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By Kate Quinn


Mistress of Rome


Daughters of Rome


Empress of Rome






Under its beloved Emperor Trajan, the Roman Eagle spreads its wings, advancing ever further into the untamed world. But neither Trajan nor his reign can last for ever. Gladiator turned soldier Vix is back in Rome to make his fortune. Sabina, the wayward daughter of a senator, craves adventure. United by their devotion to the Emperor, Vix and Sabina are unaware that the wolves are gathering. Trajan’s enigmatic Empress has her own plans for Sabina. And the aristocratic Hadrian, the Empress’s protégé, conceals dark ambitions rooted in a secret prophecy. When Trajan falls, the hardened warrior, the adventurous girl, the shadowy empress and the scheming politician are caught in a deadly whirlwind that threatens to seal all their fates – and that of the Roman Empire itself. . .



For Stephen, who in many ways – freckles, restlessness, short temper, loud snoring, left-handedness, dislike of horses, speed with a sword, impatience with superior officers, and that one muscle under the left shoulder blade that collects all your tension – is quite a lot like Vix


PART ONE

ROME


Chapter 1



Vix

When I was thirteen, an astrologer told me I’d lead a legion someday, a legion that would call me Vercingetorix the Red. Astrologers are usually horseshit, but that funny little man was right about everything: I got the nickname, and I even got the legion, though it took longer than it should have. But why didn’t that astrologer tell me any of the important things? Why didn’t he tell me that Emperors can be loved, but Empresses are only to be feared? Why didn’t he tell me I’d have to kill the best friend I ever had – on the orders of the worst man I ever knew? And why the hell didn’t he tell me about the girl in the blue veil I met the same day I got all these predictions?

That bitch. Not that I guessed: we were just children, me a skinny slave boy, her a pretty girl in a blue veil, all bruised up (never mind why). The first girl I ever kissed, and she had a sweet mouth. I suppose that made me soft when I met her again later, after we’d both grown up. If that astrologer was so good, couldn’t he have warned me about her? ‘Girl in blue, beware.’ What would that have cost him? She cost me plenty over the years, I can tell you.

But that’s getting ahead of things. I’m Vercingetorix: ‘Vix’ to my friends, ‘the Red’ to my men, and ‘that pleb bastard’ to my enemies. I’ve served four Emperors: killed one, loved one, befriended one, and maybe should have killed the other. I’m Vercingetorix, and I have a story to tell.

Spring AD 102

I won’t bore you with my beginnings. They weren’t so illustrious anyway – my mother was a slave, and my father was a gladiator, and you can’t get much lower than that. If you follow the games in the Colosseum, then I can guarantee you’ve heard of my father, but I won’t tell you his name. The world thinks he’s dead, and that’s the way he likes it. He ended up on a mountaintop in the northern-most part of Britannia, torturing a patch of ground he calls a garden, and he’s happy. My mother’s happy too, singing at her work and producing babies to fill up the villa she got for doing an empress a favour (don’t ask what), but when I hit eighteen after nearly five years in Britannia, I got bored. It was better than what we’d come from, but I’d got used to excitement, and a mountaintop house filled with babies isn’t much excitement. Plus there was a girl in one of the neighbouring houses who was starting to give me the eye, and we might have had some fun behind the barn once or twice but I didn’t want to marry her, and I didn’t think much of my chances if my father decided I should marry her. I was big at eighteen, but my father was bigger, and weapons might come easy to me but I didn’t stand a chance against him. So I lit out for Rome, the centre of everything, and my father was dubious but he gave me an amulet to keep me safe and a purse to keep me fed. My mother cried, but that might have been the baby she was starting.

Not much use describing the journey. It was wet, it was long, I lost my purse to a bastard of an Armenian sailor who cheated at dice, and I lost my dinner countless times over the bow. I hated boats. Still do. But I got to Rome. My parents hate Rome with all their hearts, and maybe they should after what they lived through. But I took one step off that reeking shit-hole of a boat and took in a deep breath, and I knew I was home.

Everyone describes Rome. Everyone fails. It’s not like anything else on earth. I hitched my pack higher on my shoulder, turned a circle, and gawped. I’d been raised in Brundisium, back in the days when my mother was still a slave, and had come to the great city itself only later. I hadn’t been able to do much exploring back then, and I’d never got to know the city well. Nothing to keep me from drinking it all in now: the stink, the noise, the crush; the whores in their dark robes and the sailors in their brass earrings; the vendors waving wares under my nose and the urchins trying their best to get grimy fingers into my purse. It was life, raw and noisy life as fresh as blood flowing right out of the vein.

The dock swayed under my feet. I lurched my way up the wharf, keeping one hand on the knife at my belt. Plenty of people in Rome willing to stick a knife in you first and figure out second if you had anything worth stealing. ‘My kind of city,’ I said aloud, and got a dirty look from a housewife with a basket on her arm. I kissed my fingers at her and she hurried along. I watched her hips in the rough dress – hips like barrels, but I’d been a month on that shit-hole boat without a woman in sight, and I wasn’t picky. Even more than food I wanted a girl, but I didn’t have enough coin in my purse even for a cheap one.

Girls would have to wait. ‘Where’s the Capitoline Hill from here?’ I asked a passing sailor in rusty Latin, and was promptly told to go screw myself. But a vendor hawking brass pans was more helpful, and I slung my pack over my shoulder and set off whistling.

