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OVERVIEW



Many readers will be unfamiliar with Hannibal’s struggle against Rome and the Punic wars in general. To set the scene: in the early third century BC, Carthage was a powerful city-state in modern-day Tunisia, and Rome was not an empire, but a Republic. It controlled much of Italy, but not all, and had no foreign territories.


The first Punic war did not involve Hannibal, and lasted a staggering twenty-three years, from 264 to 241 BC. Describing the conflict is beyond the remit of this book, but a few details are pertinent. The war centred on Sicily and in the waters around the island, and by the end of the war, Rome unexpectedly emerged victorious.


Soon after the Carthaginians’ defeat, Hamilcar Barca, a general who had fought in Sicily, relocated to Spain with his young son Hannibal. He carved out a vast personal kingdom in the years following, backed by an army which was loyal to him, not Carthage. This disparate force evolved into the host led by Hannibal to Italy.


The second Punic war ‘officially’ began in 218 BC. At the head of up to one hundred thousand men, Hannibal marched from Spain into France. A chance encounter with Roman forces saw him take the fateful decision of entering Italy via the Alps rather than the easier coastal route. Savage weather and hostile local tribes meant his army suffered fifty per cent casualties during the crossing of the mountains. Replenishing his strength with Gauls, Hannibal bested the first Roman force sent to confront him in December 218 BC.


He did so again in June 217 BC, at Lake Trasimene in north-central Italy. Many thousands of legionaries died, and a cavalry force sent to the legions’ aid soon after was utterly destroyed. Little over a year later, Hannibal’s victory at Cannae was even more decisive. Almost the entire Roman army was wiped from the face of the earth. This devastating blow saw much of central and southern Italy go over to Hannibal.


The Republic did not surrender.


The Romans began a strategic war, avoiding Hannibal’s forces and striking his allies instead. When he responded to their calls for aid, the legions withdrew and attacked a different ally. In the years following, he succeeded in ambushing and defeating Roman armies on occasion, but failed to deliver another hammer blow like Cannae.


The war between Rome and Carthage also took place in other theatres. On the island of Sicily there was a prolonged siege of the ancient, walled city of Syracuse, as well as significant land battles and naval clashes. The balance of power see-sawed over several years, but by 212 BC, Rome had emerged as the dominant force.


In Spain, however, everything was still to play for …





CHAPTER I



At sea, west of the Pillars of Herakles, winter 212/211 BC


Thunder rumbled. Lightning flashed. Vast clouds raced just above the sea, a white-crested, ravening beast. Hanno crouched stubbornly at the prow, peering into the sheeting rain, holding on for dear life. The heavy-bellied ship was being thrown around like a twig, one instant perched atop a towering wave, the next slipping down a precipitous descent to the dark waters below. He would have long since been thrown overboard but for the rope around his waist.


He thought of Aurelia, who was also aboard. She had been vehemently against setting sail, against leaving the relative safety of Akragas on Sicilia. He felt otherwise. After the disaster of Syrako’s fall, most of the island had gone over to the Romans. With Akragas threatened next, he’d told her, reaching a safe, Carthaginian-held city was worth the risks of a voyage so late in the year. There had been heated discussion. Anyone sane stayed ashore from autumn until spring, Aurelia argued: the Ides of November to the Ides of March. He hadn’t contested the point. In Carthage, the period to avoid sailing was similar: it began with the setting of the Hydai constellation, drawing to a close when the growing leaves of fig trees were as large as crows’ feet.


Today was close to the year’s end, far from both those dates.


He hadn’t bullied her into acceptance, though. The stalemate between them ended with the annihilation of a patrol scouting the countryside around Akragas. Suddenly, the Romans were in the area in force. With panic widespread among the city’s understrength garrison, he managed to change her mind.


Spray lashed Hanno’s face, took him back to the present. He was drenched, and cold, and getting colder. Eyes salt-stinging, he could see the length of a spear cast, but desperate for an idea of where they were headed, he clung on, trying to make out a promontory, a shore, anywhere that indicated they were not being washed away to the end of the world. The possibility made his stomach clench with fear.


Their destination had been Qart Hadasht, some days’ sail to the east, where his father had an agent. Loyal and trusted, there was no reason to suppose he was not still looking after Malchus’ business concerns, and through him, Hanno intended to access the silver necessary to secure a house for him and Aurelia. His plans had been set awry by Roman triremes lurking in the waters near Qart Hadasht. Sexi, a port further along the coast, perhaps a day to the east of their current position, had also had enemy ships patrolling the vicinity.


Returning to Sicilia was not what Hanno, Aurelia or the captain wished to do. Their options were, therefore, to take a loop south, hoping on their return to find Qart Hadasht or Sexi safe to approach, or to voyage beyond the Pillars of Herakles to the city of Gadir. The captain, who’d spent his life plying the seas, preferred the first option. Hanno, sure the Roman ships would remain in position, had thought otherwise. Although unhappy, Aurelia went along with his idea. He prevailed over the captain in the end, with coin.


At first their passage augured well, the waters between the Pillars calm and placid, with not a sail, friendly or otherwise, to be seen. A pod of dolphins had swum in the bow wave, uplifting to watch, and a sure sign of the sea god’s goodwill. In a happier mood, the captain declared Gadir would be on the horizon by the morning. Clasping Aurelia’s hand, Hanno decided his gamble had paid off.


He felt differently now. He had been a fool to bribe the sea-wily captain and should have listened to his advice. Some hours after passing between the Pillars of Herakles, a storm had come roaring up the African coast, carrying them westward, out into the immeasurably vast ocean. Staring into the rain-lashed gloom, Hanno’s spirits faltered. No one knew how far the ocean continued, but they were being carried at a fierce rate. Death seemed the only possible outcome.


They had to make landfall, even if it meant being wrecked.


A wave broke over the prow, a torrent of bone-chilling water. Hanno held on for dear life, and it crashed over him, sluicing away between the gaps in the deck timbers. Teeth chattering, he turned and worked his way along the ship using the rope. One of the sailors at the mast, also roped, gave him a grim look. His companions had their eyes closed, lips moving in prayer. Hanno threw up one of his own.


The captain was by the rudder, his post from the storm’s outset. He and the helmsman, a wiry Iberian, stood together, legs braced, holding the rudder straight.


‘Well?’ the captain shouted.


‘Nothing,’ Hanno replied.


An accepting nod. ‘The sails are reefed. The oars are in. We are running with the wind. Our lives are in the gods’ hands.’


Hanno sucked on the marrow of that bitter truth. If the ship sank, they would drown. If it didn’t, they were being carried to a horrific end somewhere in the fierce, boundless ocean. Guilt flayed him. He didn’t care about himself, but Aurelia would die because of his insistence that they flee Akragas. Nothing could be done, however. He set his jaw. ‘Need any help?’


A shake of the head.


Hanno took him at his word, and staggering as the ship tossed and leapt, made his way to the small cabin at the stern. Inside were Aurelia and a pair of sick crewmen. Entering, the unpleasant tang of faeces was unmistakable. It was warm, though, and out of the wind.


