the fawn was there, stumbling around; and we could hear Domitian laughing and as we got closer we could see what was amusing him so: he had taken the creature’s eyes. It had been alive for less than half an hour and it had been blinded.’


    Vespasian fought to contain the rage that welled within him. His throat tightened; the ending was even worse than he had imagined. ‘How?’


    Titus grimaced and again looked at Magnus, obviously unwilling to go on.


    ‘With his thumbs,’ Magnus said in almost a whisper, ‘they were covered in blood.’ He grabbed Vespasian’s arm to restrain him. ‘Don’t! We told you because you promised to do nothing about it.’


    Vespasian struggled against Magnus’ grip. ‘I’ll thrash the little shit to within an inch of his life.’


    ‘No you won’t, sir; he’s been thrashed enough today from what I hear. But I agree he does need to learn a lesson.’


    Vespasian ceased fighting Magnus and let his body relax; his face, however, remained in the strained expression that he had developed during his time as legate of the II Augusta. ‘What would you suggest?’


    ‘After the funeral tomorrow morning we should all go out hunting; is there a decent-sized wood on the estate?’


    ‘Yes, over on the eastern edge.’


    ‘Good, because I reckon that with the help of a wild boar we could show him the difference between taking life for amusement or sport and wanton cruelty.’


    ‘Seneca?’ Vespasian spoke the name aloud for the second time since hearing it from Sabinus; and still it made no sense.


    They were sitting in his private study – a room off the atrium – and were enjoying the warmth of a brazier and a fine vintage of their own estate’s manufacture after what had been a subdued meal for obvious reasons.


    ‘That’s what he said,’ Sabinus confirmed, ‘and I’ve got no reason to suspect he was lying. He was being eaten at the time, after all, and by a creature that would make you believe that it wouldn’t finish until every last morsel was tucked away.’


    ‘But why would Seneca want to finance a rebellion by the Brigantes?’


    ‘Venutius didn’t say that he financed the rebellion as such; he said the rebellion was financed by a loan from Seneca. I don’t imagine that our Stoic friend questioned Venutius too closely as to what he was planning to do with the loan; he doesn’t care for niceties like that. All he’s concerned about is the exorbitant interest that he charges. He seems to think that he can get away with even higher rates if he lends to provincials.’


    ‘I know; and from all accounts he does.’ Vespasian took a sip of wine and remained for a few moments in contemplation. ‘What have you done with Venutius?’ he asked eventually.


    ‘Nothing; I left him with Blaesus and his pet. I imagine that he’ll behave himself with the threat of being Beauty’s supper hanging over him.’


    ‘And no one else knows that he’s there?’


    Sabinus shook his head. ‘So, are you going to tell me what this is about?’


    Vespasian shrugged and placed his cup down on the desk between them. ‘As I told you, I’m doing a favour.’


    ‘Who for?’


    ‘Domitilla’s future husband, Quintus Petillius Cerialis.’


    ‘Cerialis?’


    ‘Well, his older brother, actually.’


    ‘Caesius Nasica? Wasn’t he the one who defeated and captured Venutius in the first place with the Ninth Hispana? If he had him then why didn’t he ask him anything he wanted to know in Britannia rather than send him all the way to Rome? I’m sure they’ve got plenty of hairy beasts that are only too happy to rip chunks out of people there.’


    ‘I’m sure they have, and worse, as we both know. But the new Governor of Britannia wanted Nasica to get Venutius away from the province as soon as he could because he knew that Cartimandua would find a way to murder her former husband, even if he were kept in secure custody. She’s a woman who will never relent until she’s had her way.’


    ‘Why worry about her killing him?’


    ‘Because without him Governor Paulinus would have nothing to threaten Cartimandua with: if she doesn’t behave herself then he can replace her with an equally legitimate king.’


    ‘Even though Venutius has already rebelled once and now has a hunk of muscle missing from his chest and so would probably be looking out for revenge and therefore the first thing that he’d likely do as king is rebel again?’


    ‘Even then, because it won’t come to that as Cartimandua wouldn’t dare call his bluff for fear of actually losing her power. Don’t forget that, at present, Britannia is not viable as a province. It costs us far more to keep it pacified than what we claw back through taxes and it’s not even half conquered yet. We’ve got to keep as many tribes as we can subdued, by whatever means possible, in order to stand a better chance of defeating the others one by one and thus making the province feasible. There are certain people who feel that we should pull out of Britannia altogether for the financial good of the rest of the Empire; however, another ignominious retreat like that, a mere fifty years after the withdrawal from Germania Magna having been defeated by Arminius in the Teutoburg Forest, might give encouragement to other disaffected areas. Judaea springs to mind, Pannonia is often restless and there always seem to be disturbances in northern Hispania. If we still want to have an empire in fifty years’ time then, however misguided the original invasion was, we can’t afford to lose Britannia.’


    ‘Indeed; I understand. We keep Venutius safe in Rome as a guarantee that the Brigantes don’t cause any trouble whilst Paulinus struggles on with the rest of the conquest and Rome isn’t forced into a humiliating retreat with dangerous repercussions. But why the secrecy? It sounds to me as if you’re helping Paulinus and Nasica formulate imperial policy without reference to the Emperor; and even though Nero takes very little interest in policy unless it concerns the filling of his treasury or the boosting of his vanity, what you’re doing is dangerous.’


    Vespasian tapped the side of his forehead with his forefinger and leant across the desk, the flickering lamplight playing in his eyes and warping the shadows on his face. ‘Information, Sabinus; information buys patronage and Paulinus wanted to know something. We’ve now found out where Venutius’ money came from, which is something that we wouldn’t have been able to do if he was passed on immediately to the Emperor because Seneca would have intervened to protect his reputation. I can convey that information to Nasica, who will in turn tell Paulinus who will then have leverage enough over Seneca to ensure that he doesn’t have to pay a massive bribe if he desires another lucrative position after Britannia. Although how he suspected that the source of the money was someone so close to the Emperor as Seneca, I don’t know, but Nasica said that he was adamant that Venutius be kept and questioned in secret. I was happy to help because Nasica’s time with the Ninth Hispana will be at an end in a year or so and Paulinus has promised to use his influence to make sure that Cerialis takes over his older brother’s position.’


    Sabinus finally understood. ‘Ah! So you’re ensuring that your soon-to-be son-in-law has the status that you feel your daughter deserves; very commendable, but what about the risk of going behind the Emperor’s back?’


    ‘If no one knows that Venutius is in Rome then there’s no risk of that ever being found out. Once we’ve buried Mother, I’ll come back to Rome with you and take him off your hands.’


    ‘What will you do with him?’


    ‘Something that he really won’t like: I’m going to give him to Caratacus; I’m sure that he’ll enjoy keeping, in a very small little cell, the man who, along with his former wife, betrayed him to us and I know that he’ll take extra special care that he doesn’t escape.’


    Sabinus grinned at his brother. ‘I’m sure he will; no one will find him there. Then, once that matter is out of our hands, we can think about how to avenge the outrage perpetrated upon our uncle.’


    With the day’s events having been so draining, Vespasian had practically forgotten about the non-appearance of Gaius. ‘What happened to him?’


    ‘It was one of Nero’s rampages.’


    ‘He got Gaius?’


    ‘Gaius said that it wasn’t Nero himself but rather Terpnus the lyre-player; although Nero encouraged him on whilst Otho, Tigellinus and some others held Tigran’s lads at knifepoint.’


    ‘Terpnus beat up Gaius?’


    ‘Yes, and pissed all over him and then left him lying in the street, unconscious, with the haft of a flaming torch stuffed up his arse, which they, apparently, considered to be hilarious.’


    The brothers looked at each other over the table and reached a silent, mutual agreement before both picking up their cups and downing the contents in one.


    ‘We’ll organise it through Tigran,’ Vespasian said, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘I’m sure that after his lads have been so humiliated he’ll be only too keen to ensure that Terpnus loses the ability to play the lyre.’

  


  
    CHAPTER II


    A DAMP MIST SWIRLED around the front door as Vespasian and Sabinus stepped out of the house the following morning soon after dawn. Sabinus held the waxen funeral mask of their father who had died, seventeen years previously, far to the north in the lands of the Helvetii; Vespasian held the newly crafted one of Vespasia. Following them came the rest of the family displaying the funeral masks of their ancestors and then the body, borne on a bier by the household freedmen. The slaves came last; the household ones and the exterior ones, who could be trusted, free; but the field slaves, whose lives were one long blur of pure misery, remained shackled under the eyes and whips of their overseers.


    Crows cawed from up in trees whose topmost branches were barely visible in the weather conditions that seemed to Vespasian to have been sent by the gods specifically with a funeral in mind.


    With sedate dignity the procession made its way around the house, past a paddock where Vespasian’s five grey Arab chariot horses grazed on the dew-laden grass, and on to where the pyre had been built near Vespasia’s newly constructed tomb. Next to it was that of her husband, whose ashes she had brought with her when she had returned to Aquae Cutillae, soon after his death.


    As the light grew with the sun cresting the peaks of the Apennines, in whose western foothills the Flavian estate was situated, the bier was placed upon the pyre; Pallo then led a fat sow, coloured ribbons tied around its neck, up to the brothers standing next to the pyre with folds of their togas covering their heads in deference to the deities about to be invoked. Pallo’s son, Hylas, followed his father with a tray upon which was placed the necessities for sacrifice.


    Sabinus held out his hands, palms upwards, and kept his gaze to the ground; with a voice made flat by the dampening mist, he intoned the ritual ancient prayer to Ceres, the agricultural goddess who was always addressed at funerals.


    The sow remained calm during the prayers and hardly stirred as Sabinus took a salt cake from the tray and crumbled it over its head and then poured a libation over the crumbs. It stared at Sabinus with dark, unquestioning eyes as he approached it, with the sacrificial blade in his right hand; it did nothing to try to escape as he lifted its snout with his left hand. It was not until the blade bit into its throat that it recognised the danger it was in but by then it was too late and the blood was pouring from the wicked gash in powerful, heart-pounding spurts. As its veins emptied, so its strength faded and within a score of heartbeats its front legs buckled and its snout crashed into the bloodied earth whilst its hind legs shuddered their last, eventually weakening under the weight they still supported so that they too collapsed and the dying beast rolled onto its side, its limbs twitching feebly.


    At a nod from his brother, Vespasian took a flaming torch from one of the freedmen and thrust it into the oil-drenched wood of the pyre. Deep in its centre it was constructed of brushwood and small kindling; this caught with growing fury, emanating heat outwards that transferred into the larger logs around the edge; they soon began to smoulder and then eventually burst into flame, sending spirals of black smoke skywards. With tears welling, Vespasian watched the smoke, the by-product of his mother’s physical form’s consumption, ascend and then disperse on the breeze. The constant that had been there for him and his brother throughout all their years, the woman who had helped shape their lives by her ambition for the family, had departed; now he and Sabinus were responsible for taking the family forward and he prayed that they would not be found wanting. He lowered his head, a tear fell, and he felt the weight of familial responsibility pass onto the shoulders of his generation.