Strange how much of the city I remembered. I hadn’t seen it since I was thirteen, but I felt like I’d left only yesterday. The crowds thinned once I got past the Forum Romanum with its spicy smells of meat and bread, and I let my hand loosen on the knife hilt and my feet wander. I spent some time staring at the marbled expanse of palace that covered half the Palatine Hill, remembering a black-eyed madman and his games, until an irritable Praetorian guard in red and gold told me to move along. ‘All palace guards look as pretty as you?’ I shot back. ‘Or have I been on a boat too long?’

‘Move along,’ he growled, and helped me down the street with his spear haft. Praetorians: no sense of humour.

I spent a little longer staring up at the vast marble roundness of the Colosseum. Not the first time I’d seen it by any means – but I’d forgotten the sheer looming menace of it. No place on earth looms like that one, with its arches and plinths and statues in niches that stare out with blind arrogant eyes. That stretch of sand inside held all my father’s nightmares, and a few of mine. I’d never told him that, but he knew. Anyone who’d ever fought for their life in that place knew.

It’s many years later now, and I’m well into middle age. I’ve been in more fights than I can count, but none of them come back to me in my sleep like the ones that happened in the Colosseum. I’d killed my first man on those sands, back when I was just a child. A big Gaul who hadn’t really wanted to kill me, and maybe it made him slow enough so I could kill him first. Not much of an initiation into manhood.

I stared up at the arena a while longer, fingering the little amulet my father had given me and wondering how men could build such fantastical places just for the purpose of mass killing – and then I shrugged and wandered on towards the Capitoline Hill. A quieter place, the streets smoothly paved, the women in silk rather than wool, the slaves wearing the badge of one illustrious family or another as they hurried about their errands. I passed the massive Capitoline Library, where a half-dozen senators in togas hurried in and out with distracted frowns, and I slowed my steps. My mother had said the house was somewhere around here . . .

‘Yes?’ A slave in a neat tunic looked me up and down dubiously. ‘Can I help you?’

‘Is this the house of Senator Marcus Norbanus?’

‘No beggars here—’

‘I’m not a bloody beggar. Is this Senator Norbanus’s house or not?’

‘Yes, but—’

‘Good. I’m here to see him.’ The slave was big but I was bigger, and I shouldered past into a narrow hall where a dozen marble busts stared down at me in censorious disapproval. ‘Quit your squawking,’ I told the slave, who had flapped after me. ‘The senator knows who I am.’

Ten minutes of arguing got me shown to a small atrium to wait. ‘It may be a while,’ the slave sniffed. ‘The senator is very busy.’ One last dubious look, as if the slave were wondering whether it was safe to leave me alone with the valuables, and he finally backed out.

I tipped my head back and surveyed the place. Sunlight poured through the open roof, the floor had a mosaic pattern of rippling vines, and a quiet blue-tiled pool was sunk in the middle of the room. A carved nymph looked over her shoulder at me from the corner, and I’d been long enough without a girl that even her marble breasts looked tempting. I slung my pack on a marble bench and dropped to one knee, plunging my hands into the pool and splashing my face. I looked up to find a pretty little girl gazing at me, clutching a carved wooden horse and sucking her thumb.

‘Hello, sprat.’ She looked four or five, the same age as my own little sister. ‘Who are you?’

She gazed at me solemnly through a fringe of blond hair.

‘Don’t suppose you belong to Senator Norbanus?’

She inspected her little thumb for a moment, then went back to sucking on it.

‘Could you get me in to see your father?’

Sucking, sucking.

‘Could you at least tell me where the lavatorium is? I could use a piss.’

‘There’s one down the hall,’ a voice said behind me.

I turned and saw another girl, this one about my own age. Thin, brown hair, blue dress. ‘I’m waiting for Senator Norbanus,’ I said.

‘There’s time.’ She picked up the little girl, parting her gently from the thumb, and moved down the hall with that blind confidence all aristocrats seemed to have, not needing to look back to know that I would follow. I followed her to the lavatorium.

‘There’s water if you want to wash,’ she said, and I took the hint. Romans took a lot more baths than anyone in Britannia. I used a basinful of water and washed the shipboard grime off my face and neck.

‘Better?’ The patrician girl smiled as I came back into the hall.

‘Much, Lady.’ I tried my best bow, rusty since I hadn’t used it in a while. Not many baths in Britannia, but not many people to bow to either. ‘Thank you.’

She studied me a moment longer, then smiled suddenly. She had small teeth, a little crooked but nicely so. ‘Ah,’ she said.

‘What, ah?’

A sturdy blond woman in yellow silk came swooping down the hall, bearing a baby on her hip. ‘Sabina, have you seen – oh, there she is.’ She swung the little girl up onto her other hip. ‘Faustina, you’re supposed to be with your nurse! Who’s this?’ The woman gave me a distracted glance, juggling the two round-eyed children.

‘This is Vercingetorix,’ the girl in blue said tranquilly, and didn’t that give me a jolt. ‘He’s waiting to see Father.’

‘Well, don’t keep him long,’ the woman advised me. ‘My husband works very hard. Faustina, Linus, it’s time for your bath—’ She moved off in a bright spot of yellow, the children crowing over her shoulder.

‘How did you know my name?’ I demanded as the girl in blue moved back into the atrium.