He stooped beside her. She was kneeling by a crewman who had unwisely held on to an out-of-control oar. It smacked him into the oar behind, cracking ribs and perhaps worse. ‘Doing all right?’ Hanno asked.


The crewman gave him a glassy smile. ‘She gave me poppy juice. I can’t feel a thing.’


Aurelia gripped Hanno’s hand; he had to use it to brace himself against the motion. ‘How is it out there?’ she asked.


‘Terrible. What about the other patient?’


‘See for yourself.’


Hanno looked and wished he hadn’t. The guttering light couldn’t hide the sheen of sweat on the man’s face. His eyes were closed, breathing barely perceptible. The cause of his illness was uncertain; he had a high fever, and diarrhoea.


‘He’s been unconscious for a while. Probably a blessing.’


They sat between the two crewmen, wedging their backs against the wall, hands flat on the deck for support. Her eyes met his. Quietly, she said, ‘Are we going to drown?’


The ship yawed sharply to the left. Hanno was glad he could not see over the side. He held his breath, and gradually, the ship came upright, only to aim its prow down into what would be another abyss. It was pointless lying, he decided, guilt continuing to lash him. ‘I hope not.’


A sigh. ‘Any sign of land?’


‘No.’ He was grateful she didn’t start in with ‘I told you this was a bad idea’, a natural response, considering the starkness of their situation.


‘So, we pray.’ Her voice shook a little.


He squeezed her hand. ‘You to your gods, and I to mine.’ Hanno doubted whether prayers would offer more chance of survival, but it was unwise to speak such thoughts out loud.


At sunrise the following day, they were still alive, still afloat. The mast had broken, killing a sailor as it crashed to the deck, but the ship had weathered the storm, and had only minor leaks. Row hard for a couple of days, the captain confidently declared, and the Iberian coast would come into sight.


His bold attitude was enough to see the oars manned by the disgruntled crew. His second-in-command took up the flute, the cadence pitched to a slow, regular speed. Hanno joined in. They were short of men, and hard physical activity might quell the guilt and fear jostling for supremacy in his mind. It didn’t. He brooded instead. Returning to Hannibal in Italia might have kept her safe. Some in his army had women accompanying them, but no captains in Akragas had been willing to take the risk of that voyage. The Roman navy patrolled the waters around Sicilia, especially the narrow strait between the island and the mainland. They should have stayed in Akragas, or taken a ship to Carthage, a shorter distance than Iberia. He had offered the chance to Aurelia, but she’d refused, saying he would have been miserable and impossible to live with, forever wishing he were playing an active part in the war. The assessment was fair.


It was pointless dwelling on what might have been, he told himself savagely, leaning back on the bench and pulling with all his strength. They were on this vessel, for better or worse, and Aurelia would come to no harm. Unable to quieten his thoughts entirely, in grim mood, he heaved and pulled, pulled and heaved.


After a time, the rhythm, the repetitive effort became comforting. Lean forward, and back. Watch the oar’s end rise from the water, a trail of sparkling droplets falling in its wake. Bring it down, entering the sea in unison with its fellows. Lift it up. Over and again. Hanno’s worries began to fade. All would be well, he decided.


‘We’ll never reach the coast.’


Hanno, who hadn’t spoken much to his oarmate, a walnut-skinned, wiry man of indeterminate age, ignored the comment.


‘Dead men, we are, dead men rowing to the underworld.’


Once more Hanno said nothing.


‘The storm carried us too far out. Might as well give up now.’


The heads of the pair at the oar in front turned.


‘Shut your mouth!’ said Hanno. ‘Row!’


A sneer. ‘Who are you to tell me what to do?’


The oar was almost at their bellies. Next, they would bring it up out of the water. Hanno seized the instant, boxing his neighbour in the head. The blow’s force snapped the man’s teeth shut. Hanno took the entire weight of the oar, and moved it through the air, bringing it down to bite into the water.


‘Row!’ Hanno’s tone was fierce.


His neighbour, a runnel of blood marking where he’d bitten his lip, obeyed. ‘No need to hit me.’


‘I thought there was,’ Hanno snarled. ‘The captain is in charge, and he says, “row”. Until he orders otherwise, that is what we shall do.’


He got a sullen look, but no further argument.


They rowed on, the sea a beaten mirror of bronze, no relation to the wild beast that had played, uncaring, with their lives the previous night. Hanno squinted up at the burning blue now and then. Other than the sun’s blinding white orb, however, the sky was empty.


The captain, mindful of his crew, silenced the flautist at regular intervals. His slave, a slip of a lad, moved along the benches with a wooden bucket and ladle. Each man got a few mouthfuls. It wasn’t as much water as they wanted, but complaints were muttered rather than said out loud.


There was no sign of a coastline by sunset. Hanno, returning to Aurelia’s side, was pleased by her continuing calm. ‘Are you not worried?’


‘I am with you.’ She smiled. ‘That is all I need.’


Heart swelling, he kissed her dry, cracked lips. Their long years of separation, and the ordeals they had been through since being reunited, had forged an unbreakable bond. Even if they died, he thought, they were together. He almost convinced himself, but the guilt soon returned. Persuading her to embark on the perilous voyage had been foolish, and largely driven by his desire to rejoin the fight against Roma as soon as possible. Seeing out the winter in Carthage would have been far more prudent and delayed him by only a few months.


The crew were less happy. Sitting outside the cabin – it was too hot to remain within – with the two sick men laid alongside, Hanno watched them. There were frequent angry glances thrown at the captain, and when his slave brought the bucket around before the evening meal, there were indignant demands for more than he was doling out. Afraid of the crew, freemen when he was not, he acceded.


Hanno went straight to the captain, who, furious, delivered a lecture. Water had to be rationed, as did their food. Why, if land was close by, came the truculent response. A rumble of agreement followed, an indication of the general unhappiness. Because it paid to be cautious, replied the captain. ‘You haven’t the first idea of where we are!’ roared the loudest of the crew. A muscular Iberian fond of the sound of his voice, he stood up from his bench. ‘Face it, brothers,’ he said loudly. ‘We are lost at sea, and it’s his fault.’ He threw a malevolent glance at the captain.


Hanno was on his feet in the blink of an eye. He shoved the Iberian, who went backwards over his bench, landing on the two men behind. He rose, swearing, and Hanno punched him in the sweet spot below his sternum. Down he went, mouth a surprised ‘O’. He didn’t get up.


Hanno, hand near the hilt of his dagger, idled his gaze over the crew. ‘He had it coming,’ he said conversationally. ‘The captain’s in charge.’


‘Aye.’ The captain kicked the Iberian, then banged his iron-shod staff on the deck. ‘Anyone else care to question my authority?’


No one spoke. No one looked up.


The captain stalked along the central walkway, glowering. The second-in-command was two steps behind, a whip trailing after.


Hanno didn’t say a word to the captain; no acknowledgement came either. He’d handed over the coin in secret, but there was no privacy aboard. It was possible their conversations about where to take the ship had been overheard, and conclusions drawn. When it came time for the next rest period, he walked back to the cabin. The faces watching him were sullen and resentful.


Aurelia hadn’t heard the Iberian’s sour-as-curdled-milk comment. ‘What’s going on?’ she whispered.