    The sow had been turned on its back and Sabinus was making the belly and chest incisions as the first flames licked Vespasia, and her hair and clothes began to crackle and smoke. As he worked to remove the heart, fire caught all along the corpse and the skin started to blacken and blister. With a prayer to Ceres asking that she deign to accept the sacrifice, he threw the heart onto the pyre so that it landed next to the corpse, hissing and spitting now as it began to be consumed. With a few more incisions of the razor-sharp blade, the liver, richly brown, emerged from the chest cavity, dripping with blood. Sabinus examined it and found it to be perfect; he showed it to the congregation, so that they too could witness it as being so, before throwing it, after the heart, into what was now a raging conflagration hiding all signs of the melting corpse. Now the only evidence of Vespasia was the smell of crisping and then burning meat as the mourners took steps back to avoid the scorching heat.


    The sacrifice made and the goddess appeased, Hylas began to butcher the sow; Sabinus apportioned a small amount to the dead but the most part to the living. With the meat divided and Vespasia’s share given to the flames, she was left to burn to ashes as her family departed with their portion of the offering that would provide an ample meal for all later in the day when they returned from the hunt.


    Vespasian urged his horse to the crest of the hill and then pulled it up; the beast snorted, breath steaming from flared nostrils, and pranced a couple of high steps as it settled. Vespasian let the pressure off the reins and gazed across the valley of lush pasture, edged by a wood to the right, to the scrub-covered hill on the other side of a gully, on the far side.


    ‘The last time that we were both here together,’ Sabinus said, bringing his mount to a halt next to him, ‘I had to save you from being strangled to death by a mule thief, you little shit.’


    Vespasian laughed at the title by which Sabinus used to address him in youth and cast his mind back to that time when the brothers had, with the help of Pallo and six of their father’s freedmen, ambushed and killed a band of runaway slaves who had been stealing mules from the estate. It had been the day after Sabinus had returned from his four years as a military tribune serving with the VIIII Hispana in Pannonia and Africa and it was probably the incident that had begun the siblings’ journey from mutual detestation to mutual respect. It had also been the day after he had overheard his parents mentioning the prophecy made at his naming ceremony.


    Whatever it was, it was a long time ago but the memory was still clear in Vespasian’s mind for it had been the first time that he had come close to death and would have died had it not been for his brother. ‘That’s where you crucified that boy,’ he said, pointing to an area of pasture, just to the right of the wood, in which they had hidden, waiting for the runaways to take the bait of tethered mules with seemingly no minders about.


    ‘Where we crucified the boy,’ Sabinus reminded him as Titus and Magnus joined them. ‘We all did it together; although I do remember you complaining that it was a waste of money crucifying what could be a hard-working field slave.’


    The terror on the boy’s face and the bestial screeches he had howled as the nails were hammered home had ingrained themselves on Vespasian’s memory; it had also been the first time he had witnessed an execution of that sort and, although the boy had been thoroughly deserving of his fate, Vespasian had tried to argue for his life as he had felt an empathy towards him because of their similar ages. However, Sabinus had insisted on the boy’s death and they had left him shrieking on the cross with the dead bodies of his comrades and mules beneath him; his cries had followed them most of the way home until they had been suddenly curtailed, most probably by friends finding him and putting him out of his misery.


    ‘I’ll let Castor and Pollux loose,’ Magnus said, dismounting and taking the leads, from a couple of mounted slaves, of two huge and sleek, black hunting hounds, broad shouldered, with almost square heads and sagging, dripping lips that barely concealed fearsome, yellow teeth.


    ‘They’ll be as useless as they were yesterday,’ Domitian stated with certainty as he looked down at the beasts from the back of his small pony that was barely taller than the dogs.


    Magnus ignored the remark as he rubbed Castor and Pollux’s flanks and lavished praise for their beauty upon them; the dogs responded with slimy licks and much tail wagging, evidently genuinely fond of their master. With a final scratch behind the ears of each of the beasts, Magnus detached their leads, slapped them both on their rumps and sent them lolloping across the hill towards the wood to do what they did best: hunt. Behind them the hunting party kicked their mounts into action and cantered after them with Magnus, having remounted, bringing up the rear with Domitian.


    Vespasian, with Titus and Sabinus to either side of him, gripped the flanks of his horse with his thighs, feeling the ease of its movements whilst enjoying the wind on his face; his mind was now off the funeral of his mother whose ashes were still too hot to collect. His bow and ash-shafted hunting-spear rattled in their holsters attached to the rear of his saddle and his cloak flapped behind him, pulling at his throat as he watched the two hounds disappear under the eaves of the wood with the two hunting slaves in close pursuit. He followed them in; moisture, collected on the naked branches, dripped down upon him as he slowed his horse to a trot, mindful of its footing amongst the tree roots. From further ahead came the deep-throated barks of Castor and Pollux, although the dogs themselves were now out of view. Seeing that the undergrowth was still thin and the lie of the fallen-leaf-covered ground was clear, he urged his horse into an easy canter, following the direction of the dogs’ noise, across the line of the hill, deeper into the wood as Titus whooped with excitement next to him. The hunting slaves could just be glimpsed through the cover, fifty or so paces away, expertly weaving their horses between the trunks as they tried to keep pace with the dogs. Glancing back, Vespasian could see Magnus and Domitian, who was struggling to keep up on his pony, passing under the first of the trees. His horse navigated its own twisting path through the obstacles with Vespasian just guiding it in the direction of the barking. From up ahead came a shout followed by a human cry of fear. Vespasian could see the hunting slaves change direction and head downhill as Castor and Pollux’s barks became fiercer with growls rolling in their throats.


    Vespasian tugged on the left rein so that his mount followed the slaves downhill, a sense of urgency growing unbidden within him as he ducked and dodged overhanging branches; Titus and Sabinus came with him, their heads low about the horses’ necks.


    A guttural, rattling snarl accompanied by a human howl of pain followed by the growl-barks of dogs fighting caused Vespasian to lose all caution and accelerate his mount forward as something unseen fizzed past him. He crashed through the wood, branches whipping about him, as the canine frenzy became increasingly more savage; the hunting slaves had dismounted, at least that’s what he assumed, as he glimpsed their horses running off unaccompanied. Breaking out into a small clearing he saw a flurry of shiny black fur twisting and writhing on the ground on what looked to be, at first glance, a red mattress but after a moment he realised was the bloodied body of a horribly mauled man; the sheen to the dogs’ pelts was his blood. Just next to the carnage, one of the hunting slaves knelt over his companion who lay on his back; an arrow protruded from his shoulder and another was stuck in his gut. As Vespasian jumped from his horse and rushed forward, the kneeling slave juddered and went suddenly rigid, his eyes wide open; he dropped his companion’s hand and, with a slow start that quickly accelerated, keeled over to lie on his side exposing a shaft buried in his temple as yet another unseen object hissed within a couple of paces of Vespasian’s head.


    ‘To your left, Father!’ Titus shouted.


    Vespasian glanced in that direction to catch glimpses of a couple of figures, dressed in the colours of the forest, pelting away, bows in hand, jumping obstacles and swerving around trees. ‘After them, Titus,’ he ordered as he ran towards the dogs, hoping that there may be a little life left in the victim; enough, perhaps, to answer a few questions. But whether there was or not he could not tell and he did not dare risk coming between Castor and Pollux and their prey, so reluctant did they seem to desist from their ravaging; one, although Vespasian could not tell which, so covered in gore were they, had an arrow embedded in its hind left thigh.


    ‘I’ll sort them out, sir,’ Magnus called, jumping from his horse and putting two fingers to his teeth as Sabinus went crashing through the wood after Titus. A shrill whistle rent the air, changing note up and down; the dogs reacted immediately, the snarls tailing off and their bloodied teeth leaving the fresh meat of their victim who was, much to Vespasian’s annoyance, obviously dead. They turned to look at their master and immediately the one with the arrow wound began to whine. ‘What have they done to you, Castor, you poor boy?’ Magnus said, getting down to his knees and taking his wounded dog’s head in both hands. He looked down at the mangled corpse of the dogs’ victim and spat at his ripped face. ‘Whoever you are you deserved what you got for shooting one of my dogs, arse-sponge!’


    Magnus eased Castor around and examined the entry wound, pulling gently on the shaft; the hound whimpered but made no move to savage its master for causing it more pain. Looking relieved, Magnus hugged the dog and kissed its broad shoulders whilst tightening his grip on the arrow. ‘You’ll be fine, Castor; it went in at an angle and hasn’t touched the bone.’ Castor yelped, brief and high-pitched, as his body stiffened; his head turned, jaws open, and began to lunge at Magnus. But Magnus held up the arrow and the hound checked itself, recognising that its master had done it a service and not a mischief and, rather than attack Magnus, it licked his face before turning its tongue’s attention to the open wound. ‘That’s a good boy,’ Magnus said as if talking to a favoured slave or a small child.


    A groan from behind him took Vespasian’s attention away from Magnus and his dogs as he remembered that one of the hunting slaves was still alive. He lay, breathing in ragged gasps, lying on his back staring up at the canopy, a hand clutching each of the arrows piercing him.


    ‘What happened?’ Vespasian asked, kneeling down next to him.


    The slave turned frightened eyes onto his master. ‘The dogs got their scent, master. There were four of them butchering a wild boar carcass. But they ran when they heard us. Three escaped.’ He indicated with his head to the savaged man. ‘He was the fourth. As the dogs brought him down, Gallos and me went after the other three but …’ He looked miserably at the two shafts piercing his body.


    Vespasian squeezed the slave’s arm. ‘Lie still; we may be able to save you if we get you back soon, before you’ve lost too much blood.’


    The slave nodded, smiling faintly, evidently aware of the remoteness of that possibility as Vespasian suddenly realised that there was somebody unaccounted for. ‘Where’s Domitian, Magnus?’


    Magnus stood and looked around. ‘I don’t know, sir; the last time I noticed him was when the dogs went crazy, he was behind me.’


    Vespasian looked back in the direction whence they had come; there was no sign of his young son or his pony. Hoof-beats from down the hill to his right gave him a moment of relief until he saw Sabinus returning, alone and at speed.


    ‘Where’re the boys?’ Vespasian asked.


    Sabinus pulled his mount up to a skidding halt. ‘Titus is fine; he had his horse shot from under him but not before he brought one of them down; he’s stayed with the bastard. You need to come quickly as we have rather a delicate situation on our hands.’


    ‘Shit!’ Vespasian swore as the reality of the predicament that Sabinus had explained to him became apparent. He stood at the eastern edge of the wood looking down the slope to the gully that was the limit of the Flavian lands.


    ‘You see?’ Sabinus said, dismounting next to him.


    ‘The bastards!’ Magnus growled, hauling a straining Pollux back by the lead; Castor stood gingerly on three legs next to him, shivering slightly and making no attempt to pull his master away down the hill.


    ‘What do we do, Father?’ Titus asked; his left hand had a firm grip of the hair of a man kneeling in front of him and his right hand held a blade to his throat.


    ‘Nothing hasty; keep your prisoner alive and safe and in full view of those cunts.’ Vespasian stared at the two men, just a hundred paces away; one held a bow ready to release an arrow at him whilst the other held a squirming small figure by the throat and grinned. Domitian’s shrieks of fear and protest echoed around the valley; his pony lay dead halfway down the hill close to the body of Titus’ horse.


    ‘Give us one good reason why we shouldn’t fillet the boy,’ the man holding Domitian shouted.