She glanced back over her shoulder. ‘You don’t remember me?’

‘Um . . .’

‘Never mind.’ She brushed that away. ‘Why are you waiting to see my father?’

‘I’m just back to Rome from Britannia. My mother said he’d likely help me – look, how did you know—’

‘You were right to come here. Father helps everybody.’ She summoned the steward and spoke a few quiet words. ‘I’ll jump you to the front of the line.’

And just like that, I was in.

Senator Marcus Norbanus was the kind who puts you on your best behaviour. My father had the same effect on people, but mostly because you knew he’d knock the head off your shoulders if you got on his bad side. Senator Norbanus didn’t look like the knocking type – he was nearly seventy, and he had grey hair and a crooked shoulder and ink stains on his fingers. But he had me sitting up straight and minding my language inside the first minute.

‘Vercingetorix,’ he mused. ‘I’ve often wondered how you and your family were faring.’

‘Very well, Senator.’

‘I’m glad to hear it. You’ve returned to Rome for good?’

‘It’s the centre of everything.’

‘It is that.’ He rotated a stylus between his fingers. His study was cheerfully cluttered, pens and parchment and slates on every surface. He had more scrolls than I’d ever seen in one place in my life. ‘What were you planning to do here in Rome?’

‘Thought about the legions.’ All I’d wanted once was to be a gladiator, but I got over that fast enough once I had a taste of it. Gladiating aside, there wasn’t much else for a boy with a talent for weapons except the legions. Besides, even a slave-born boy could rise in the Roman army . . .

‘I wonder if you’re aware of the commitment one makes in joining the legions.’ Senator Norbanus laid his stylus aside. ‘How old are you?’

‘Twenty,’ I said. He looked at me.

‘Nineteen,’ I amended.

He looked at me some more.

‘Nineteen! In a couple of months, anyway.’

‘Eighteen, then. I assume you plan on advancement through the ranks?’

I snorted. ‘Didn’t plan on being a common soldier for life!’

‘Plan on being a common soldier for the next twelve years, because you cannot even be made a centurion until you reach thirty.’

‘Thirty—?’

‘Even then, it’s no guarantee. You will need patronage to make centurion, and I may not still be here in twelve years.’ The senator ran a rueful hand through his grey hair.

‘Well’ – I tried to regroup – ‘I might not stay in the legions till I’m thirty. There’s other jobs.’

He looked at me, exasperated. ‘The term of service for a legionary is twenty-five years, Vercingetorix. Sign up now, and you will be forty-three by the time you are allowed to think of other jobs.’

‘Twenty-five years?’

‘Didn’t you bother to learn anything about the legions before considering them as a career?’

I shrugged.

‘The young,’ Senator Norbanus muttered. ‘I don’t suppose you know the pay rate either? Three hundred denarii a year, if you’re curious. Minus your weapons, armour, and rations, of course.’

‘Hell’s gates,’ I muttered. ‘You Romans are cheap.’

‘I don’t suppose you know about the laws concerning legionaries and marriage either. Soldiers cannot marry, at least until they make centurion. Even then, they cannot take their wives with them on march. Legion posts, I might add, can last many years far away from Rome.’

‘Don’t want a wife,’ I said, but my enthusiasm for the legions was definitely waning.

‘Think on it,’ said Senator Norbanus, his exasperation with me fading a trifle. ‘I don’t mean to discourage you from army life, but at least know what you’re getting into. There are other options.’

I was already thinking about them. ‘Like what?’

‘Bodyguarding, perhaps? Good guards are always in demand, and I seem to remember you had a way with a sword even as a child.’

‘Maybe.’ Not much glory in bodyguarding . . .

‘Do you have a place to live, Vercingetorix?’

‘Just got off the boat.’

‘A client of mine owns a small inn in the Subura. He’ll be willing to let rent slide for a week or two, until you find some work. I’ll write you a letter.’

The stylus scratched busily for a moment, and I contemplated the future with gloom. Twenty-five years. Who would sign up for that?

‘Here.’ The senator sealed the letter. ‘Stop for a meal in the kitchens before you go. And if you have further thoughts on your future, do come back. I owe your parents a debt, and it will easily encompass any help I can give to you.’

‘Thank you, Senator.’

‘And speaking of your parents—’ His eyes met mine, suddenly cool. ‘I trust you are not stupid enough to mention their names to anyone? Or Emperor Domitian’s. They are all dead, or at least officially so, and it’s best they stay that way.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Damn him, I had been planning to do a little modest trading on my father’s name. There were still some followers of the games who might remember him, maybe give me a job in his name – but the senator looked stern, and I did my best to look innocent.

‘Fortuna’s luck to you, then.’ He held out the scroll. I took it, bowed, and thumped out, wondering what in hell I was supposed to do if I didn’t join the legions. The only skill I had was fighting.

Sabina

‘Did you get what you wanted?’ Sabina asked, looking up from her scroll when the tall boy came slouching back into the atrium. He was scowling blackly, running a rough hand through his shaggy hair.

‘Not really.’ He scuffed to a stop by the pool, toeing one foot along the blue-tiled edge. ‘Thought your father might get me into the legions, but now I’m not so sure I want that.’

‘Why not?’

‘Don’t see why I should sell my soul just for a job.’

‘Oh, Rome always wants your soul. Didn’t you know that?’ Sabina marked her place in the scroll with one finger. ‘But most people seem to think it’s a fair bargain.’