‘The crew are blaming the captain for our predicament.’


‘How ridiculous. He can’t control the weather!’


‘Frightened, ill-informed men make frightened, ill-informed decisions. A mutiny could easily erupt. I acted to prevent that.’


‘A mutiny?’ Aurelia’s composure cracked a little.


She was intelligent, could imagine what might unfold, thought Hanno, again cursing his decision to embark on this voyage. Terrible images filled his mind. If there was a successful mutiny, he would have to kill Aurelia. It would be a kindness. She had already suffered terrible degradations in Syrako. It could not happen again at the hands of the crew. ‘We will reach land before anything similar happens.’


‘And if we don’t?’


‘We will fight to the end, and die together.’


She gripped his hand; he could not meet her gaze.


Baal Safon, god of the sea, Hanno prayed. Help us.


There was no more trouble that evening. The night was also peaceful, a southerly breeze providing welcome cool. Wary of trouble, Hanno slept little and kept weapons to hand. Nobody attacked under the cover of darkness, which was a relief, but trouble was merely being delayed. Unless a sign became evident, whether sea birds or sight of land, the crew’s unhappiness would swell. They were constantly talking in huddles, and more than once, he’d seen the Iberian’s ugly look. If he won over a dozen men, and their plight continued for another day or two, the rest would follow their lead.


Hanno said as much to the captain, who had reached the same grim conclusion. ‘It will not come to that, gods willing. The current is weak, but it is taking us south. Row in a southeasterly direction, and chances are we’ll see the coast if not today, tomorrow.’


Sensibly, he didn’t push the crew as hard as the previous day. There were the inevitable complaints, but they weren’t vociferous, and the Iberian, wary of Hanno’s baleful attention, confined himself to glowers. In a stroke of genius, the captain ordered an amphora of wine lifted from the hold after the evening meal and shared it among the crew. The second-in-command diluted it down in the Greek fashion, pleased if the wine was complimented, tutting if men threw it back too quickly. The tension on board dissipated as men began telling stories, tongues loosened by the wine. There was singing, even poetry.


‘I have a good feeling,’ Aurelia said to Hanno. ‘Tomorrow we will make landfall.’


‘We’ll be in Gadir before you know it.’


She smiled, and relieved by her optimism, Hanno offered up what must have been his thousandth heartfelt prayer since the storm. Let them have an unremarkable voyage back through the Pillars of Herakles. Let them reach Carthaginian territory without further incident. He couldn’t help adding the refrain he’d intoned for many years: let Roma be defeated.


There was scant wind the third day after the storm, and not a cloud to be seen. With the sea reflecting the sun’s light and heat, the temperature climbed steeply. Weary from two days at the oars, nervous, resentful, the crew rowed with little enthusiasm. Hanno tried to raise spirits with a bawdy, easy-to-join-in chant, but there were no takers. On his rowing bench opposite, the Iberian was busy talking in a low, intense voice. Men were listening. Casting furtive looks at the captain. At Hanno.


It’s starting, he thought grimly. The captain needed to be told, but he couldn’t let go of his oar. He called out to the second-in-command, playing his flute a short distance along the walkway. ‘Time for a rest?’


Hanno wasn’t one for slacking; the second-in-command knew that. He nodded, and ended his tune. Hanno got up from his bench. Speed was of the essence; the respite would also give the malcontents an opportunity. Sure enough, the Iberian was gesticulating, and there were men murmuring in agreement. He wondered about quickly slitting the Iberian’s throat, but despite his fears for Aurelia if a mutiny took place, loathed the cold-blooded idea. He approached the captain, at his usual place by the rudder.


‘Now!’ cried the Iberian. A growl of assent followed.


Hanno cursed. He should just have murdered the troublesome Iberian.


‘LAND!’ It was the lookout in the prow.


Hanno’s heart leapt.


‘What?’ roared the captain.


‘Land dead ahead!’


‘What did I tell you, boys?’ The captain was jubilant. If he’d noticed the Iberian’s attempts to stir unrest, he was giving no sign of it. ‘You did it!’


‘You did it!’ The second-in-command had noticed the Iberian.


‘Land!’ Hanno saw it too, shimmering in the haze. He pointed. ‘Look!’


Men stood, shielding their eyes from the sun. Gasps went up. Relieved laughs. A cheer began, faded, caught once more. Swelled. ‘LAND!’


Hanno watched the Iberian, who knew his chance had gone. He regarded the eastern horizon with a jaundiced expression, as if it had cheated him of something. Then, muttering imprecations, he sat down.


Hanno caught Aurelia’s eye – she was by the cabin at the stern – and smiled. She responded in the same way. The gods had answered his prayers, he told himself. All was well.


‘ROW!’ ordered the captain.


Rather than a protest, another cheer rose.


The crew’s enthusiasm was palpable. The flute sounding, they met its cadence within two strokes. Hanno’s companion on their oar was pleased enough to brown peg-tooth smile at him, the friendliest he’d ever been.


The captain passed on his way to the prow. He gave Hanno a meaningful look. Returning, he announced loudly that the coastline was an hour’s row from their position. He’d recognised a mountain from previous voyages up the Lusitanian coast. Gadir was less than a day’s voyage away. Baal Safon had been their guide, and needed to be thanked. The crew approved. They liked it even more when, with great ceremony, he intoned a prayer and emptied a krater of wine into the sea, tossing the empty vessel in after.


The captain was in an expansive mood. He was also, Hanno decided, acutely aware of how close the crew had come to mutiny. He signalled the second-in-command, and the flute fell silent. His slave came along the walkway, to everyone’s delight offering ladles of diluted wine, not water.


‘One each,’ the captain announced.


Laughter. Protests.


‘Get to the coast, you dogs, and maybe there’ll be another one!’


An appreciative roar.


‘Find safe anchorage tonight, and you can get a drop more. Then, Gadir in the morning, where you can drink yourselves stupid, eh? Row!’


Hanno was intrigued by the change in the crewmen’s demeanour. They had been on the verge of seizing control of the ship. Now they were eating out of the captain’s hand, readily obeying his commands. He’d seen it before, in battle. Morale could change in the blink of an eye, soldiers in one moment sure of victory, in the next fearing defeat and death. Human nature was fickle.


They rowed. The coastline drew near. Blunted peaks jutted above forest. Rugged red cliffs gave onto rocky beaches and secluded coves. The latter were possible safe places to drop anchor, but the ship went no closer. They should continue south, the captain said, a little agitated. The closer to Gadir they were by sunset, the better.


Hanno suspected the reason for the captain’s nerves. They were a long way northwest of Carthaginian territory; the shore running along their left side was Lusitania. A wild, mountainous region, its tribes were fiercely independent, acknowledging no rulers save their own. Like all peoples who lived near the sea, he decided, they would have seagoing craft; like all opportunists, they would look on merchant ships as potential prey.


They had been through enough, surely, thought Hanno, trying not to think of Aurelia’s fate if they were attacked.