    Vespasian stepped forward and held out his hands to show that he was unarmed. ‘If you do then things will go badly for your friend here.’


    ‘What if he ain’t our friend? What if we really don’t like him?’


    ‘What if we really don’t care for the boy? What if we could well afford to lose a slave born on the estate? A slave we haven’t even had to pay for.’


    ‘Slave? If this is a slave then you’re far too generous with your clothing; his tunic is very finely spun.’


    ‘I like my boys to be well dressed; now I suggest we have a simple exchange of prisoners and be on our separate ways.’


    ‘I’m not a slave,’ Domitian shrieked; his high voice sharp with indignation. ‘Tell them to let me go, Father, and then crucify them.’


    ‘Father, eh?’ the man holding Domitian said with a leer, picking the boy up off his feet and looking closely at his face. ‘Well, well; looks like we’ve struck lucky, Tralles.’


    ‘It certainly does, Cadmus,’ his bow-wielding companion agreed, ‘it certainly does.’


    ‘So that leaves us in a very interesting position, I’d say. I wonder what those fine gentlemen up the hill think.’


    Vespasian took another few paces forward. ‘Where do you come from and what do you want?’


    ‘I don’t think that you’re in the position to be asking us questions,’ Cadmus observed, allowing Domitian’s feet to touch the ground again. ‘But seeing as you did ask, we want you to release our mate and then we’ll start talking about how much you’re prepared to pay for this little runt.’


    ‘If you think that I would be that stupid then we could be here for quite some time. Here’s what I’m prepared to do: you release my son and I’ll release your mate.’


    ‘And how do we profit from that?’


    ‘With your lives. Harm my son and you’ll be dead within a hundred heartbeats; sorry, you’ll be caught in that time and then you’ll start dying. You’ll be dead within five hours, perhaps a few more.’


    Cadmus laughed, hollow and without mirth. ‘You’ll not catch us; once we’re across the gully and on that hill we’ll travel much faster than you ever could.’


    ‘I’m sure you will if you get across the gully; but can you do that before the dogs catch you? Unless I’m completely mistaken, you’re on foot; you won’t make it and you’ll suffer a very unpleasant last few hours.’


    Cadmus looked at his companion whose bow began to waver as if he were not sure where to aim it.


    Vespasian pressed his case, taking advantage of their uncertainty. ‘So, it’s like this: touch the boy and you’re dead, release him and one of you will live whilst the other will have a swift death.’


    The two brigands stared back up the hill frowning as if they had not heard correctly.


    ‘That’s right,’ Vespasian said, ‘my terms have just gone up; because you seem unable to come to a sensible decision one of your lives is now forfeit and that’ll be the slowest of you.’ He pointed to Pollux still straining on his leash. ‘I’ll tell you what: I’ll make things easier for you. Titus, bring our friend here.’


    Titus brought the prisoner to his father who, without hesitation, pulled his knife from his scabbard and, yanking the man’s hair back, ripped his throat open and then stood, holding him up so his companions could see as the blood poured forth. ‘He was lucky,’ Vespasian shouted, ‘because that was an easy death.’


    This was too much for the brigands who turned and fled, dropping Domitian on his arse and loosing a wild shot that buried itself in the ground ten paces in front of Vespasian.


    Magnus slipped Pollux’s leash and the hound bounded off down the hill, barking deeply and accelerating at a considerable pace as Vespasian, Sabinus and Titus reached for their horses’ reins, remounted and moved off in a single motion. Magnus hurtled after them on foot.


    One glance at the four-legged hunter behind them was enough for Cadmus and Tralles to start hauling at one another, trying to make the other fall behind. With Vespasian, Sabinus and Titus in pursuit, Pollux sped past Domitian, who was threatening all manner of high-pitched retribution to his erstwhile captors, and quickly gained on the two fleeing brigands, now just twenty paces from the gully.


    With a backhanded swing, Tralles brought his bow crashing across the bridge of Cadmus’ nose, sending him, with a terrified howl, tumbling to the ground and, within a few quickening heartbeats, right into the jaws of Pollux.


    Whether the hound had sensed, and therefore been angered by, the worry that Cadmus had caused his master and his master’s friends or whether its canine mind had set itself on some course of revenge for the harm done to its companion or whether it was just that its blood was up after the fury of another chase was uncertain; what was certain, however, was the viciousness with which Cadmus was attacked. Not even in the circus had Vespasian witnessed such a blur of claw and jaw as the brigand was bitten, torn, mauled and ripped to the accompaniment of human and bestial cries of pain and anger, respectively, that were so similar and intense as to meld perfectly until it was impossible to tell man from hound as one complemented the other in macabre harmony.


    Vespasian sped down the hill. ‘See to your brother, Titus,’ he shouted as he passed his younger son whooping and clapping at the sight of the blood and flesh flying from the two beings joined in the frenzied and savage dance of hunter and prey. ‘Call Pollux off, Magnus!’


    Magnus whistled as he ran, the notes rising and falling, but to no avail as they did not penetrate the noise emanating from the hound and its victim. It was Sabinus who got there first but, as he dismounted, Pollux briefly took his attention away from a writhing Cadmus to turn and roar a warning at him not to interfere; Sabinus did not need to be told twice nor did Vespasian, once he arrived, feeling it wise not to try to do anything whilst waiting for Magnus to get there other than watch the beast gnaw, with satisfied guttural growls, on the forearm of the screaming Cadmus as he held it over his face to protect what was left of it.


    ‘Off, Pollux! Off!’ Magnus yelled as he came panting down the hill; he tried another shrill whistle that this time seemed to penetrate the hound’s consciousness as it began to cease. ‘Get off him, you disobedient dog.’ Magnus reached down and grabbed Pollux’s collar, hauling him off the mangled Cadmus who, apart from his boots, was now as good as naked, his clothes bloody rags and his skin shredded and smeared in gore; he was, though, unbelievably, still alive and stared in horror, with his one remaining eye, at the dripping jaws of Pollux who was being reprimanded as if he were a puppy who had peed on his master’s foot.


    ‘You do as you’re told next time, you bad boy,’ Magnus scolded, smacking his dog on the muzzle causing it to whimper and hang its head, looking up at its master with sorrowful eyes.


    Sabinus looked to where Tralles was making his way swiftly up the hill and away. ‘Do you think Pollux could catch him, Magnus?’


    ‘Don’t,’ Vespasian said before Magnus could reply. ‘I gave my word that one of them would live.’


    Sabinus grunted. ‘As you wish; it was your son that was in danger.’


    Vespasian knelt down next to Cadmus and asked conversationally: ‘What were you doing on my estate, Cadmus?’


    Although obviously in great pain, Cadmus formed his ruined face into a sneer.


    Vespasian sighed, irritated; he stuck a finger into a rip in Cadmus’ cheek and pulled, tearing it open even further. ‘Do you remember what I said just now about you having a very painful last few hours? Well, there’s a taste of it. Now, I’ll ask you again: what were you doing on my estate?’


    ‘Hunting.’ Cadmus spat out the word.


    ‘An expensive and painful trip.’


    ‘As it will prove to be for you.’


    ‘I doubt it.’


    ‘Oh, but I don’t; not once the Cripple comes back to this area and hears of this. He’ll avenge me and he’s a very patient man the Cripple is; he doesn’t mind if things don’t move fast because he can’t either. So speed is never an issue for him, you see; he’ll take his time.’


    ‘Which is more than you will,’ Vespasian observed as Titus arrived with Domitian.


    Immediately the boy leapt forward, not towards his former captor but at Vespasian, landing on his back and beating him about the head and shoulders. ‘You would have let them kill me! You didn’t try to buy my life!’


    Titus pulled him off as he shouted accusations and tried to claw at his father’s face.


    Vespasian stood, turned and slapped the boy about the ears until he stopped his noise. ‘Listen, son; it was your pride that put you in the greatest danger. I could have made them believe that you were an unimportant slave despite your dress, but you just couldn’t bear it, could you? No, you just had to let them know how important you were and in doing so upped the stakes. We could have had a very neat little exchange of prisoners if you had kept your mouth shut but you just couldn’t, could you? You couldn’t see beyond the immediate present and your pride wouldn’t allow people, people who don’t even matter, to think that you were a slave. Therefore, you forced me into a position where I had to out-bluff them and that could have gone very, very wrong and you would have been the first to die, you stupid little boy. You’ve as much sense of strategy as one of Magnus’ dogs! And that’s being kind.’


    The vehemence of the diatribe shocked Domitian into silence.


    ‘I hope that one day you’ll be able to look back at this and learn from it.’ Vespasian turned back to Cadmus. ‘I’ll forego the pleasure of your lingering death because I think that you might just have been instrumental in teaching my son an important lesson.’


    ‘Very gracious of you,’ Cadmus whispered, the pain evidently now flooding through him as the shock of the attack wore off. ‘But don’t expect the Cripple to hold that into account; he’s not known for his mercy as none was ever shown to him.’


    Vespasian knelt again, drawing his knife. ‘And if I ever come across him he certainly won’t be receiving any from me.’


    ‘Let me, Father,’ Domitian demanded whilst Titus held him back.


    Vespasian turned to his younger son. ‘You will do nothing, Domitian, other than what you are told and now I’m telling you to keep silent.’ He put the knife to Cadmus’ chest and rammed it through his heart.


    The last of the scalded bone fragments were consigned to the urn atop the heap of fine ashes and Sabinus replaced the lid. Using a taper, Vespasian melted wax so that it fell around the rim of the urn, sealing it. Once the wax had solidified, Sabinus placed the urn into the opened tomb and then began a series of prayers before that too was closed and Vespasia’s passing was complete. The brothers could then walk away, their duty to their mother done.


    But Vespasian had one more thing to do in honour of his mother. ‘Hormus,’ he called to his slave standing with the rest of the household, ‘come here.’


    ‘Yes, master,’ Hormus replied, as if he was reviewing in his head incidents in which it could be said that he had been at fault that day.


    As Hormus approached, Vespasian drew a scroll and what looked like a piece of felt from the fold of his toga. ‘Hormus, you have been my slave for fourteen years now and served me faithfully.’


    Hormus’ eyes filled with tears as he and all present could guess what was about to happen.


    ‘You have passed the age of thirty and are now eligible for manumission.’ Vespasian handed Hormus the scroll that confirmed his freedom and the felt hat, the piletus, which was the physical sign of it. ‘Take these in honour of my mother and may you, in her memory, carry on serving me with the same faithfulness as a freedman as you did when a slave.’


    Hormus fell to one knee and kissed his master’s hand. ‘I shall, master, as all the gods are my witnesses, I shall.’


    Vespasian stroked Hormus’ hair and then helped him up. ‘Your first duty as a freedman is to supervise a slave to pack my things as we’re leaving for Rome.’


    ‘Yes, master; it’ll be my pleasure.’


    Vespasian pointed to the five Arab greys grazing in the paddock next to the house, his pride and joy since receiving them as a gift, five years previously. ‘And tell Pallo to have the stable slaves ready my horses for the journey.’


    ‘Indeed, master; will they be going back to the Greens’ stable?’


    Vespasian beamed at his treasures: ‘Yes, and so much the better for some time out in the country. Magnus will see to their return.’