‘I don’t.’

‘You could always be a gladiator,’ she suggested.

He jumped, and looked at her again.

‘You really don’t remember me, do you?’ She’d known him at once, even after four or five years. He looked the same: russet hair and brown arms, big feet and big shoulders and a lot of loosely bolted limbs between them that hadn’t quite caught up. The same, just larger.

He was looking at her warily now. ‘Should I remember you?’

‘Maybe not,’ she said. ‘It was a memorable day, all told.’

‘So who are you, Lady?’

She stood up, discarding her scroll, and stepped close against him, putting one hand on the back of his sunburned neck and standing on tiptoe. Inches away, she tilted her head and smiled. ‘Remember now?’

She could see the click in his eyes. ‘Sabina,’ he said slowly. ‘Lady Sabina – right?’

‘Right.’

‘Didn’t know you without the bruises. Otherwise you haven’t changed much.’ He looked her over. ‘First girl I ever kissed.’

‘The Young Barbarian? I’m flattered.’ Sabina felt his arms begin to sneak up around her waist, and stepped back. ‘All the little girls loved the Young Barbarian. The year you had your bouts in the Colosseum, your name was on schoolhouse doors inside hearts all over Rome. I told my friends I’d met you, and none of them believed me.’

‘You tell them I kissed you?’ He took another step towards her, a grin starting around the corners of his mouth.

‘I think I was the one who kissed you, actually.’ Sabina retrieved her scroll and sat down on the marble bench again. ‘What’s next for you, if not the legions?’

‘Not a gladiator’s life, that’s for damned certain.’ He leaned up against the pillar, folding his arms across his chest and cocking his head down at her. ‘I suppose you’re married now?’

‘Gods, no.’ On her seventeenth birthday last year, her father had given her a pearl necklace and promised her reasonably free rein in the choice of her husband. Sabina valued the promise more highly than the pearls.

‘I thought that baby might be yours.’

‘No, that’s little Linus. He and Faustina are Calpurnia’s – she’s my stepmother.’

Sabina went back to her book then, wanting to savour the last verses where Ulysses dealt with his wife’s suitors, wishing Homer might have written just a little more about Penelope in her husband’s absence. But the large sandalled feet in front of her didn’t move, and Sabina glanced back up at the russet-haired visitor who looked so out of place in the quiet vine-veiled atrium. Vix’s lurking grin flowered into something cheerful and lewd, and she laughed. ‘Fortuna be with you, Vercingetorix.’

‘I make my own luck,’ he bragged.

‘Do you? That’s a nice trick, if one can manage it.’ She wandered away, finding her place in the scroll again and reading as she walked. She didn’t have to glance over her shoulder to know that Vix was looking after her.

Vix

The inn Senator Norbanus had directed me to wasn’t bad. The innkeeper wasn’t happy to give me a week’s free rent, but he grunted at the senator’s seal. ‘Maybe you could help around the place,’ he added. ‘I could use a big strong lad like you. Customers, it gets late, they like having someone with a knife see them home safe.’

‘That pays well?’

‘Not bad. Pays even better if they turn down the guard and you can hold ’em up in an alley.’

I quirked an eyebrow. ‘I want half.’

‘Ten per cent.’

‘Ten the first week, and thirty once I’m paying for my own room.’

‘Done.’

The room had lice, but at least it had a bed that didn’t rock back and forth like a river. As I flopped down I saw a serving maid creak down the stairs outside. Spotty skin, but breasts like melons, and she gave me a sidelong glance as she trudged by with a basket of blankets. Maybe the day wasn’t such a loss after all.

I didn’t think about Sabina. Why should I? Just a patrician girl I probably wouldn’t see again after she’d walked away from me in that atrium with her light brown hair swaying against her narrow back. Girls like her were off-limits, and anyway, she had small breasts. Figs, say, rather than apples. I liked apples. Or melons . . . I eyed the dank hall where the serving maid had gone.

If I’d known the trouble that small-breasted off-limits patrician girl would make for me, I might have choked her to death in the middle of that atrium rather than watch her walk away.



Chapter 2




Plotina

‘Vinalia.’ Plotina pronounced the word disapprovingly. ‘A disgusting festival.’

‘It’s harmless.’ Her husband’s voice was muffled as he dragged a tunic over his head. ‘Just a little celebration of the wine harvest—’

‘All Rome gets drunk! Decent women don’t dare set foot outside.’ Plotina frowned into the polished steel mirror, remembering the tipsy shopkeeper who had pinched her on the hip during a Vinalia celebration some twenty years ago when she had been an unwed girl. Pinched her. Her, Pompeia Plotina, who could have been a Vestal Virgin had she chosen. If she had not known even then that she was destined for Greater Things.

‘Will you at least attend the races after the ceremony?’ Her husband’s voice was coaxing. ‘People expect to see you.’

‘I will stay through the first race,’ Plotina allowed. ‘That is all. Green gown,’ she told the slaves, who hastened forward with the folds of deep green silk. Silk; so ostentatious, but it was expected of a woman in her position. She held her arms out – decently swathed, of course, in a long-sleeved tunic. The women of Rome might mostly bare their arms like courtesans, even the women of great birth, but Plotina would never be one of them.

‘Gods’ bones, will you leave your fussing?’ Her husband swatted at his slaves as they draped the heavy purple-bordered folds of his toga. ‘It looks well enough!’