All went well for a time, the crew willing and able to keep the ship gliding south through the crystal-clear waters. He had a chance to think, the first he’d really had since before the storm. He was torn. For years, his main focus had been to fight with Hannibal until the Romans were defeated. His priorities had changed somewhat since he and Aurelia had found each other again the previous year, against all the odds, during the sacking of Syrako by the Romans. His determination to be involved in the war remained, but he did not want to be separated from her again. And yet, if he went to war, there was no other option.


She would be safe in Qart Hadasht – Gadir, he corrected himself – and he would be able to return each winter when hostilities traditionally paused.


He remembered her saying, with a suggestive look, that she would be content if there was a baby to care for. Heart leaping, he had asked if she was pregnant. A fleeting sadness had crossed her face. She’d thought she was, because her monthly bleed was a little late, but it had come the previous day. Hanno’s heart squeezed, and he hoped that she did fall pregnant soon.


‘Boats!’ The lookout had his arm outstretched.


Everyone’s eyes went to the left. Bunched together near the shore, were three low craft. They were packed with men, which meant one thing.


Fear replaced Hanno’s joy. He should never have taken her on this voyage. Ruthless, he set aside his guilt. This was no time to be faint of heart. ‘Row,’ shouted the captain. ‘If you want to live, row!’


It was a losing battle from the start. The fat-bellied merchantman was meant to travel under sail power. Even with the entire crew rowing, they could not match the speed of the sleek craft scything through the water towards them. Light, manoeuvrable, and fast-moving, they were wolves to the merchantman’s sheep. Before long, the boats were near enough to make out the men aboard: armed to the teeth, emitting fierce cries.


‘Captain!’ Hanno roared, desperate to keep Aurelia safe.


‘Aye?’


‘We have to fight!’


The captain did not answer. There was no eager response from around Hanno either. What he would have given for the presence of Mutt and his Libyans, the soldiers he’d led in Italia. He tried again. ‘Did you hear me?’


The captain, whose fear had aged him twenty years, was oblivious. He told the second-in-command to stop playing. The flute’s silence brought the rowing to an end, and gave out a clear message. There would be no resistance.


Hanno ran for the cabin. Aurelia, her expression fearful, handed him his mail shirt. He had never donned armour so fast. It would make no difference, he thought bitterly, trying to find the courage to end her life when the time came.


‘I am sorry,’ he said.


‘It is not your fault.’


‘Carthage would have been a better option.’


‘It was a joint decision not to go there.’ She had his spear in her hand. ‘I will fight too.’


Pride filled him, because she knew it would not change the outcome, but was willing, nonetheless. ‘We will die together,’ he lied, thinking with shame, you will have to be first.


She had tears in her eyes.


‘What is your intention, captain?’ Hanno shouted out the door of the cabin. ‘To offer the goods in the hold in return for safe passage?’


A closed expression, an involuntary glance at Aurelia from his position a short distance along the walkway.


But for the thunks telling him the pirates were alongside and about to board, Hanno would have charged out and slain the captain for a traitorous dog. Gods, he had been so stupid. He steeled his resolve. He had to tell her. ‘If things go badly—’


She cut across him. ‘I have a dagger. They will not take me alive.’


‘Good.’ He was glad she didn’t look at him and read his intention on his face.


Hands appeared on the ship’s timber side. Lusitanians spilt over and onto the deck, brandishing spears, ready for battle. Slight, wiry, brown-skinned, in rough tunics, they resembled the Iberian warriors in Hannibal’s army. Ten, twenty, thirty, Hanno counted, and still they kept appearing. They spread out along the walkway, glaring and shouting threats at the crew, who cowered on their benches.


Jaw clenching, Hanno wondered how many he could take down before he was overwhelmed. It depended on how determined they were. Putting his back against the cabin, he told Aurelia to do the same.


They had been seen. So had the captain.


Warriors quickly ringed the captain on the walkway, who began speaking in stumbling Lusitanian. Hard faces turned towards Hanno and Aurelia, and an instant later, a half circle had formed around them, spears aimed inwards. From the lascivious comments and looks, the raiders had one thing in mind.


A guttural demand, a gesture at the deck, from a shaggy-haired warrior older than the rest.


‘He wants us to lay down our arms,’ said Hanno, knowing the captain had offered them up as sacrifices.


‘Do we fight?’ Aurelia’s voice was firm.


Hanno was so proud of her. ‘Not yet.’ He had the germ of an idea, and there was nothing left to lose. He caught the shaggy-haired warrior’s eye, and asked in halting Iberian, ‘Are you … chieftain?’


A scornful shake of the head, a chin jerk at a helmeted figure carrying a falcata sword.


‘Tell your chief this woman …’ he indicated Aurelia ‘… is a Roman noblewoman. Her family – or the Carthaginians – will pay for her safe release.’


The warrior appraised Aurelia long and hard, then called out in his tongue.


‘What did you say?’ Aurelia demanded.


‘I told him you were worth a large ransom.’


In a hiss, ‘That’s untrue!’


Just as quietly, ‘They don’t know that.’


Her lips made a tight, white line.


The chieftain swaggered over, cocksure and sneering. He eyed Hanno. ‘Who is she?’


Hanno, who again hoped his Iberian would be understood, had an answer ready. ‘She is a niece to the Scipiones, Gnaeus and Publius.’


A blank look. ‘Who?’


‘The two Roman generals fighting the Carthaginians in Iberia.’


‘What do I care about them?’


‘Nothing, but she is their kin. The Carthaginians in Gadir would pay a huge sum for her. If you could reach her uncles, they would pay even more.’


‘This is a far-fetched story!’


Hanno shrugged, apparently uncaring. ‘Think what you will.’


A dragging silence, then, ‘Explain how she comes to be on a merchantman, far beyond the Pillars of Herakles.’


Again, Hanno was ready. He wove a story of Aurelia voyaging from Italia to Massilia, where her family lived. Taken prisoner after an encounter with a Carthaginian warship – not impossible – she was being transported to Qart Hadasht as a hostage but was shipwrecked on the Iberian coast. She and Hanno were the only survivors, and the merchantman was the first craft they had managed to take passage on. The storm several days before had carried them far beyond the Pillars, but with the gods’ help, they had survived.


‘My plan was to make for Gadir, and deliver her to the garrison commander there,’ he finished. ‘He will know what to do with her.’


Frowning, the chieftain stepped towards Aurelia. She jabbed with her spear, forcing him to leap back in alarm. His warriors responded by advancing, and Hanno, heart thumping, moved protectively in front of her. Their fates rested on a knife edge. Loudly, he said, ‘I care nothing for myself, but some of you will die ere you reach her.’


The chieftain barked an order, and the warriors stilled.


Over the chief’s shoulder, Hanno spied the captain. His guts did a neat somersault. The captain spoke Iberian. If he had overheard, he had nothing to lose and much to gain by revealing that Hanno had lied. Nausea washed the back of his throat; his knees wanted to give way. The captain remained silent, however, which suggested he hadn’t heard. A fraction of calm returned.


There remained the matter of convincing the chieftain. He seemed unsure, glancing at his eager warriors, staring at Aurelia.


‘Rape her, kill her at your peril,’ warned Hanno.


A sneer. ‘Carthage has no jurisdiction here.’