    Hormus inclined his head and went about his tasks.


    ‘That was a surprise,’ Sabinus said as the rest of the household returned inside.


    ‘He deserved it and I thought that here and at this time was a suitable place to do it.’


    ‘Yes, here was a good place to choose,’ Sabinus said, looking around at their land. ‘I don’t know when I’ll get the chance to come back here again, what with my duties in Rome and my estate at Falacrina.’


    ‘I’ll come as often as I can to make sure that prayers are spoken over the tombs; and I’m sure that Uncle Gaius will want to come out here as soon as he can to pay his respects to his sister.’


    ‘Once justice has been seen to be done.’


    ‘Indeed, Sabinus; once justice has been seen to be done. We’ve much to do in the coming days.’
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    CHAPTER III


    ‘DEAR BOYS, I shall get over the bruising, and the cuts will heal as will the soreness from the splinters in my … well, you know where; I’ve had one of my boys try to remove them all but I think he’s missed one.’ Gaius helped himself to another consoling honeyed cake, popping half of it into his mouth, and then shifted the position of his ample posterior on the deeply cushioned wicker chair, wincing as he did so. ‘But what I’ll never get over is the humiliation of it all: left unconscious in the street with a torch …’ Gaius shook his head unable to complete the sentence. ‘As, apparently, some wag said: like a crude, lopsided model of the Pharos lighthouse protruding from its island in Alexandria.’


    Vespasian and Sabinus leant back slightly in their chairs as a blond-haired youth of outstanding beauty set down another platter of cakes on the table, fresh from the oven by the smell of them; the slave’s short tunic exposed more than was decent as he leant over.


    ‘That will be all, Ludovicus,’ Gaius said, eying the revealed flesh appreciatively before resuming his outraged expression and devouring the other half of the cake. ‘It’s all round the Senate and beyond; I’m a laughing stock. I’ve even heard people refer to me as the Pharos behind my back!’


    ‘And there was no question that it was Terpnus who did it?’ Vespasian asked once the slave had withdrawn to wait upon his master by the lamprey pond in the middle of Gaius’ courtyard garden in his house on the Quirinal Hill.


    ‘None. He was wearing a wig and had a cloth tied around his face but I recognised his voice – I’d just been listening to it for hours. Nero was wearing a curly blond wig and the theatrical mask of a slave in a comedy but he ululated, high-pitched, constantly, like some crazed Fury, if Furies can be male, which I don’t think they can. All the others had disguises of varying competence but on such a dark night they were hardly needed; it was their voices that gave them away. But it was Terpnus, may Mars rot him, who committed all the outrages done to my person, including the …’ Unable to vocalise the basest of the outrages, Gaius fortified himself with one of the freshly baked cakes and washed it down with some reviving wine. ‘But worst of all was that I was prevented from seeing my sister at the end. Did she ask after me?’


    ‘Yes, Uncle,’ Sabinus lied; Vespasia had never quite accommodated herself to her brother’s lifestyle, although she had found his status very useful.


    ‘Magnus is here with Tigran, master,’ Gaius’ steward announced from the door leading into the tablinum.


    ‘Send them through, Destrius,’ Gaius said through a mouthful of cake, sending crumbs spraying over the table.


    Destrius, a few years older than the slave boy waiting upon them and elegantly handsome rather than ravishingly beautiful, bowed and retired back through the cotton curtains that billowed, after his passing, gently in the fading sun.


    Within a few moments Magnus came through them with a man of eastern appearance: a dyed and shaped beard, trousers and an embroidered knee-length tunic with a loose belt, studded with silver discs, from which hung a curved dagger in an ivory and silver scabbard; soft calf-skin slippers and a cap of the same material, covering his ears, completed his attire. Judging by the richness of the rings on his fingers, Vespasian could see that Tigran had done well since taking over as the patronus, the leader, of the South Quirinal Crossroads Brotherhood from Magnus seven years previously.


    ‘The horses are back with the Greens,’ Magnus said straightaway to Vespasian, forgetting his manners, such was his excitement at the prospect of his favourite team competing in the Circus Maximus again for his beloved Green racing faction after a rejuvenating country break.


    ‘We’ll talk about that later,’ Vespasian said, indicating with a nod to his uncle the real reason why he had been summoned.


    ‘Oh! Yes; right you are, sir.’


    ‘Magnus! Good to see you,’ Gaius boomed, not getting up.


    ‘And you, sir,’ Magnus replied, embarrassed by his misplaced enthusiasm.


    ‘And, Tigran, thank you for coming.’


    Tigran touched the palm of his right hand to his heart. ‘I cannot ignore the summons of my patron.’ He nodded at the Flavian brothers. ‘Senator Vespasian and Prefect Sabinus.’


    ‘Sit down, gentlemen, and help yourselves to cakes.’ Gaius signalled to the slave boy. ‘Wine for my guests, Ludovicus.’


    ‘Yes, that’s how Sextus described it to me,’ Tigran said after Gaius had recounted the incident in full, not sparing his own blushes, ‘and I would dearly love to avenge your humiliation, Senator Pollo, as well as redress the insult to my brethren who were held at knifepoint and prevented from protecting you. However, the way I see it is that it would be impossible to do anything unpleasant to Terpnus without running the risk of hurting Nero.’


    ‘Then hurt Nero,’ Magnus suggested, ‘and hurt him permanently, if you take my meaning?’


    ‘It would mean certain death,’ Sabinus said. ‘Nero is very well protected. For a start he’s always with Tigellinus, Otho and a half dozen others and then there’s a unit of Vigiles following his rampage around ready to step in if anyone looks like threatening him; not to mention the Urban Cohort century that I have to have positioned close by. No, you would be killed the moment you tried to attack him.’


    ‘And even if you did murder him and escape with your life at the time,’ Gaius said, raising a forefinger in the air and waggling it, ‘although there are many who wish for that at the moment, you wouldn’t find his successor showing you any gratitude at all; remember what Claudius did to Caligula’s assassins.’


    ‘Those that were caught that is,’ Vespasian pointed out, looking meaningfully at his brother who had been the one conspirator whose part in the assassination of Caligula had been covered up and kept secret by Narcissus and Pallas in return for the Flavian brothers’ help in securing Claudius’ position.


    ‘Indeed, dear boy. But the point is that whoever benefits from Nero’s death will execute his murderers as it would not do for people to be seen to assassinate an emperor and live; that would be a very unwise precedent to set. The only person who can get away with killing an emperor is the man who succeeds him.’


    ‘I see your point,’ Magnus mumbled from behind his wine cup.


    ‘So the question is, how to get Terpnus away from Nero,’ Tigran said, running his beard between his fingers.


    ‘He very rarely leaves the Palatine except in Nero’s company,’ Sabinus informed them, ‘such is his dedication to sycophancy.’


    ‘Very commendable,’ Gaius observed without irony.


    Tigran frowned. ‘I could try an arrow shot from a distance.’


    Sabinus shook his head. ‘No; if you wounded him his companions would get him back to the Palatine, and if you killed him outright it would be very unsatisfactory; the whole point of this is to have revenge by ensuring that Terpnus never plays the lyre again but lives, so that his loss eats away at him.’


    Tigran pursed his lips, deep in thought. ‘I shall give it serious consideration, gentlemen,’ he said eventually. ‘You say, Prefect Sabinus, that you have some advance knowledge of when and where Nero’s rampages are going to take place.’


    ‘That’s correct; it’s so that I can order a century of one of the Urban Cohorts to be standing by in the area.’


    ‘Then perhaps you would be so good as to send word to me next time you hear that the Viminal is due to be targeted; especially the western part.’


    Sabinus nodded his assent.


    Tigran got to his feet. ‘My thanks for your hospitality, Senator Pollo. Senator Vespasian, Sextus and four of my brethren are waiting for you outside to help you with that bit of business that Magnus mentioned to me; I trust that they will serve you better than they did your uncle the other night.’ With a nod to Sabinus and Magnus, Tigran left the garden.


    ‘Do you think he’ll come up with an idea?’ Sabinus asked.


    Magnus grinned. ‘I’d say he’s already got one and he plans to execute it on the West Viminal Brotherhood’s territory to lessen the chance of retribution falling in his direction; but what it is I couldn’t guess. That’s the thing about Tigran, he doesn’t let on too much, not until he has to, that is. It’s what’s made him so successful, even more so than I was as patronus.’


    ‘He certainly has more rings than you. So the horses are fine?’


    ‘Yes, the faction-master said that they were in great shape and he’ll race them as soon as possible.’


    ‘Good, I’ll go and give them a turn or two around the Flammian Circus as soon as I can.’


    Gaius looked horrified. ‘You don’t race them yourself, dear boy, do you?’


    ‘Of course not, Uncle; I just enjoy driving them, in private, obviously. It’s good exercise and very invigorating.’


    ‘Let’s hope you don’t start singing as well.’


    ‘One bad habit is enough, Uncle.’ Vespasian got to his feet. ‘Come, Sabinus; Sextus and the lads are outside and if we’re going to relieve you of that inconvenience we should go now that it’s starting to get dark.’


    ‘And why should I not just strangle the treacherous bastard?’ Caratacus asked, the ruddiness of his clean-shaven, oval face accentuated by barely supressed ire. ‘He and his bitch-queen, Cartimandua, broke every law of hospitality to hand me over to you Romans.’


    ‘Us Romans, Tiberius Claudius Caratacus,’ Vespasian reminded the former Britannic chieftain. ‘Seeing as you are now a citizen and hold equestrian rank, I think you should count yourself as one of us. We don’t discriminate against race, as you know – we’ve even had consuls of Gallic descent – so, as far as I’m concerned, my friend, you are Roman, and therefore you will help me do what is best for Rome and that is to keep Venutius safe so that Paulinus has something to threaten your bitch-queen with.’


    Caratacus smiled at his former adversary as they looked down at the filth-encrusted figure of Venutius glaring up at them from inside a cage placed in the corner of Caratacus’ cellar in his house on the Aventine Hill. ‘I suppose I still get the pleasure of keeping his confinement as uncomfortable as possible.’


    ‘So long as he’s kept alive and doesn’t have any more bits missing than he already does, then you can do what you will.’


    ‘You’ll pay, traitor,’ Venutius hissed, grabbing the bars of his cage.


    ‘Me? A traitor?’ Caratacus kicked at the cage, catching one of Venutius’ hands under the sole of his sandal, cracking a couple of fingers. ‘I was resisting the invaders up until the moment that you gave me to them.’


    ‘It was nothing to do with me,’ Venutius said, grimacing as he held his broken fingers tight beneath his armpit. ‘It was all Cartimandua’s doing.’


    ‘She’s your wife, and a husband is responsible for the actions of his wife.’


    ‘She was my wife until she went to the bed of my armour-bearer, Vellocatus.’


    Caratacus sneered. ‘That’s not what I heard, Venutius. I heard she took Vellocatus into your bed, dishonouring whatever honour was left in it. But it is nothing to me what your domestic arrangements are or have been. You were the King of the Brigantes when I sought refuge there and therefore you,’ he pointed with his forefinger at his betrayer, ‘were responsible for my safety. You should have controlled your wife.’ He turned on his heel. ‘Come, Vespasian, let’s waste no more time on, what we would call in our language, a pussy-whipped weakling.’