‘Don’t be a child,’ Plotina said without turning. A man of such power, such distinction, and he stood impatiently shifting and fidgeting like a boy of fifteen. In many ways he is still a boy of fifteen, she thought, tilting her head as the maid dabbed behind her ears with lavender water. Only whores wore perfume.

Does the girl wear perfume? Plotina wondered. If so, I shall have to rethink.

‘Ready?’ Her husband sounded amused. ‘If my wife is done primping, the priests await.’

‘You know I don’t like jokes.’ Plotina cast an eye over her reflection. Dark hair tidy and coiled, covered by a veil as was only proper. Pale oval face (no rouge or kohl, of course) and a suitably sober expression. Deep-set eyes, a nose like a furrow with a straight mouth to match it – and could that be a thread or two of grey just starting to come in by her temples? She leaned towards the mirror, pleased. She had not liked youth, and youth hadn’t liked her. A girl was nothing; a woman was powerful. A girl knew nothing; a woman knew all. As a girl Plotina had been lanky and awkward, but now at thirty-five they had begun to call her handsome. ‘I am ready.’

She rose, taking her husband’s arm. He stood tall, but she did not have to tilt her head to look into his face. Plotina could look eye to eye with all but the tallest men in Rome, and that pleased her. The goddesses of the heavens were always tall, weren’t they? And Plotina liked to model herself after only the highest and greatest of examples.

Well, she wouldn’t model herself after just any goddess. Juno, of course, queen of the heavens and always irreproachable – but some of the others were not nearly so well behaved. Plotina eyed the statue of Venus disapprovingly when they made their grand entrance into the temple. Venus: a curly headed empty little flirt, and her statue looked it. If I were Juno, I’d never put up with any whorish little goddess of love and her antics. Even the gods must keep their houses in order. Plotina’s house was always in order.

The priest raised his hands with a jug of the season’s new wine, intoning a prayer for the harvest to come and thanks for the harvest past. Judging from the flush on his face, he had been appreciating the wine already for some hours. I’ll have a new priest, Plotina decided. Not that anyone was listening to the prayers. Men stood shifting from foot to foot until they could get their hands on the wine; girls giggled behind their hands; matrons fidgeted with their festival wreaths. Plotina’s own husband was trading jokes in a whisper with his slouching guards. ‘Set an example,’ she nudged him, and bowed her head pointedly low as the priest rolled into the final prayer for Venus and Jupiter. Heads lowered hastily across the temple. Including one light-brown head Plotina had spotted the moment she entered the temple.

The girl.

Oh, the agony of it. Was she the one? Was she? Her bloodlines, of course . . . the mother’s side left a great deal to be desired, but surely Senator Norbanus’s side balanced that. The face: modest and neat featured. Beauty was not required – indeed, it could even be a deterrent. Flightiness and vanity so often came hand in hand with beauty, and the girl Plotina chose must have poise and dignity above all. Two other candidates had already been discarded on that basis. Plotina watched for some minutes while the priest droned, but the girl stood quietly, not fidgeting like the others of her age or darting looks at the dresses her friends were wearing. Quiet; that was good. She stood respectfully behind her father, eyes lowered – mindful of her elders; excellent. Plotina would be able to mould her, guide her, train her. The dress – deep red silk, and really a girl of eighteen was far too young to be wearing silk, but her father was notoriously indulgent. At least the arms were covered.

The girl looked down at her little fair-haired sister, wriggling and yawning under the drone of prayers, and put a finger to her lips in a shushing motion. Ease with children; definitely good. The girl Plotina chose would be required to bear many children. Plotina would be the one to rear the children, of course – she would see to their education and morals herself. Now, the girl’s education . . . that could be a problem. Not only was Senator Norbanus too indulgent a father, but he had educated his eldest daughter far past the usual standard. What was he thinking? Homer and Aeschylus were of absolutely no use to a woman in the practical world. Fortunately, Senator Norbanus’s third wife had reportedly taken her stepdaughter in hand as regarded the housewifely arts, so perhaps the excess education was not too great a flaw. Once the babies came, after all, the books would be forgotten.

Now – the dowry. Plotina did not count that as high as most; other things were far more important. But the girl’s dowry was more than satisfactory, and there would be no denying its usefulness. The connections – those were even better than the dowry. Senator Marcus Norbanus might be ageing, but his voice in the Senate was still strong. His support could be vital.

The priest finished his invocation to Venus and lifted the vessel high. Wine poured in a ruby stream. The girl watched, narrow head tilted to one side under its festival wreath of scarlet poppies. Plotina felt a flutter in her stomach, dryness in her mouth. Is she the one? The one who will be worthy?

No, no one was worthy. It was quite impossible.

A biddable girl who would spend her life trying, however – that was within reach.

Here. In the person of Senator Norbanus’s eldest daughter, Vibia Sabina.

Yes, she’ll do. She’ll do very nicely.

‘Thank the gods that’s done with,’ Plotina heard her husband grumble as they left the Temple of Venus. The waiting crowd erupted at the sight of him, surging forward with lusty cheers, stretching to touch the purple edge of his toga as he passed. Praetorian guards in red and gold held back the crush, clearing a path back towards the gold-trimmed Imperial litter. He handed Plotina inside, then raised an arm in cheerful salute to the crowd. The shouting redoubled: men, women, and children screaming themselves hoarse.