‘At this moment. Its armies must have raided your lands in the past.’ The chieftain regarded him through narrowed eyes, and Hanno knew he had guessed correctly. ‘The Carthaginians would pay a fortune for this woman. Harming her would be imprudent. Foolish.’


A long pause, during which Hanno could hear Aurelia’s rapid breathing. He wanted to comfort her, but could not. He could only hope desperately that his ruse had worked.


The silence dragged on.


‘I will send word to Gadir, and we will see,’ said the chieftain eventually. He gestured.


Warriors swarmed in.


‘They will not harm you!’ Hanno cried.


He had no idea if he was right.





CHAPTER II



Southwestern Lusitania


Hanno was aware of a horrible pounding in his head. He sank back into blackness, but with each rhythmic thump, pain pulsed against his skull. There was no let-up. He twitched a finger, moved a hand. That worked. So did the other arm, and his legs and feet. He was lying on his back, with his wrists tied together. He struggled to understand, before remembering the blow he’d taken on the merchantman.


Aurelia, he thought with alarm.


Opening gummy lids, eyeballs aching, he was momentarily blinded by sunlight lancing between the chinks in the roughly screed wall. With an effort, he sat up, squinting, finding himself the only occupant of a small, one-roomed, mud-brick building with an earthen floor. A store converted to a jail, it was part-filled with amphorae lying on straw.


Close by Hanno was a clay beaker. His concern for Aurelia replaced by a sudden raging thirst, he picked it up, hoping the clear liquid within was water. He took a sip. It was. He drained the contents in two swallows and looked around in vain for more. There was no food to satisfy his growling belly either.


Guiltily remembering Aurelia, he stood and approached the door. Putting an eye to a large knothole, he peered out. He saw a man’s shoulder, part of a tunic, and a spear shaft. Beyond the sentry was a village. Huts similar to the one he was in, with thatched roofs. A pen full of cud-chewing sheep. A spotted pig, nosing about in the dirt. Two women watching in amusement as a gurgling, naked toddler chased clucking hens to and fro. The ting, ting, ting as a smith’s hammer repeatedly struck an anvil. There were few men about, and no sign of Aurelia.


Fear, panic bubbled up. She might have been violated. Maybe she was dead. Hanno banged on the door, struggled for the Iberian words. ‘Hey! Let me out!’ He put his eye back to the knothole.


The warrior had twisted round.


‘Let me out!’


No response. No move to obey.


An inner voice told him not to be reckless, but Hanno’s anger and fear for Aurelia was boiling over. He hammered harder. ‘Open!’


A scraping noise, the sound of timber moving off timbers, a thud as the locking bar was set down.


‘Step back!’


Hanno backed away, eyes searching for a weapon, and finding none.


The door creaked ajar, light streamed in. The warrior, middle-aged, hard-faced, entered, his spear already levelled.


‘I must see the woman who was with me on the ship. Where is she?’ Hanno took a step forward, noting with fury that the warrior’s mail shirt was his.


His advance was brought to an abrupt stop by the sentry’s spear point, aimed directly at his belly.


‘I do not want to fight. I need to see her. Where is she? Has she been harmed?’ asked Hanno, desperate.


The spear jabbed forward.


He retreated further, but could not keep quiet. ‘Where is she?’


The spear butt whipped up, catching him on the jaw. Hanno’s world spun. The floor came up with sickening speed; the air was driven from his lungs. There was a copper-tanged taste in his mouth, pain from his bitten tongue. Blood oozed from his lips. He closed his eyes, the agony worse than before, the terror that she had been harmed consuming him. ‘Aurelia,’ he whispered. ‘Aurelia.’


A stamp to his head brought oblivion.


Hanno came to, drenched by cold water. The shock brought him up off the floor, coughing, spluttering, his head still a dull thunder. Laughter filled his ears.


Gods, he thought, fear biting.


A loud cry of protest cut through. ‘Savages! Leave him be!’


He struggled to focus.


‘Aurelia?’ His blurry vision sharpened. She was stooped in front of him, her beautiful face twisted with worry. ‘Did they harm you? Did they—’


‘I am fine. No one has touched me. But you …’ there were tears in her eyes, and her hand touched a contusion on his forehead ‘… what have they done?’


‘My own fault. I made a fuss. The sentry didn’t want to listen.’ They want to talk to me now, he thought, noticing the chieftain among those crowded into the building.


‘There’s no need to treat you like this.’


‘I am worth little, save as a slave. You can be ransomed.’


She would have said more, but the chieftain, the one who’d carried the falcata, intervened. His face was angular, all planes and edges, and he had a short beard. ‘I let her come to see you,’ he said to Hanno. ‘Why does she even care what happens to you, her captor?’


‘I saved her from drowning,’ said Hanno, marshalling his wits. ‘When the ship sank.’


‘What did he ask you?’ Aurelia spoke in Latin.


Hanno told her. She seized the idea at once. ‘Tell him I said you are being modest. After the shipwreck, we almost died from lack of water. You hid us from bandits. But for you, I would be dead.’


He related these plausible lies, and the chieftain listened, stroking his beard.


Hanno’s head pounded. He felt physically sick. If he wasn’t believed, the whole fabrication about Aurelia being a niece of the Scipiones would also be called into question. Cold dread filled him at the idea of that. He prayed neither of their expressions gave the chieftain an inkling he was being lied to.


‘There is more to it,’ said the chieftain, suspicion pooling in his dark eyes.


Hanno felt Aurelia tense; she had sensed the implied threat. He affected surprise. ‘I don’t understand.’


‘It’s plain as the nose on my face! She has led a sheltered existence, never spent time with ordinary men. Soldiers, tough characters like you. Nothing like a bit of rough, eh?’ His hips moved back and forth.


The chieftain’s crudeness made Hanno’s blood boil, but he stayed calm. ‘If you say so.’


‘I do.’ The chieftain snickered. ‘Her uncles would be very unhappy if they knew.’


Sullenly – an emotion that might be expected – Hanno met the other’s gaze. ‘They’d want to execute me, I expect.’


‘After torturing you!’ The chieftain’s gaze roamed up and down Aurelia, who gave him a fierce scowl. ‘I wouldn’t worry,’ he went on. ‘They will never lay their hands on you. My slaves do not travel far from the village.’


Hanno had expected such a fate, but it was a hammer blow, nonetheless.


Aurelia noticed. ‘What is it?’


‘I am to be his slave,’ he replied, adding in a hiss, ‘Do not react. He must think you do not care for me!’


She curled her lip at him, which hurt, and he thought, she is furious with me for making us take ship with that treacherous dog of a captain.


The chieftain chuckled. ‘She would have tired of you soon anyway.’ He gestured, and Aurelia was escorted outside. There was no chance for a goodbye.


Another gesture, and Hanno was lifted to his feet and shoved through the doorway. He spied her entering a large house, in all likelihood the chieftain’s. May the gods watch over and protect her, he asked, fear gnawing his belly.


He was unsurprised to be taken to the forge. The smith, a thickset man with scarred, soot-marked muscly arms, did not appear surprised either. He was not cruel, however, unlike the warriors who sneered and laughed as they shoved Hanno forward. There was no judgement in his gaze either, and his calloused hands, gripping Hanno’s wrists to assess their size, were firm yet gentle.