    Vespasian followed Caratacus out and up the stone steps thinking the term appropriate for one who had allowed his wife to dominate him so. ‘There is one thing, though, my friend,’ he said as they came out into the moonlight of the stable yard behind Caratacus’ house.


    ‘No one should know?’ Caratacus questioned with a grin.


    ‘Exactly.’


    ‘That was obvious when you surprised me with him. I still get to know about most things of importance that occur in my homeland; I had heard that Venutius had rebelled against Cartimandua and that he had replaced her on the throne. And I had heard that Myrddin had encouraged him to carry on his rebellion and take it against Rome but he had been defeated by the older brother of your future son-in-law.’ Caratacus shrugged and held out his hands as they entered the house through the back door. ‘And then you turn up with him in the night; I had not even heard that he had left Britannia and yet suddenly he’s here in Rome, in a cage and guarded, not by soldiers of the Urban Cohorts, but by what I assume are your own personal militia.’


    ‘They’re members of the South Quirinal Crossroads Brotherhood who have a strong connection with my family through my uncle.’


    ‘Well, I hope they’ll see you back to the Quirinal in one piece. The streets are far from safe these days.’


    ‘I know; my uncle was attacked a few nights ago and outrageously treated.’


    ‘Take my advice, my friend, and leave now. I shall rudely not offer you refreshment of any sort so that you can get on your way. We can carry on our reminiscing about our respective parts in the invasion of my island another time; in daylight hours.’


    Vespasian grasped Caratacus’ proffered forearm and clenched it, happy not to have to refuse any hospitality as he had plans for the rest of the evening and they did not include refighting old battles. ‘Thank you, I always look forward to our talks, Caratacus. I’ll be in touch with you once I’ve been told what we should do with Venutius.’


    Caratacus looked puzzled. ‘I thought Paulinus wanted him kept in Rome.’


    ‘Yes, he does, for now; but since he’s given up the information Paulinus wanted perhaps he might be of more use elsewhere.’


    Whether or not Nero had been out on one of his rampages that night Vespasian did not know, for he passed with his escort peacefully between the Aventine and Quirinal Hills by way of the Forum Boarium and the Forum Romanum. His mind, however, was not at peace as he fretted on the truth of what Sabinus and his mother had said on the night of her death. He had not gone into assisting Paulinus with his eyes shut; he had been well aware that what he had been asked to do was indeed, as Sabinus had put it, dangerous. Nevertheless, he had acquiesced, ostensibly for the furtherance of the career of his future son-in-law; but although that had been a strong factor in his calculations, it had not been his overriding reason. That had been far more self-seeking.


    For over four years now Nero had been emperor and during that time his degeneration had been slow but palpable; however, in recent months it had been accelerating as he had made the transition from youth to man without the benefit of the restraint of the Cursus Honorum. It had not been Nero’s lot to work his way up the ladder, commanding and being commanded in differing ratios the higher one climbed. No, Nero had found himself at the top without ever having to obey an order; he had achieved absolute power but had never felt the threat of such power. He knew not what it meant. And it was because of this that the murmurings against him had grown stronger with every year that passed of his reign; conspiracy was in the air and that was to Vespasian’s advantage if his suspicions concerning the omens at his naming ceremony were correct. Therefore, if Paulinus was part of a conspiracy against Nero he was happy to aid it provided his actions could remain secret, which he felt, by giving Venutius into Caratacus’ charge, they could.


    But Sabinus was right, Vespasian accepted: what he was doing was dangerous; but what concerned him more was his mother’s observation that: for a man to know the exact course, timing and mode of his destiny would mean that his decisions would be shaped by something other than his own desires and fears; it would unbalance him and ultimately bring him down. Had his decision to act as he had done been motivated by what he thought was prophesied for him, and in which case was he guilty of trying to force it to come true and thus putting it at risk? Or had it been a decision influenced solely by the opposing forces of his genuine fears and desires? Only Mars knew the truth of it and he was unlikely to share it with him as that was always the way of the gods.


    Thus his mind whirred as he walked, unsure in his course one moment and then confident the next, as was ever so when contemplating things that are not fully understood. So it was that he came to the Quirinal but it was not to his house in Pomegranate Street that he went but, rather, to a smaller house a couple of streets away.


    ‘Thank you, Sextus,’ Vespasian said, handing the ox-like brother a couple of silver denarii, as they waited for the door to be answered, ‘buy the lads a few jugs with this.’


    Sextus’ dim eyes lit up. ‘We’ll be able to take it in turns with a whore as well as drink our fill for that; thank you, sir.’


    The image that his tip had conjured was not pleasant but Vespasian managed to keep his expression dignified as he acknowledged the profuse thanks of the other three lads before turning his back on them as the door was opened by a huge middle-aged Nubian who smiled a white-toothed greeting at him as he bowed. ‘Good evening, master; the mistress is entertaining. I will send word that you are here.’


    Vespasian acknowledged the doorkeeper with a nod and then stepped through the vestibule and on into the brightly lit atrium belonging to his mistress of many years and the true love of his life: Caenis, the former slave, secretary and surrogate daughter of the Lady Antonia and then secretary to Pallas and then Narcissus and now to Seneca. She was a woman of high intelligence, political cunning and rare beauty whom he had first glimpsed as he had entered Rome as a lad of just sixteen and who had been his lover since soon after that day; his lover and his mistress but never his wife due to the Augustan law prohibiting the union of senators and freedwomen. He sat next to the impluvium watching the water spurt from the fountain, forming droplets in the air that fell like golden gemstones glinting in the lamplight to spatter softly into the pool. How different would his life have been if not for the existence of that law; how different might his children have turned out. Then he dismissed the thought from his mind, as there was one thing of which he was certain and that was he could never regret marrying Flavia, for to do so would be to regret his children and that he could not do – not even Domitian.


    It was but a short while until a woman’s footsteps echoed through the marble columns and Vespasian drew himself out of his introspection and got to his feet. Caenis, her eyes of sapphire, her skin of cream and her lips so full and inviting, smiled at him and walked quickly into his embrace. He buried his face in her hair and inhaled the musk of her perfume.


    ‘I’m so sorry for your loss, my love,’ she whispered, ‘I’ve grieved for you and for Vespasia. To lose a mother is a sore hurt as I found out when mine was ripped from me at such an early age and then again when my mistress, Antonia, who had taken her place, took her own life.’


    He kissed her brow. ‘It’s done and she has passed. Sabinus and I have mourned her and placed her ashes in a tomb next to our father; we can do no more now other than honour her memory.’ He pulled back and looked Caenis in the eye. ‘And try to forget all the annoying traits in her character,’ he added with a grin, ‘and how she could manage to get on my nerves just with one look of disapproval.’


    Caenis laughed.


    ‘Still, at least it has simplified my life in that I won’t have my mother and my wife constantly vying with one another for my attention by pursuing petty female arguments and then coming to me for adjudication.’


    ‘What about your mistress? Where does she fit in the battle for your attention?’


    ‘First and foremost, my love, and I adjudge you to be the most beautiful and attentive.’


    ‘Not attentive enough, it would seem.’


    ‘How’s that?’


    ‘I didn’t realise that you were back in Rome and I have a couple of dinner guests.’


    ‘I know, the doorkeeper told me; but he didn’t say who.’


    ‘He wouldn’t know who as they are here incognito.’


    ‘How intriguing.’


    ‘All the more so seeing as when you arrived unexpectedly they said that they would very much like to talk to you if you would put old differences that you have with one of them behind you.’


    ‘Now you really have got my attention.’ He creased his brow quizzically. ‘Who?’


    ‘Pallas and Agrippina.’


    Vespasian made polite enquiries as to the health of the other two guests on the opposite side of the table as slave girls took his toga and sandals, washed his hands and feet and shod him in soft slippers before helping him to recline on a couch next to Caenis and then spreading a napkin before him upon the fine upholstery. All the while he was trying to work out just what it was Agrippina could want of him seeing as she had been his sworn enemy since marrying her uncle, Claudius, and becoming the most powerful woman in Rome. It had been Agrippina who had blocked his career: she had been responsible for his not getting a province to govern, as was his due once he had served as consul. It had also been her doing that his term as consul was just for the last two months of the year, which had been an insult he had been forced to bear. As to her lover, Pallas, he had been Vespasian’s greatest supporter in Claudius’ court even though he was cuckolding the Emperor by sleeping with Vespasian’s greatest enemy.


    ‘I was sorry to hear of your mother’s death,’ Pallas said, although his face, grey-bearded Greek style, showed no sign of sorrow; in fact, it showed no sign of anything as it remained, as always, impassive. ‘She was a fine, respectable woman.’


    Vespasian dried his hands on the napkin. ‘Thank you, Pallas; she thought very highly of you.’


    Agrippina, unsurprisingly, made no gesture of condolence but, rather, nibbled on a chicken thigh. Her dark eyes regarded Vespasian with a cool disinterest that he felt to be a vast improvement on the venom they used to hold when looking at him in the past.


    ‘How is life in the country, Pallas?’ Vespasian asked after the pause in the conversation had stretched almost to embarrassment.


    ‘Dull,’ Agrippina answered, surprising Vespasian, ‘and for the most part pointless.’


    ‘I’m sorry to hear that; I have always had a great fondness for my estates.’


    ‘I can tell your attachment to all things rural by the Sabine burr that affects all your vowels; it’s like talking to my swineherd – not that I ever do, naturally.’


    Vespasian let the insult wash over him, helping himself to a portion of the chicken.


    Pallas put a hand on Agrippina’s arm. ‘That is not, my dear, how to go about enlisting someone’s help.’


    That Agrippina should wish to seek his help came as a mild shock to Vespasian; he glanced at Caenis who inclined her head a fraction to signal that she knew and approved of what was to be asked of him.


    He took a sip of wine and swilled it around his mouth leisurely; swallowing, he dabbed his lips with the napkin, taking his time, before looking up at Agrippina. ‘Why should you think that I would wish to help you and why would you, of all people, wish to seek my help?’


    Agrippina’s cold eyes lingered on him and her nose twitched in distaste. ‘Because, sadly, it would seem that only you are in a position to help us.’


    ‘If that were so it would make me doubly determined to refuse your request; you who’s done all you can to block my career.’ Vespasian let his hatred show upon his face. ‘You, who had the governorship of Africa taken away from me. You, who arranged it that I should have the least prestigious consulship imaginable, and what had I done to deserve that? Offered Messalina a sword so that she could take her own life when I accompanied Burrus and his execution party to where she was hiding in the Gardens of Lucullus; what was wrong with that?’


    ‘It showed sympathy to her; Burrus confirmed that to me later.’


    ‘Burrus was lying to ingratiate himself with you; but I suppose that seemed to work seeing as it was you who got him appointed as the prefect of the Praetorian Guard. But I would no more have shown sympathy to that Fury than I would for the one who replaced her – you. I offered her the sword so that she could finally be in the same situation in which she had placed so many other people, and I enjoyed watching her cowardice at the end and the disbelief on her face when Burrus ran her through. It had nothing to do with feeling pity for her and it certainly did not mean that I would rather not have you as empress, which was the insinuation that I’m told you read into it.’ He glanced at Pallas who had furnished him with that information; the Greek was still expressionless. ‘What difference does it make to me which Fury is in the Emperor’s bed, when she has the time in her busy sexual schedule, that is?’