‘Now for the races,’ said Marcus Ulpius Trajan, Pontifex Maximus and thirteenth Emperor of the Roman Empire. The litter rose on the backs of six Greek slaves and went jogging towards the Circus Maximus. ‘Gods’ bones, I hate priests and their droning.’

‘Yes, dear.’ Pompeia Plotina, Emperor’s wife, first lady of Rome, Empress of the seven hills, was not listening. The races did not matter at all; nor did a grubby little celebration of the wine harvest where men and their sluts drank too much wine and defiled public morals. Nothing mattered except that the girl, the right girl, had finally been chosen. Plotina laughed a little – it had not occurred until now just how much the matter had been preying on her.

I shall tell him tomorrow, the Empress thought happily. I shall tell him I’ve found her.


Vix

I don’t much like patricians, and it’s fair to say they don’t like me. Jumped-up thug, they tend to mutter when I’m around, just loud enough for me to hear, but I ignore them. They’re a fairly useless lot, with a few exceptions – and you have to watch out for the exceptions. Senator Norbanus was an exception, a good one. As for the bad exception, he’s the man I should have kept an eye on from the start. Bastard.

The day already hadn’t started well. I’d got my lip split by what should have been an easy mark: a rich boy ducking his tutors and his father to go hunting for whores in the Subura, which was the last place anybody should ever hunt for whores. He found one, and probably a case of something nasty that would be itching him within weeks, and then he found the inn where I now lived and a good many tankards of bad wine. The innkeeper gave me a nod as the boy reeled out, and I slid out after him. Only midmorning, but it was Vinalia and everyone was getting drunk early. The boy was still reeling when I pulled a dagger on him in an alley and demanded his purse, and he was drunk enough to hit me instead of just handing it over. I got my lip split, but I got the purse too, and sent the boy home with his nose broken in two places. ‘Consider it a mark of manhood,’ I called after him as he fled wailing. ‘A better one than the pox that whore gave you.’

There were a good many coins in that purse, and of course I skimmed a few off the top before I handed the rest over to the innkeeper to count my percentage. ‘Mop that lip up and keep your eyes open,’ he ordered. ‘Lot of easy marks on festival days.’

‘Get someone else to hit them,’ I said shortly. ‘I’m going out to celebrate like everybody else. Hail to bloody Venus and hail to the bloody wine harvest.’

‘Listen, boy—’

I made an obscene gesture at him and thumped out. A grimy urchin darted under my feet; I booted him out of the way and his mother screeched at me. I made an obscene gesture at her too, and slid moodily into the cheerful crowds. Truth was, this wasn’t what I had planned when I’d dreamed of coming back to Rome. Oh, it was easy enough – after a month I had a room of my own, food that didn’t have too many bugs in it, coins for the bathhouse or the theatre whenever I had a mind to go. It wasn’t hard taking purses off wild boys and rich tradesmen, and I even had a little side business stealing goods off vendors in the Subura and reselling them to vendors in the Esquiline. An easy enough life. But it wasn’t quite . . .

The Colosseum had been thrown open to the crowd for festival day, and games were planned. No doubt a thousand lions would be slaughtered by spearmen, five thousand exotic birds by archers, and a few hundred prisoners by guards, and half the unlucky bastards sentenced to the gladiatorial fights would get dragged out on hooks through the Gate of Death. I ducked the Colosseum and turned towards the Circus Maximus instead. Not that the chariot races couldn’t get bloody when a team went down, but it was better than the games. Plus, at the circus the women weren’t walled up in their own section of seats, so you had a decent chance of finding a girl to take home.

God, the time I spent back then trying to get girls to go home with me. Well, I was eighteen.

The tiers were already packed to the skies, families waving little coloured banners and already cheering their favourite teams. The Reds, the Blues, the Greens, and the Whites – I’d never backed one faction or another, but in my red tunic I was automatically hauled along to a section of seating packed with Reds fans. ‘A Blues bastard do that to you?’ a big gap-toothed fellow demanded, pointing at my puffy lip. ‘Bloody bastards, those Blues.’

‘Right,’ I agreed. Never argue with a racing fanatic.

‘The Blues’ll take all the heats today, you wait,’ a woman in blue face paint screeched down from the tier above.

‘They’ll be dead bloody last!’ the gap-toothed man roared, and a brisk shoving match broke out. I squirmed out of my seat and went looking for another, eyeing the cooler tiers and private boxes where the patricians and equites seated themselves. Maybe I could sneak in . . .

‘Vercingetorix?’ someone said behind me.

I turned – a girl in a red dress, with a wreath of festival poppies in her light-brown hair. ‘Lady Sabina.’ I remembered to bow. ‘You’re in the wrong section. Patricians are all up there.’

‘I know. My aunt Diana has a box. But I’m ducking a suitor.’

‘I’ve got a seat,’ I said promptly.

‘How kind.’ She tucked her hand into my elbow. She was little, hardly up to my shoulder, but people moved out of her way. That patrician thing again.

‘So, you follow the Reds?’ I noted a red pennant in her other hand.

‘All my family does. Aunt Diana’s mad for the Reds; she’d disown us if we rooted for anyone else.’ Sabina took the seat I offered, tilting her head up. ‘There isn’t room for you.’