Sets of manacles hung from the wall. The smith selected a pair, and began to fit them to Hanno, whose instinct was to rip free, swing the heavy chain and catch the nearest warrior in the head. Taking his spear, he would kill one of the twain remaining, and if the gods were kind, put the last down too. He felt sure the smith would not fight.


He did nothing. Even if he overcame the three warriors, he had not the power to free Aurelia as well. Sinking to a new depth of misery, he watched the smith close each manacle with a thick pin, hammering the head flat. The impacts reverberated up his arms, reinforcing his pitiful status. The process was repeated with his ankles. The smith gave him a nod, as if to say, accept your lot, and then turned his back. The warriors, used to the smith’s manner, urged Hanno outside.


Brutal reality sank home.


Never had he shuffled, short-stepped, clanking chains announcing him to all and sundry. He had borne the indifferent looks, the scorn, the contempt before, though, when he’d been sold on the block in Italia years before. He had been fortunate to be bought by Quintus. Now a woman spat at his feet, a greybeard muttered a curse. A barefooted lad of ten or eleven pointed and laughed. This was what it meant to be a slave, Hanno remembered. I am nothing. Nobody. Good only for labour, for toil. A pack animal. Below everyone, even children.


He decided that if Aurelia’s safety was ensured, it was bearable. Had to be, until he could somehow engineer their escape. As the enormity of the task sank in, and the thousand dangers that would threaten on the long journey to Carthaginian territory, Hanno again despaired. Aurelia’s life was still in danger, and it was his fault. A lump swelled in his throat; moisture pricked his eyes. He bent his head, so no one would notice, and begged the gods for their help.


There was no answer. No thunderbolt from the heavens to strike down the warriors or shatter his chains. No sudden arrival of a Carthaginian army, nor even of a Roman one.


Instead, they walked to the chieftain’s house. By the door was a wooden bucket. ‘Take it to the well,’ directed one warrior, pointing, ‘and fill it. When you get back, go inside and empty it into the barrel. Stop when that is full.’


Hanno nodded. Stooping to pick up the bucket, he walked away. To his surprise, none of the warriors followed. There was no need. The fastest he could move was a quick hobble, and anyone who thought he was trying to escape would simply raise the alarm.


Again, tears threatened, again, his emotions almost overwhelmed. Imagining the warriors’ mockery if they noticed, Hanno clenched his jaw and walked towards the well. Concentrate on the task, he told himself, simple as it was. Block everything else out.


There is nothing else, only this.


Ten days went by in similar fashion. The need for water in the chieftain’s large house, home to more than a dozen, was vast. From dawn to dusk, Hanno went to and fro with the bucket. His work was not constant. He was a slave, not an automaton. If he paused now and then, and did not linger in the shade, the warrior set to keep guard over him said nothing. He was more interested in ogling women, freeborn and slaves. Hanno was never thirsty, but hunger was his constant companion. A hunk of stale bread at dawn and a bowl of gruel in the evening was a good deal less than he was accustomed to. At night, he was locked into the store building, his bed the dirt floor. He never saw Aurelia, which fuelled his fear and guilt, waking and asleep.


Determined not to fade away, he made the acquaintance of the household slaves, and in particular, those who prepared the food. The chief cook was a short Iberian woman of indeterminate age. Sharp-tongued and seemingly possessed of eyes in the back of her head, she delivered painful raps over the knuckles with a wooden spoon to those foolish enough to try and steal from her domain.


Each morning, Hanno politely enquired how much water she needed. Rather than empty it into the barrel by the front door, the usual spot, he carried it straight to the kitchen area. The cook gave him no more than a nod of acknowledgement, but it was clear she was pleased. By the fourth morning, he was being given a quarter of a fresh loaf for himself. There was even a fragment of cheese once. In the evenings, the floating pieces of gristle in his gruel had been replaced by meat, and if any of the day’s bread remained, he had some.


He had less success with Aurelia, spying her only occasionally. It appeared she was being treated well, sleeping close to the chieftain’s children. On occasion, she was allowed to walk around the village, accompanied by a warrior, but could not speak to him other than exchanging a few words. She was curt with Hanno, which did not surprise him. He prayed her situation might change. That she was safe and unharmed was sufficient for the moment. He had imagined much worse.


As well as hauling water, Hanno was charged with carrying firewood into the kitchen. He was permitted the use of an axe to split wood, succeeding in this despite the manacles. The thought entered his head to kill the warrior tasked with watching him – the man’s attention had been lax from the start, and now barely registered – but there was no point. The chains on his wrists and ankles meant escape wasn’t worth considering, unless a way could be found to cut them off. His hopes of seeing a file around the house were in vain. The smith would have one, but he never had cause to set foot inside the forge.


Hanno bided his time and did his best to be patient.


Spring came, and with it, better weather. Birds flitted between the holly oaks, buckthorn and Phoenician juniper bushes which surrounded the mountainous village. There was talk of tilling the fields, and the sheep and goats, which had been penned up during the winter months, were driven out. The sound of their clonking bells carrying through the crisp air made Hanno long to accompany the herdsmen – he had not even been beyond the front gate – but there was no hope of such freedom.


He longed also for news of the Carthaginian armies in Iberia, of which there were three, and what their generals might have planned for the year’s campaign. The tribesmen in the village were oblivious of Hannibal’s war with Roma. They knew of Carthage, had even fought its soldiers once, during a deep-ranging incursion by Hannibal’s father, but it was an alien concept that the conflict could ever reach their territory. Roma was a name, nothing more, and ‘legion’ was a strange word taught to them by Hanno.


He had tried telling the chieftain about Cannae once, almost one hundred and fifty thousand men fighting and killing one another under the burning sun, but the frank disbelief he’d met with put a quick end to his story. The chieftain’s complacency made him want to bang heads together, yet it was understandable. Life in untamed Lusitania was simple. It centred around livestock, the growing of crops, hunting, and when the chance came, capturing a ship or raiding a neighbouring tribe.


The chieftain’s disinterest in the war was at odds with his eagerness to ransom Aurelia to the Carthaginians. More than once, he asked Hanno how much gold she was worth. Hanno, unsure, mentioned a talent, an amount he hoped would widen the chieftain’s eyes without sounding preposterous. His ploy worked, and plans were made for a group of warriors to set out for Gadir soon after. To Hanno’s surprise, the chieftain announced he was also to make the journey. It made sense, however. A band of ragged-arse Lusitanians claiming they had a Roman noblewoman as captive would be laughed at. Bring along a Carthaginian soldier as proof, and the tale would hold water better.


He suggested Aurelia accompany the party. It would be a much quicker way to get the gold. Anticipating the chieftain’s response, that it would be too dangerous – the Carthaginians could simply overpower the warriors and seize Aurelia, thereby paying nothing – he mentioned keeping her under guard in a secret location near Gadir while the rest of the group went to negotiate. The chieftain laughed in his face. If there was even the slightest hint she was close by, Hanno and the warriors would be tortured to reveal her whereabouts, he said, and he was right.