    This was too much for Agrippina; she threw the chicken thigh at him, hitting him on the forehead. ‘How dare you speak to me like that, you country-upstart!’


    ‘I’ll speak to you however I like seeing as you’re the one asking me for the favour.’


    ‘You Sabine mule-herder! My family was—’


    ‘I don’t believe that this is getting us anywhere,’ Pallas interjected, putting a calming hand onto Agrippina’s arm. ‘We came here to ask Caenis to intercede with you, Vespasian, on our behalf and then, when you turned up unexpectedly, we thought that we would speak to you directly; I apologise if that seems to have been an unwise decision.’ His grip tightened on Agrippina as he restrained her. ‘I can understand your reluctance to help us, especially in the light of that display. However, I would appeal to you, Vespasian, to grant us this favour for my sake, considering everything that I’ve ever done for you and your brother to help your careers.’


    ‘Like sending me off to Armenia on a mission that ended up with me in a cell for two whole years of my life? Or almost getting Sabinus and me killed by hairy-arsed barbarians in Germania Magna? I don’t call that being helpful.’


    ‘I got your brother his position as prefect of Rome; surely that’s a favour worth repayment?’


    Vespasian hid his surprise but his curiosity was piqued; he and Sabinus had been unable to ascertain the identity of his brother’s benefactor. It had not occurred to them that it would be the marginalised Pallas. ‘I don’t believe you.’


    The corner of Pallas’ mouth twitched up into the closest he ever came to smiling. ‘Just because I’m banished from Rome doesn’t mean that I’ve lost all my influence; don’t forget, my twelve years as secretary to the Treasury and after that as chief secretary left me a very wealthy man. With more than three hundred million sesterces to my name I’m probably the wealthiest person after the Emperor, certainly wealthier than Seneca, which is a fact that I exploit often, seeing as he will do anything for money. I bought Sabinus’ position for ten million sesterces, which I considered to be a bargain.’


    ‘Ten million!’ Vespasian could not conceal his confusion. ‘Why did you do that?’


    ‘For precisely a situation such as this. The position was coming vacant and no one else was prepared to pay the amount that I offered Seneca, as well as forwarding a sound political argument as to why Sabinus should get the position.’


    ‘Which was?’


    ‘That he had done very well in Moesia and Thracia, perhaps too well, and it would be better if he were brought back to Rome and honoured with a position that would keep him in the city where the depth of his ambition could be monitored. The negative arguments always work better than the positive when dealing with people anxious to hang onto power.’


    ‘As you should know only too well, Pallas.’


    Pallas surprised Vespasian by breaking into a genuine half-smile, something he had rarely seen before. ‘Indeed; and Seneca quite understood the argument, just as he understood the ten million. So he added the money to his ever-growing fortune and took the argument to Nero; Sabinus was recalled from his province and made prefect of Rome.’


    ‘Very neat; but to what end?’


    ‘To this very end: we need your help and your family owes me a favour.’


    ‘Sabinus owes you the favour, not me.’


    ‘But you are better placed to deliver what we need.’


    ‘In what way?’


    ‘You know Cogidubnus, the King of the Regni and the Atrobates, very well from your time in Britannia.’


    Vespasian took a moment to register the Britannic client king whom he had not seen, and had barely thought about, in more than ten years. The man he had defeated on the Island of Vectis off the south coast of Britannia and who had subsequently become his ally and friend. The man to whom he owed his life. The man who had helped him to rescue Sabinus from the druids. ‘But my brother also knows him.’


    ‘He does indeed, but as prefect, Sabinus cannot go more than a hundred miles from Rome without the Emperor’s permission.’


    Vespasian began to have a nasty suspicion that Pallas was once again going to coerce him into doing something against his will. ‘Whatever it is I’m not interested, Pallas.’


    ‘What we want,’ Agrippina said, taking absolutely no notice of Vespasian’s remark, ‘is for you to go back to Britannia and speak to Cogidubnus on our behalf.’


    ‘Why?’


    ‘Shortly after I married Claudius, Pallas and I made some investments in the new province; large investments in estates and mines. Their value was low at the time but with good estate managers and mine supervisors we’ve made them very profitable and they must have tripled in value. We only bought in the Regni and Atrobates’ lands as those tribes were very pro-Roman and Cogidubnus was friendly.’


    ‘And he needed the money,’ Pallas added, ‘in order to start a programme of building works in our style, including his new palace.’


    Vespasian could well imagine the proud Britannic King wanting to build a Roman-style residence that he felt was fitting for the monarch of the united tribes. ‘So what would you have me do, in the unlikely event that I would agree to do your bidding?’ The question was levelled at Pallas as he certainly was not going to do Agrippina’s bidding.


    ‘We want you to use your friendship with Cogidubnus to persuade him to buy our investments back.’


    ‘At the current market value,’ Agrippina insisted.


    Vespasian looked at her for a moment in disbelief before breaking out into laughter. ‘You want me to travel all the way to Britannia to try to persuade an old friend, whom I haven’t seen for years, to buy back the property he sold you for three times the amount you paid him? Is that what you’re asking?’


    ‘Of course,’ Agrippina snapped. ‘He should be honoured doing business with the mother of the Emperor.’


    Vespasian ignored Agrippina’s arrogance and looked, instead, at Caenis. ‘Were you really going to come and put this daft proposition to me?’


    Caenis smiled and stroked his arm so that the hairs rose. ‘Of course, my love.’


    ‘Whatever for? You must have known I would reject it out of hand.’


    ‘For a start they’ve paid me very handsomely to do so.’


    ‘How much?’


    ‘My love, does everything have to come down to money? No, this payment was in a far more valuable currency: information.’ She patted a cylindrical, leather scroll-holder next to her.


    ‘Just because you’ve been paid to present this proposition to me doesn’t mean I’ll accept it – or even listen.’


    ‘If you don’t listen you won’t hear the really interesting part.’


    Vespasian turned back to Pallas. ‘So what’s the really interesting part?’


    ‘Ah, I was coming to that.’ Pallas paused for effect, taking a sip from his cup and swilling it around his mouth in the manner that Vespasian had done earlier. ‘In going you will repay the favour I did Sabinus and that is all very well; but even if you did agree to go I can see by your laughter that your heart would not be in it because you don’t think that there is any chance of success.’


    ‘Who’s ever going to buy back something for three times the amount he was paid for it?’


    ‘We will take double.’


    ‘Three times!’ Agrippina almost shrieked.


    ‘Double, my dear,’ Pallas countered, ‘and we would still have done well on the deal. Cogidubnus will see that the property is worth more than that so he would be more likely to agree to the deal.’


    Agrippina seethed quietly to herself, her eyes boring into Vespasian.


    ‘Although, of course your opening offer will be three times,’ Pallas continued, ‘but if you get double then the really lucrative part from your point of view will be your reward.’


    Vespasian was now becoming interested. ‘Which is?’


    ‘Seneca’s greed is such that if I can purchase Sabinus’ position as prefect of Rome then it would be easy for me to get him to make you governor of Africa.’ He looked at Vespasian with his eyebrows raised questioningly.


    Vespasian’s heart jumped; and then he cursed Pallas inwardly for always knowing what strings to pull to manipulate him as if he were a puppet. ‘Africa?’


    Pallas inclined his head. ‘The very province that was taken away from you.’


    ‘What if Seneca doesn’t agree?’


    ‘For another five million sesterces, which is a fifth of the profit that we’ll make on the deal should we only double our money, Seneca will do anything. You can’t go until the sea-lanes open again next year, so if you’re interested come down to Agrippina’s estate at Bauli on the Bay of Neapolis after the ides of March and we will give you the deeds to all the properties. Then you can take a ship from Misenum to Forum Julii on the south coast of Gaul as soon as the equinox has passed and the sea routes open.’


    Vespasian was shaking his head, unable to believe what he was just about to say. ‘All right, Pallas, I’ll do it. But one question: why are you both so desperate to sell?’


    The Greek stroked his full beard. ‘I would have thought that was very obvious: the Emperor’s spending is becoming more and more profligate at the same time as the demands of keeping the province subdued are becoming increasingly unaffordable. Put the two things together and what is the obvious conclusion?’


    It was not what Vespasian wished for; quite the reverse, in fact. ‘But we can’t withdraw from Britannia; it would destabilise the whole Empire.’


    ‘Not if we turned it into three client kingdoms with Cogidubnus the king of the southern one, Cartimandua the queen in the north, and Prasutagus of the Iceni, king in the east. Then we could save face by claiming that our mission had been a success and that all the kingdoms nearest the Empire were now our clients, trade had been established and so there was no more need to spill Roman or Britannic blood. That’s what I would do and I don’t think it’ll be long before Nero realises the same thing: it’s time to leave Britannia.’

  


  
    CHAPTER IV


    NERO’S EXPRESSION WAS one of ill-concealed lust as he looked Poppaea Sabina up and down.


    Otho, next to her, laughed uneasily, the hollowness of it echoed around the cavernous atrium of the imperial palace on the Palatine. ‘What did I say, Princeps?’ Otho asked. ‘Is she not a rare beauty?’


    Nero was too distracted to answer.


    Acte, who had accompanied the Emperor into the room, stood behind Nero, ignored and seething.


    Rather than blush demurely and keep her eyes to the floor, Poppaea Sabina held herself erect, thrusting out her breasts and looking Nero in the eye, her lips, parted and loosely pouted, moist and inviting.


    She was, Vespasian thought as he watched the meeting with two score or so other senators who had been summoned to judge between the woman and the voice, indeed a beauty, despite her face being dominated by a strong, straight nose. Her skin was almost milk-white, as if it had never once been exposed to the sun; and it was said – according to Gaius, next to him, whispering in his ear – that she bathed in milk every day to preserve its hue. Black hair ringletted and then pinned atop her head in three ascending crowns contrasted dramatically with her alabaster tones. But it was her eyes that captivated: dark almonds at once innocent and yet full of carnal knowledge, they were an open invitation to both protect and ravage and freely admitted that nothing was too base and nothing too depraved for Poppaea Sabina. She was, in short, designed for pleasure: a sensual vessel to be steered to the port of any of one’s desires, however remote, however hard to gain. All those watching the meeting could see her for what she was and they also knew that she had ensnared the Emperor with just one quiver of her lower lip.


    Nero tentatively held out a hand and brushed the backs of his fingers along a smooth cheek; the sensuous sigh that issued from Poppaea was audible to all, and none in the room – with the obvious exceptions of Gaius and Acte – could be unmoved by it; many hearts raced and many scrotums tightened.


    Nero finally managed to tear his eyes away from the overt promise of unrestrained passion before him and looked at his long-time friend, Otho. ‘Now you will judge.’ He gestured to Terpnus to approach with his lyre.


    Vespasian and his fellow senators braced themselves for the shocking sight of the first man in Rome behaving like a slave or freedman.


    A chord was plucked; its sound melodic. A note, in some way related, rumbled in Nero’s throat and he launched into a ballad of love that none had ever heard before – or, at least, if they had it was not recognisable.