‘Yes, there is. Get lost,’ I told the man on her other side, and added a glare. He got lost, I got the seat, and for a bonus I got a smile from the senator’s daughter. Maybe my day was looking up. ‘Why are you ducking a suitor?’ I asked, leaning back on one elbow.

‘He thinks he’s leading the pack, so he’s trying to drive off the others.’

‘You have a pack?’

‘Yes,’ she said calmly. ‘I don’t have my mother’s looks, but I do have her money.’

‘Don’t know about the looks,’ I said, but she brushed my compliments aside.

‘The Emperor’s come.’ She pointed up at the foremost box, where a flood of royals had just entered. I didn’t have to guess which one was the Emperor – the short soldier’s haircut, the purple cloak, and the beaming face said it all. Emperor Marcus Ulpius Trajan raised his fist, and the crowds exploded.

The aristocrats in their languid poses, the equites in their self-conscious clusters, the plebeians in their masses all surged to their feet and cheered. The charioteers and stable boys paused in their darting over the arena sand, the horses waiting for entry seemed to toss their heads in salute, and I found my palms stinging and realized I was shouting and clapping with everyone else.

But Sabina wasn’t. She sat looking over the crowd, thoughtful. ‘They always do that,’ she said as I took my seat again beside her. ‘Every time Trajan comes out. He goes all over the city without guards, and no one harms him.’

I watched the Emperor fling himself down in his golden chair, raking a hand through his hair and roaring with laughter. A long ways different from the Emperor I last remembered sitting in that box. ‘Long as Trajan doesn’t give black parties or make people call him Lord and God, I’ll find him an improvement.’

‘Sshh, they’re starting.’ The roars mounted through the tiered seats as the first of the chariots appeared, a quartet of blacks with green plumes dancing over their heads. Two more teams for the Greens, then a team for the Blues. Sabina hissed as they went by in a flash of blue wheels, and I laughed.

‘The Blues are utterly fucking evil,’ she explained, bland. ‘Or so I’ve been told since a very young age.’

I laughed again, eyeing her in surprise. The Reds came by last, a Gaul flourishing his red-beaded driving whip to make his team of chestnuts prance, and Sabina waved her pennant. I put two fingers to my lips and let out a piercing whistle that had all our neighbours wincing.

‘How interesting,’ said Sabina. ‘Show me how to do that!’

I showed her how to double up her tongue behind her teeth. She regarded me with unblinking attention, put two fingers to her own lips, and had it on the third try. ‘Excellent,’ she said, pleased. ‘Thank you, Vercingetorix.’

‘It’s just a whistle.’

‘It’s something new. I try to learn something new from everyone.’

‘What about bad people?’ I couldn’t help wondering.

‘Even villains have something worth knowing. Look at my mother.’

‘What did you, uh, learn from her?’ I blinked away a certain memory of Sabina’s mother, all airy green silks and fragrant black curls, informing me in her low sweet voice that I was a cowardly little brat destined to die in the arena. Yes, I remembered Sabina’s mother quite well. Wondered how much her daughter did, though . . .

‘My mother dressed beautifully,’ Sabina said. ‘Otherwise, I have to say, she was a spoiled, spiteful scheming waste of life.’

‘That about sums her up,’ I agreed. ‘Say, if you’re so interested in learning new things, I can teach you more than whistling –’

Sabina looked amused but turned back to the arena, doubling her tongue expertly behind her teeth and letting out a shriek of a whistle. ‘Reds!’ she shouted, and Trajan dropped the kerchief up in the Imperial box and eight chariots surged off the line.

There was the usual jockeying against the spina, a team for the Whites went down promptly in a flurry of hooves and dust and screams, and then the crush thundered away towards the other end of the arena, blue plumes in front with green and red close behind. They disappeared around the hairpin turn on the far end, shouts and cries rippling to the other side of the stands, and I flopped back in my seat again. ‘So you’ve got suitors,’ I said idly to the senator’s daughter. ‘Any of them leading the pack?’

‘One or two.’ Her blue gaze came back from the arena to me, unblinking. ‘My father said I could choose whom I liked, within reason.’

‘What’s within reason?’

‘Well, the Emperor has to approve my choice of husband,’ said Sabina. ‘And neither he nor Father would allow me to marry a freedman in a butcher’s shop, or a wastrel with a pile of dicing debts. And my father wouldn’t like it if I chose a man who travels a great deal either.’

‘What’s wrong with travelling?’ The chariots thundered around the second turn, a storm of cheers going up as the Reds fought up on the outside against the Blues.

‘If I marry a general or a provincial governor I’ll be gone from Rome, and Father would rather I stayed close. But he’s going to be disappointed on that score.’

‘Why? Got your eye on a general?’

‘No.’ Her gaze transferred back to the arena. ‘I’ve got my eye on the world.’

‘Tall order.’

‘Big world.’

‘I’ve seen Britannia,’ I offered. ‘Londinium’s a sinkhole, but Brigantia’s pretty – that’s up north.’

‘Tell me about it?’

‘Mountains,’ I said. ‘Mountains and sea – and it’s cold, but the mist wraps the tops of the mountains and makes everything funny in your ears –’ I talked about Brigantia, and Sabina listened with her whole body, drinking in every word as the horses thundered through two more laps.

‘I’d like to see Brigantia,’ she commented when I trailed off. ‘But I’d like to see everything.’

‘Where’ll you start?’