No, the chieftain declared, slow and cautious was the better option. Aurelia would remain in the village, and Hanno would go to Gadir. If the Carthaginians agreed to pay the ransom, the warrior in charge had the authority to agree on a location for the exchange, close to the tribe’s territory so the return journey with the gold was not too hazardous. If the Carthaginians were not interested in Aurelia as a captive, the chieftain said, voicing Hanno’s secret fear, then she too would become a slave. He had leered, making his intention plain.


Again, Hanno feigned indifference. He didn’t want the chieftain to become aware of his and Aurelia’s relationship or the fact that she was not worth a fortune in gold. Inside, though, his heart was pumping like a mad thing. Excited by the thought of leaving the village, of seeing Gadir, and of setting in place the foundations to secure Aurelia’s freedom, he sought her out at the first opportunity. By this point, the warriors who guarded her were sufficiently used to him not to care overmuch if they spoke.


‘It’s good news, I suppose,’ she said.


‘I thought you’d be pleased.’


‘I would be pleased if we were still in Akragas, or better, safe in Carthage.’


I deserve that, thought Hanno, but she had pricked his pride. He said nothing.


She broke the awkward silence. ‘What if the Carthaginian commander in Gadir doesn’t believe you?’


‘He will. I will wax lyrical about being sent by Hannibal to Sicilia, and from there to Iberia. He will be none the wiser that the last order was never given. I am an important officer in Hannibal’s army. He will want to ransom me also.’


‘Let’s say you are believed. Walk me through your plan.’


‘I return here to the village. We travel together towards the meeting point for the exchange, but before reaching it, you and I make good our escape.’


She rolled her eyes. ‘You make it sound easy.’


‘We can do it. You need to lay your hands on a file. Then I can weaken my chains enough to snap when the time comes.’


‘Imagine we succeed, and vanish. What if the chieftain, furious at being cheated, ambushes the Carthaginian soldiers who are escorting the gold?’


‘That is a risk we have to take.’


‘Even if the gold returns safely to Gadir,’ she shot back, ‘the commander will be furious to discover that I am not the Scipiones’ niece.’


‘True. We will not be able to take refuge there, so … Qart Hadasht.’


‘How far is it?’


‘I am not sure. A month’s journey, maybe.’


‘For all we know, the chieftain might chase us!’


‘I know.’


They stared at each other, Aurelia furious, Hanno ashamed yet resentful.


How he wished he had chosen Carthage, not Iberia.


‘We cannot afford to do nothing,’ said Aurelia, sighing. ‘But it makes more sense to try and escape near Gadir rather than from deep inside Lusitania.’


 Their plan was made and felt as dangerous as the storm-lashed deck of the merchantman. Hanno feared going ahead with it, but the alternatives were worse.


They had no choice.


Despite the danger – of bandits, of being found out, of something happening to Aurelia while he was away – Hanno felt a fierce excitement to be leaving the village. He had said goodbye the evening before; their early morning departure would not allow for quiet words together. There had been tears, and a quick, stiff embrace, uncaring of the watching warrior. ‘I will pray for you,’ Aurelia had whispered, even as her face turned away from his attempt at a kiss. ‘And I for you,’ he’d replied, his heart aching. ‘The gods keep you safe.’


He was praying silently now, pacing in the midst of the dozen warriors chosen by the chieftain, leading a laden-down mule by a rope. His leg chains were gone; they would have been a hindrance on the long walk to Gadir. Hanno revelled in the joy of walking unimpeded, with a proper stride.


‘You’re a soldier?’ This was the hard-faced warrior who’d knocked him out, the one who continued to wear Hanno’s mail shirt. He had never bothered addressing him before.


‘I am,’ he replied proudly.


‘It was obvious on the ship.’


‘Been in many fights?’


A hawk, a spit. ‘A few down the years. Some vessels refuse to surrender, see. I’ve been on raids too, attacks on other tribes’ settlements.’


None of those were real battles, thought Hanno. Most were probably over before they’d even started. Don’t be arrogant, he told himself. You didn’t see his spear butt coming to knock you out.


Silence. They walked. He breathed deep, enjoying the scent of myrtle and wild jasmine carried down the wind.


‘The country we will pass through, it’s not all friendly.’


Hanno had wondered if this was coming. ‘I see.’


‘If the need is there, would you fight with us?’


It was bizarre, Hanno decided, to ask a man you’d enslaved if he would stand by your side in battle. Considering what might happen to him if the warriors were defeated, though, it made sense. He might be enslaved for a third time, without any chance of ransom like he had now; he might be slain if the victors’ bloodlust was out of control. He met the other’s gaze. ‘I would. Can you break my chains quickly?’


The warrior chuckled. ‘If needs be. There’s a chisel and hammer in my pack.’


It was a pity Aurelia was not with them, Hanno brooded. A fight like that might provide an opportunity to escape.


In the event, their journey was unremarkable. Moving fast, avoiding villages and taking care to camp far from well-trodden paths, the group covered the distance to Gadir in twenty-five days. Seeing the coastline in the distance, Hanno felt real emotion. Akragas had been a hellhole, full of the desperate and despairing. It would be refreshing to stand in a city which remained strong and independent of Roma, whose inhabitants’ spirit had not been beaten down. He would hear news of the war, here in Iberia, and with luck, in Italia too.


Gadir was built on two islands a short distance from the shore, but there was a settlement on the mainland also with warehouses and a docking area. It was a hive of activity. There were fishing boats, merchant ships, and small craft which took visitors over to Gadir. The hard-faced warrior bartered with a friendly young ferryman before they clambered down into his boat.


‘Weapons aren’t permitted in the city,’ he observed, adroitly untying the tethering rope and coiling it at his feet. He barked an order, and his two crewmen lifted the sail. The ferryman poled out from the jetty, and the offshore wind began to take them out into the channel. ‘Can’t be too careful these days. Daggers is all right, but no swords or spears, unless you’re a soldier of the garrison.’


Good, thought Hanno. You can’t be too careful.


The warriors groused and grumbled, but to secure a ransom, they had to enter Gadir.


Relishing the tang of salt in the air, the screech of gulls overhead, Hanno studied the walls of Erytheia, the main island. As tall as three men standing on each other’s shoulders, they appeared to run the entire perimeter of the city. A single gate was evident – there might be sally ports elsewhere – close to the stone pier towards which their ferryman was aiming. The second, smaller island, also walled, was a stone’s throw, literally, to the right of the main one. The two appeared to be connected by an isthmus.


They disembarked, the hard-faced warrior turning to Hanno at once. ‘What’s the name of the commander here?’


‘I have no idea.’ Explaining, he went on, ‘I was supposed to land at Qart Hadasht.’


A grunt. Then a look at their ferryman. ‘Who’s in charge of the city?’


‘Barekbaal.’ In a lower tone, ‘They call him the Fat. You’ll see why.’


At the entrance to the city stood a dozen Iberian warriors. Like those in Hannibal’s army, they wore red-trimmed tunics and carried round caetrati shields. Scabbarded falcata swords hung by their sides. The sight of the Lusitanians made them straighten and lay hands to weapons.


‘Who comes to Gadir?’ challenged the most senior.


The hard-faced warrior explained. Pointed to Hanno. Asked politely if an audience could be granted with Barekbaal.