    For how long Vespasian stood and endured he could not tell; all he was aware of was the most excruciating embarrassment of all the witnesses to this bizarre behaviour. Only Poppaea and Otho seemed unaffected: she, appearing to fellate Nero mentally with the wanton poise of her lips and slight movement of her head and he, staring at the Emperor as if enraptured by the feeble series of seemingly random notes that passed his lips. Terpnus plucked away, beaming at his pupil with the pride of a grammaticus watching his favourite pupil reciting a long passage of Homer in Greek, whilst Acte endeavoured to attract Nero’s attention by flaunting her genitalia, clearly visible through the sheer material that passed for clothing, in his eye-line.


    But her endeavour was to no avail as Nero’s gaze was fixed on Poppaea’s lips and there was no doubt in anyone’s mind, as the ode scraped on, what they would be doing before the day was out.


    Eventually the ordeal came to a close as the last note expired with a weak growl and Nero looked to his audience who immediately broke out into rapturous applause, some even managing to squeeze out a tear or two, although perhaps they had been aided by the eye-watering ineptitude of the performance. Nero, though, was weeping for joy and taking Terpnus to the imperial bosom and bestowing kisses upon his mentor as he too was overcome with the emotion of it all.


    The celebrations went on for an age as none wished to be the first to stop applauding and Nero showed no sign of feeling that he had been lauded enough. He wept and he hugged and he made shows of modesty and surprise and gratitude, each with what seemed to be a well-rehearsed pose until eventually he could refuse no more and, signalling for silence, repeated his triumph.


    This time many in the audience copied their Emperor and wept freely as his performance rumbled on whilst the rest stood with expressions of delight or gratitude firmly etched on their faces to cover their disbelief at the depth of Nero’s delusion. There was even less to recommend the ballad on a second hearing than there was when it was fresh to their ears; the tune was monotonous and the couplets rarely rhymed or scanned correctly. And it was on the second hearing that Vespasian realised what they were listening to. ‘It’s his own composition, Uncle,’ he whispered to Gaius.


    ‘Dear gods, you’re right,’ Gaius muttered through the clenched teeth of his fixed grin, his lips barely moving. ‘Let’s hope we’re the only ones to notice.’


    On Nero forged, his voice weakening and growing huskier with each verse, Poppaea’s bosom heaving next to him as she stared into his face with undisguised animal desire, her thumb toying with the tip of her tongue whilst her spouse continued to regard the Emperor in wonderment.


    As the final verse was laid to rest and Terpnus melodramatically plucked the last chord, Gaius stepped forward. ‘A composition of your own making, Princeps,’ he shouted just as the applause began. ‘Inspirational! We are blessed that you have shared it with us.’


    There was a pause in the applause as the rest of the audience realised that this was the reality of the affair: Nero had indeed written the ballad, which perfectly explained the direness of its quality. They began to shout out their admiration for his talent and ask why he had kept it from them for so long; but they were too late. Nero, beaming with joy, walked up to Gaius and took him by the shoulders; for a few moments he stared at Gaius as if he were the rarest and most beautiful gem.


    ‘The Pharos is right,’ Nero declared, ‘it was indeed my own composition.’


    ‘A work of genius, Princeps,’ Gaius affirmed, ignoring the use of what he hoped was not becoming his nickname.


    ‘We were overwhelmed,’ Vespasian put in, ‘when we realised that it was so.’


    ‘And you, Vespasian,’ Nero said, turning to him, ‘you too recognised it as being my own work?’


    ‘It was unmistakeable, Princeps,’ Vespasian replied, truthfully.


    ‘And my voice?’


    ‘Beyond description, Princeps; in a category of its own.’


    ‘You have both earned my gratitude.’ Nero turned to Otho as senators congratulated Vespasian and Gaius through gritted teeth at their audacious sycophancy, wishing that they had had the sense to see the ballad for what it was. ‘So, Otho, now has come the moment when you must judge: Poppaea’s beauty or my voice; which of the two do you deem the most beautiful?’


    Otho had no doubt. ‘Your voice, Princeps; your voice every time. How can mere womanhood compare with a voice lubricated with ambrosia?’


    Poppaea held the same view. ‘My beauty is nothing in comparison to the voice of a living god, Princeps.’ She ran the tip of her tongue lightly along her upper lip and looked at Nero with smouldering, half-closed eyes in a vain attempt to prove the fact that her looks were as nought compared to Nero’s voice and were unable to move anyone in such a degree.


    This, however, was more than Nero could bear. ‘Otho, you said that you would ravage the winner, so, therefore, I declare it a draw.’ He took both Poppaea and Otho by the arm and led them, with undignified haste, towards his private chambers whence, Vespasian assumed, they would not emerge for some time.


    With a howl of rage, Acte stamped her foot, tearing at her elaborate coiffure and throwing hairpins after the retreating trio. No one took the slightest notice of her as her time was now over.


    ‘That was, how should I put it, a flagrant, yes, flagrant is the perfect word, a flagrant piece of sycophancy that has probably done you both a great deal of good.’


    Vespasian turned in the direction of the voice. ‘Thank you, Seneca. I’m surprised that you didn’t think of it first.’


    Seneca’s flabby features took on a conspiratorial aspect and he placed an arm around Vespasian’s and Gaius’ shoulders. ‘It wouldn’t have worked for me seeing as I was already privy to the secret, having sat through the whole thing four times yesterday and failed to find a way of persuading the Emperor to keep his genius to himself. Let us hope for dignity’s sake that this is the most public stage on which he ever decides to perform.’


    Vespasian declined to offer an opinion on the subject.


    ‘Yes, you are unfortunately right,’ Seneca said, reading Vespasian’s silence correctly. ‘The question is: how do we limit the damage that this will cause to the, what’s the best word in this case, decorum, yes, that will do nicely, the decorum of the Principate?’ Seneca paused but did not seem to be expecting an answer. ‘One thing I will suggest is that your flagrant sycophancy has made it much more likely that Nero will pluck up the courage to perform in public sooner than he would have done had you stayed quiet.’


    ‘Had we stayed quiet, Seneca,’ Vespasian replied, ‘then some other sycophant would have done the very same thing. We just took advantage of the situation because, as it may have escaped your notice, neither of us seems to be in the greatest of favour with the Emperor at the moment.’


    ‘Which is exactly why I have taken you aside.’ Seneca beamed in an avuncular manner at each of them. ‘I have a little proposal that will help your standing in Nero’s eyes; a mission that, now he has bestowed his favour upon you, he will be only too pleased to see you perform. Who knows, but it may even get your son Titus that posting as a military tribune that you both so wish for.’


    Vespasian remained non-committal. ‘Oh yes?’


    ‘Yes, and with a chance to see real action on the Rhenus in Germania Inferior; interested?’


    ‘Obviously.’


    ‘Good. I want you to organise a meeting; no, that isn’t the correct word. A reconciliation, yes, I want you to organise a reconciliation; and when I say “I”, I mean “we”.’


    ‘“We” being you and Burrus?’


    ‘Oh, no, no, no. “We” being the Emperor and me, or, rather, the Emperor.’


    ‘With whom does he wish to be reconciled?’


    Seneca looked at Vespasian as if he were an idiot of the highest standing. ‘His mother, of course. He feels that it’s high time that he and Agrippina sorted out the differences between them, permanently.’


    ‘Very admirable. I wonder what she would have made of his performance just now?’


    Seneca winced at the memory of Nero’s antics. ‘I’m hoping that if a reconciliation can be reached then Burrus and I will have an ally in Agrippina to prevent that sort of thing getting out of hand.’


    ‘I’d say it was out of hand already,’ Gaius remarked, seeming to forget that he had praised and encouraged the Emperor in a self-seeking, sycophantic frenzy. ‘As are his attacks on respectable citizens; what are you going to do about them?’


    ‘As pharos I can see, there’s nothing I can do.’


    Gaius’ jowls wobbled with indignation at the pun.


    Vespasian had to restrain himself from chuckling. ‘So what do you want me to do, Seneca?’


    ‘I would like you to act as the intermediary between Nero and Agrippina.’ He paused and looked at Vespasian with his eyebrows raised meaningfully. ‘Seeing as you’re invited down to her estate at Bauli after the ides of March next year.’


    ‘You’re invited down to that Fury’s nest?’ Gaius spurted, his previous indignation quickly forgotten. ‘And you’ve agreed to go?’


    ‘I’ll explain later, Uncle; I haven’t had time to tell you because it only happened last night.’ He returned Seneca’s meaningful look. ‘Well?’


    Seneca shrugged as if his knowledge of a secret meeting so soon after it was arranged were nothing out of the ordinary. ‘I keep abreast of such matters.’


    ‘But only Agrippina, Pallas, Caenis and I were present when the arrangement was …’ He paused for a moment’s reflection; his stomach churned as he felt the full force of betrayal. Neither Agrippina nor Pallas would ever share their plans with Seneca. ‘Of course. Caenis is now your secretary.’


    Seneca smiled, neither confirming nor denying Vespasian’s supposition. ‘The Emperor was speaking to me only yesterday about looking for a suitable way of conveying the invitation to Agrippina in a manner that she would not find suspicious and it occurred to me, as I watched Nero fall for your flattery, that you were the perfect man for the job seeing as you are already invited to Agrippina’s estate in just under four months’ time, by which point the Emperor would have had as long as he needs to make the preparations. Although, I have to say that I think that Pallas and Agrippina are acting a little too precipitously – yes, that’s the perfect word in this case – they are acting precipitously in trying to sell their property in Britannia back to Cogidubnus; there’s still a lot of money to be made in that province yet. Wouldn’t you agree?’


    Vespasian was too mentally winded to answer; the thought of Caenis’ possible betrayal was all consuming.


    Seneca pressed on regardless. ‘The invitation will be for Agrippina to come to a dinner of reconciliation with Nero at his seaside villa at Baiae, just along the coast from hers. He wants to treat her with all the courtesy and consideration with which a son should. In fact, he even plans to send his own ship for her equipped with every luxury to make her journey as pleasant and convenient as possible. The ship will, obviously, be at her disposal to take her home again at the end of the dinner. So will you do it?’


    Vespasian had barely heard a word that Seneca had said, so strong was the image of his lover whispering his secrets in Seneca’s ear.


    ‘Will you do it?’ Seneca repeated.


    ‘Dear boy,’ Gaius said, ‘you’re being asked a question.’


    Vespasian frowned. ‘What was that, Uncle?’


    ‘Seneca is giving you a way to ingratiate yourself with the Emperor and his mother, albeit some time hence; will you do it?’


    Unfocused, his eyes gazed around the room before alighting on Seneca. ‘Yes, I’ll do it; of course I will. I’ve spent my life doing things I don’t want to for other people, why should this be any different?’


    Seneca smiled benignly and patted Vespasian on the arm. ‘At the moment the Emperor plans to travel down to Baiae on the ides of March and arrive three days later. The dinner will be the evening after. I will have his invitation to Agrippina drawn up once his plans are confirmed nearer the time and delivered to you before you leave. Caenis will, no doubt, be drafting it: I’ll have her bring it to you.’


    ‘No you won’t! Not if you don’t want the invitation ripped up and thrown back in her face. I’ll send my freedman, Hormus, to pick it up from her.’


    ‘As you wish.’ Seneca turned and walked away leaving Vespasian feeling sick.


    ‘Dear boy—’


    ‘Not a word, Uncle; not one fucking word,’ Vespasian snarled as he stormed off.


    ‘All I’m saying is that you have no proof that isn’t circumstantial,’ Magnus said as a burly, pale-skinned Britannic masseur kneaded his left shoulder.


    Vespasian grunted and squeezed his eyes shut as his deep massage almost crossed the boundary between pleasure and pain; he was finding it hard to relax beneath the expert hands of his masseur. ‘Who else could it have been?’


    ‘What if Seneca has a spy in Caenis’ household?’


    ‘How could she fail to find out about that given as she’s his personal secretary?’


    Magnus let out a low, vibrating growl of contentment, like an oversized-cat’s purr, as his masseur began pummelling up and down the length of his spine with the edges of both hands. The growl continued for the length of the procedure and a touch beyond. ‘At least give her the chance to defend herself. Ow!’ He looked back at the Briton. ‘Easy with the use of the knuckles, you pale bog-dweller, you haven’t got any fog to hide in here if you piss me off.’ With a grunt of satisfaction as the slave eased off the pressure, he settled back on the leather upholstered couch. All around them male citizens of Rome of all classes enjoyed having their muscles toned in the high-domed room at the centre of the baths of Agrippa on the Campus Martius; their shouts, curses, growls and chat echoed off the marble and tiles of the walls, floor and dome of the huge chamber, providing an aural backdrop of such a blur that it melded with the consciousness to become almost unnoticeable. ‘I mean: what if she really didn’t have anything to do with it? What then? When the truth of the matter all came out you would look very stupid, so stupid that she might never want to talk to you again, if you take my meaning?’


    Vespasian did but it did not sway him. ‘Do you really consider it’s possible that either Agrippina or Pallas would let on to Seneca that I was coming down to Bauli, next March, to pick up some land deeds in order to take them to Britannia and sell them back to Cogidubnus, not even a day since the arrangement was made? Bollocks.’


    ‘Why don’t you take the horses for a spin around the track because your head evidently needs clearing?’


    ‘My head’s perfectly clear.’


    ‘Well, have it your way; but if it were me then I would do a bit of sniffing around first before I decided, on the basis not of solid proof but of being unable to see any other possibility, that the woman who I’ve loved for most of my life has betrayed, to one of the most unscrupulous men in Rome, information about me that he could have got in half a dozen other ways.’ To emphasise his point, Magnus turned his face away from Vespasian and concentrated on grunting with pleasure at the efforts of his now-forgiven masseur.


    Vespasian kept his eyes shut and prayed to Mars that his friend was right; however, it seemed such a far-fetched possibility that after a few moments contemplating it he could no longer countenance the idea.


    It had to be Caenis.


    Miserably he turned and, beating away his masseur with a backhanded slap to his chest, gathered his towel and went to find solace in the heat of the caldarium.


    It was with his head in his hands and a slave wafting the heat down upon him with a wet towel that Sabinus found Vespasian in the hot-room half an hour later. He stood, looking down at his brother, and tutted. ‘Magnus told me that you were here and he warned me about your condition but he evidently played it down. That really is a despicable display of self-pity, if I might say so.’


    ‘Piss off, Sabinus.’


    ‘If you really want me to, I will and leave you to wallow in your unfounded misery.’ Sabinus laid a towel down next to Vespasian on the marble bench and sat. He signalled to the slave to pour oil over him and rub it in. ‘So, tell me,’ he said once the task was complete and he was at leisure to enjoy the heat.


    And Vespasian did. He told Sabinus of his surprise conversation with Pallas and Agrippina at Caenis’ house, and then his meeting with Seneca.


    When Vespasian had finished, the brothers sat quietly for a while as people came and went around them, gossiping, conversing, arguing or in silence.


    ‘So Pallas is my secret sponsor, I didn’t see that; but it makes sense in that it keeps him actively involved and he can exploit Seneca’s greed and he knows that we are the closest things he has to friends now that he’s so out of favour, in that he saved my life.’


    ‘I saved your life.’


    ‘True, but he was the one who persuaded Narcissus not to have me executed before you had the chance to do your bit. But that’s not what interests me; no, it’s not his reasons for paying Seneca a vast amount of money to get me a very lucrative and powerful position and seeming to gain nothing from it himself other than a mediocre favour from you that is really not worth one million, let alone ten. I just assume that he’s playing a long game and trying to get as many people indebted to him as possible to help protect him when Nero finally tries to take his fortune – which he will. What is really interesting is who told Seneca that you were going to Bauli?’


    ‘Caenis, of course!’


    ‘If you don’t have anything sensible to say then I suggest you be quiet and let me think, seeing as you’re obviously incapable of that function at the moment.’


    Vespasian shrugged and the brothers lapsed back into silence as Sabinus took a strigil and began to scrape the oil, sweat and dirt from his arms and legs.


    ‘There’s something not quite right here,’ Sabinus observed after a while.


    ‘Nothing’s quite right.’


    ‘Oh, do be quiet; I’m not talking about your suspicions about Caenis, which, had you paid any attention to what she has done for you in the last thirty and more years, you would realise are completely unfounded. No, I’m talking about Nero wanting to be reconciled with his mother when all she wants is to share his power. She’d try to usurp it if she weren’t a woman.’


    Vespasian raised his head from his hands and looked with scorn at his brother. ‘She is a woman so that’s a stupid thing to say.’


    ‘No it isn’t. She wanted him to become emperor solely so that she would get power, and since he’s denied it to her she has done nothing but insult him to the extent that she openly takes antidotes claiming that the offspring of her womb is trying to kill her. And, so the gossip goes, she has been right to do so on two or three occasions; not to mention her bedroom ceiling collapsing in mysterious circumstances last year when she was staying at the palace.’


    This cheered Vespasian; his face brightened. ‘Adding matricide to fratricide and multiple-incest with your mother and stepbrother; Nero really is deteriorating, even by Julio-Claudian standards.’


    ‘Yes; but think: if he succeeds in killing her he just gets rid of a disapproving nuisance; ultimately she can do him no real harm.’


    Vespasian smiled in slow understanding. ‘But who really gains from Nero’s crime of matricide?’


    ‘Exactly, brother; feeling better?’


    ‘Much better all of a sudden. There are two obvious people who would appreciate Nero’s successful attempt at matricide. Pallas because he’s tied to Agrippina, and if she were to disappear then he would have a better chance at re-ingratiating himself with the Emperor and regaining some power without Nero always being reminded of his hated mother.’


    ‘And Seneca?’


    ‘Because all her very considerable wealth would go to Nero and therefore it would keep Seneca’s growing fortune safe from him for at least a year or two; it’ll buy him more time to make further investments in far-off provinces like Britannia, keeping his money well away from Rome and Nero’s clutches.’ Vespasian paused and shook his head, looking incredulously at his brother. ‘This isn’t about getting money out of Britannia; this is about collusion to matricide. Pallas admitted to me that he’s in contact with Seneca when he said he had bought your position from him personally. So Pallas and Seneca could have planned this together, both understanding that it would be for mutual benefit and neither of them being able to organise it on his own. Seneca knows of Nero’s plan to kill his mother and wants it to succeed without being seen to have helped. Pallas needed to find a way of sending his lover to her death at the hands of her son without her suspecting a thing.’


    Pausing again, Vespasian contemplated the refined thinking that had gone into the two former rivals’ plan. ‘It’s beautiful and so completely deniable at every stage should anything go wrong. Pallas uses his knowledge as the former secretary to the Treasury to persuade Agrippina that they need to pull their money out of Britannia, which is very feasible given Nero’s profligacy. He then persuades her that I am the only man who could convince Cogidubnus – again, feasible – and then makes an arrangement for me to travel to Bauli conveniently nearly four months hence so that Nero has had the time to make all his preparations, whatever they are. At Bauli I pick up the property deeds before sailing from Misenum but it so happens that the Emperor, who would have had to give me permission as a senator to travel to Britannia, upon realising that I’m going to see his estranged mother on the way decides to use me as the bearer of his invitation for that same evening as if upon a whim; the most natural thing in the world to do as if it were an impulsive invitation rather than something that has been planned so far in advance. Agrippina is far more likely to trust an impulse rather than a long-standing invitation when there has been time to plot.’


    Sabinus slapped his brother on the back. ‘You see? It must have been Pallas who told Seneca that you would be coming. In fact, it was probably the other way around: Seneca told Pallas when he wanted him to have you down at Bauli so that whatever Nero’s planning is ready. Seneca didn’t give you this errand as a favour because you pleased Nero with your flattery, he just used that to make it seem even more spur of the moment, less like a set-up; you had been chosen for the job some time ago by both he and Pallas together. Who better than the person trusted with doing Agrippina’s business in Britannia bearing the invitation from her son for a grand and seemingly impulsive reconciliation? Why would you be part of a plot against her and your former patron, Pallas, if you had been promised a governorship if you succeeded in his mission for them? You had to have the Emperor’s permission to travel so it would be no secret to Nero that you are sailing from Misenum, so he just used you as a convenient way of sending his invitation. It’s perfect, completely innocent.’


    ‘But how will he do it?’


    ‘What? Kill her? It’ll seem to be an accident so that Nero can dodge the stigma of matricide. It’ll happen after a very happy family dinner at which there will be many witnesses as to the joyful reunion of mother and son who have never been seen to be so happy in each other’s company. Then, tragically, on that night of all nights, a terrible accident, months in the making, occurs to sunder them for ever.’


    Vespasian gave a few slow nods. ‘Nero will be sending a ship for her that will take her home afterwards.’


    ‘A ship is full of dangers. And I would be willing to wager that once Pallas receives news of his unfortunate lover’s death, he will cancel your trip to Britannia as being unnecessary until her estate is sorted out. All that wanting to sell property back to Cogidubnus and giving you the deeds at Bauli is nothing more than a plausible ruse to get you down there knowing that you wouldn’t accept an invitation from Agrippina.’


    Relief surged through Vespasian with the same intensity as despair had only a few short hours earlier; relief that the darkness that had entered his world when Caenis had seemed to leave it was gone. ‘How could I have ever suspected her?’


    ‘Because Pallas and Seneca made you; they didn’t give a fuck about your feelings or hers even though she has served them both loyally – well, almost loyally.’


    ‘Conniving cunts! I’ll have them.’


    ‘One day perhaps, but not in the near future.’


    ‘You’re right; but in the meantime it’s to my advantage to make sure that their scheme works and that Agrippina ends up at the bottom of the Bay of Neapolis. But perhaps not as cleanly as Nero might have hoped; it would be awful if he ended up getting sympathy from the mob for killing his own mother.’


    ‘Indeed, and to do that properly you have to play your part well; and to play your part well you have to make them believe that you suspect nothing.’


    ‘Of course.’


    ‘Which means you must revert to the disgusting state of self-pity that I found you in. You have to seem to Seneca’s and Pallas’ spies that you are distraught by what you see as Caenis’ betrayal; the betrayal that they made you believe was true. But more than that, you have to make Caenis believe that you think that she’s betrayed you.’


    Vespasian swallowed as he realised the truth of what his brother had just said and then his stomach lurched as he understood what the reality of it would be: when he next saw the woman he loved he would have to shun her and continue to do so for over three months.
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