‘It’s not so simple. He’s a busy man. Come back in two days. He will be meeting merchants, tradesmen, locals who need help and so on.’


The hard-faced warrior was unhappy, but to argue risked making things worse. He gestured to Hanno. ‘Speak with this guard.’


Hanno moved forward. The senior Iberian looked him up and down. ‘You’re not Lusitanian, nor from these parts.’


‘I am Carthaginian.’ Hanno described how he had been with Hannibal from the start of his march to Italia. At the siege of Saguntum, the crossing of the Rhodanus and the Alps, and the mighty battles in the years afterwards.


The Iberian’s attitude softened. He threw out a few names, one of which Hanno recognised. When he was able to describe the warrior – a relation of the Iberian’s – the air grew positively cordial.


‘You were at Cannae?’


‘I was. A bloody day, but a good one.’


‘Let me shake the hand of a soldier who was there.’


Grinning, Hanno took the grip.


‘It’s a poor state of affairs that has you enslaved by this lot.’ A jerk of the head at the Lusitanians. The hard-faced warrior bristled, but the Iberian was oblivious. He was in charge.


‘Life is easier if a man accepts his lot,’ said Hanno. ‘And with the gods’ help, I will not be a slave forever.’


‘Let us hope so. Tell me, is your captor telling the truth?’


‘He is.’ Hanno was away with the lie, smoothly recounting the story down to his arrival at Gadir. ‘You understand, Barekbaal needs to know.’


‘He does. This is news of import. The warriors must surrender their weapons, then one of my men will take you to him.’


‘The blessings of Melqart be on you,’ said Hanno, remembering the god sacred to the city, and also revered by Hannibal in this place.


A broad smile. ‘And on you.’


‘You have a silver tongue,’ said the hard-faced warrior as they passed through the great stone archway. ‘For your sake you’d better not be a liar too.’


His pleasure souring, Hanno had to respond. ‘Did you not hear? I fought alongside the cousin of the warrior at the gate! How could I have known his name otherwise?’


‘I didn’t say you were lying about all of it. A blind man could see you’re a soldier. You served with Hannibal too, or I am no judge, but I’m not so sure about the woman being a nephew of those Roman generals.’


‘I am telling the truth,’ said Hanno stoutly. ‘Believe what you will.’


‘Aye, well, let’s see what Barekbaal the Fat thinks.’


Hanno’s nerves jangled. Fail now, and his entire plan would come to ruin. Terror eating at him, he thought of Aurelia’s fate if he did not succeed.


They walked the paved streets, threading their way between the crowds. Hanno hadn’t seen such a diverse population since Syrako. Iberian and Celtiberian traders were the most numerous, but there were Carthaginians too, officers in muscled breastplates and traders in knee-length, straight linen tunics and conical felt hats. The latter were hard to tell from the scattering of Phoenician merchants, unless one heard them speak. A pair of slight Numidians were haggling with a man selling leatherwork. He heard Greek being spoken, and the languages he’d grown used to in Italia: Oscan, Bruttian and even Latin.


The last made him pay close attention to its speaker, but the man, corpulent and middle-aged, was no Roman soldier. That said, thought Hanno, he could still be a spy, but so might half the men in the city. It didn’t matter. Convincing Barekbaal to pay a talent of gold for the Scipiones’ niece did.


Their destination was a large building with a colonnaded portico. Its guards were Iberian scutarii, several in mail shirts. All had swords, and they were more attentive than the gate sentries. The word of the accompanying warrior wasn’t enough. The guard in charge, a short, bearded man, subjected Hanno to a barrage of questions. A little taken aback by his answers, he grunted and vanished inside.


Hanno offered up a fresh prayer to Melqart. Help me, please. I am about to deceive Barekbaal, but my actions will not harm your city or your followers here. I swear it.


The suspicious guard reappeared. ‘Barekbaal will see you.’ He nodded at Hanno. ‘One other may enter.’


‘I will go,’ said the hard-faced warrior.


‘Your dagger.’ The guard held out his hand.


The hard-faced warrior obeyed, and did not object when he was searched.


They were led inside. The building was similar to large houses in Carthage, built around a central courtyard. There were statues and fruit trees and an altar, upon which perched a black cat. Slaves moved about unobtrusively, sweeping the stone floor, carrying a basket of food, feeding the cat. In a large audience chamber giving onto the courtyard, scribes were busy at desks, and two military officers were deep in conversation. Barekbaal the Fat sat on a curule chair, not unlike a Roman general’s one, one pudgy hand taking a sweet pastry from the platter held out by a slave.


He was well-named, with a bloated face, no neck, and a vast body concealed by robes edged with purple. This was no soldier, Hanno decided, but a political appointee, given charge of Gadir by the authorities in Carthage because of his connections, or sizeable donation to their coffers.


The guard stopped ten paces from Barekbaal and bowed. ‘Here is the Lusitanian I spoke of, Adoni, and his slave, a Carthaginian soldier.’


Barekbaal’s gaze was intense and calculating. He beckoned with a fat, beringed finger.


The hard-faced warrior and Hanno approached. Bowed.


‘You have a Roman hostage, I am told.’ Barekbaal’s voice was unfeasibly nasal.


‘Yes, lord,’ said the hard-faced warrior. ‘A niece of the Scipiones.’


A plucked eyebrow rose. ‘The generals?’


‘Correct, lord.’


‘How came she to Lusitania? It is not a destination popular with Romans, nor I suspect, with anyone who is not from there.’ He chuckled at his own joke.


The hard-faced warrior did his best not to look annoyed and failed. He laid out the taking of the merchantman and indicated Hanno. ‘He can explain more.’


With a languid wave, Barekbaal indicated Hanno should speak.


‘It is an honour to meet you, Adoni,’ he said in Carthaginian, thinking, gods help us if Roman legions ever besiege the city. He is no military leader. Hanno began to repeat his fabricated story. He was careful to keep Barekbaal’s gaze; the man must think he was being direct and truthful. Nonetheless, he was nervous.


Fail to convince Barekbaal, and his plan would utterly fail.


His fate, and Aurelia’s, rested on the edge of an abyss.





CHAPTER III



Hanno’s luck was in. Barekbaal believed him, and his greed was not limited to filling his belly. Enriching himself at the expense of the Scipiones seemed to appeal massively.


It didn’t mean his purse strings were easy to open.


‘A talent of gold, you say?’ His languid gaze moved from Hanno to the hard-faced warrior.


‘Aye.’


‘That is an immense sum.’


‘She’s niece to the most important Romans in Iberia! They won’t want their flesh and blood to suffer.’


‘Maybe so, but a lot can happen between her arrival here and reaching Roman territory. Sickness, ambush, the list goes on. I might lose it all.’


The hard-faced warrior shifted from foot to foot. ‘A talent, my chieftain said.’


‘Half a talent.’


Silence fell.


The hard-faced warrior had been given permission to bargain, but Barekbaal’s arrogant confidence discomfited him. Hanno could see it in his stance, his hesitancy. Offering an opinion risked much – it was not a slave’s place to advise, and if Barekbaal noticed, he would be less inclined to pay anything to release Hanno as well – but everything was at risk.
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