‘Judaea? Gaul? Egypt, maybe – their gods have animal heads, and I always thought that was interesting. Or Greece – I could visit Sparta and Athens, see which one really is better.’

‘Spartans have the better armies.’ I remembered the stories my mother had told me. ‘Or they did, anyway.’

‘Yes, but what else have they got?’ Sabina looked thoughtful, and the horses whirled past again in a cloud of dust and cheers. ‘Might be worthwhile, finding out.’

‘You know how they get married?’ My mother had told me the story. ‘They take all the girls up into the mountains at night, give ’em a head start, and send all the boys after ’em. Everybody’s naked, and whoever catches who gets married.’

‘How fortunate we don’t do that in Rome. I’m a terrible runner.’

‘I’m not.’ I looked her over. ‘Run you down in a heartbeat, I could.’

‘But would you want to? There’d be some hardy Spartan girl you’d fancy first. Much better for a legionary.’

‘I’m not going to be a legionary.’

‘Aren’t you?’

‘Twenty-five years’ service. Not bloody likely.’

‘Hmm.’ Her eyes turned back to the arena again as the cheers redoubled – in the fifth lap, the Reds had pulled ahead of the Blues. ‘Oh, good. They’re winning.’ She waved her pennant politely.

‘Hey!’ I stared slit eyed at the man sitting behind Sabina, a big bearded man who had edged forward swearing at the Blues. ‘Keep your knees out of her back!’

‘Maybe she liked it,’ the man jeered, looking Sabina up and down.

‘Take that back!’ I reared up, grabbing a handful of his tunic. I was just in the mood for a scrap.

‘Are you going to fight?’ Sabina said, interested.

‘Not much of a fight,’ I said, after bloodying the fellow’s nose. He slunk off swearing, and I shook out my hand. ‘Maybe he’ll come back with some friends.’

‘I rather hope he does. I’ve never seen a fight before.’

‘You saw me in the arena, didn’t you? My second bout, when I was thirteen and got my shoulder speared.’ I still had the scar.

‘Yes, I saw you. You were quite good too. But you weren’t fighting for me. I’ve never had anyone fight for me before. I can see why girls get all excited about it.’

‘You’re an odd one, Lady,’ I couldn’t help saying.

‘Do you think so? I think I’m quite ordinary.’

‘At least we’ve got room to stretch now.’ I leaned back, extending one arm casually along the line of her shoulders. She looked amused but let it stay there.

The Reds came in tops by a length, red plumes tossing in triumph over their chestnut heads, and the red-clad portion of the circus exploded into cheers. Three more heats followed as the sun descended into the heat of afternoon. There was another victory for the Reds and two for the Greens, and I was starting to get restless. ‘Food?’ I suggested. ‘There’s only so many times you can watch horses run in a circle.’

‘It does start to look the same after a while,’ Sabina agreed. ‘Where shall we go?’

I could think of a few places to go, most with convenient flat spots and none having anything to do with food, but this was a senator’s daughter. ‘There are vendors about.’ I bulled a path in the crush, and Sabina followed in my wake.

‘Sausages?’ she suggested, pointing to a little stand.

‘Better not. More likely dog than pork.’

‘I wonder why we don’t eat dog,’ she mused. ‘We eat geese and pigs, and they’re just as domesticated. We eat eels and lampreys, and they’re too vile looking even to contemplate in their natural form. But we don’t eat dog, not unless we’re really desperate.’

‘You want to try?’

‘No, I confess I don’t. But I wonder why?’

‘You wonder a lot of things.’

‘Don’t you?’

‘I wonder where my next meal’s coming from. Or I wonder what I’ll be doing a year from now.’

‘I already know what I’ll be doing a year from now.’ She tucked her hand into my elbow. ‘Perhaps that frees me up to wonder about the odd things.’

‘What will you be doing a year from now?’

‘I’ll be married. What else is there?’

I got her fried bread and strips of some lean roasted meat that at least wasn’t dog. We watched the fifth race from the stands, munching, and when the Blues won I taught the senator’s daughter a few colourful curses to hurl down at them.

‘Die slowly, you Blue whoresons,’ she yelled down at the track where the Blue chariot wheeled in triumph, and I grinned as she added a few more choice phrases. Then, behind us, I heard a cool patrician voice.

‘Lady Vibia Sabina, are you lost?’

‘Not a bit.’ She turned, her hand still tucked into my elbow. ‘Are you, Tribune?’

I’d have known him for one of the well born even without the rank Sabina gave him. Only the rich and powerful wore a toga that snowy clean, and wore it without tripping over the heavy folds like us commoners. This tribune was a tall man, perhaps twenty-six; not as tall as me but broader. Dark hair curling closely over a massive handsome head; broad calm features, deep-set eyes. Bearded, which wasn’t usual for Romans. He held the folds of his toga against his chest with one large ringed hand and looked down at Sabina with calm disapproval.

‘You should not be here, Lady.’

‘Why not?’

‘Your father has a box. Far safer for a girl.’

‘I’m safe enough with my escort here.’

His eyes shifted to me. Just one quick glance and I knew he could describe me in detail a year from now, from my worn sandals to my shaggy hair to the amulet about my neck, which, from the twitch of his heavy eyelid, he clearly thought barbaric.

‘Vercingetorix,’ said Sabina. ‘Meet Publius Aelius Hadrian, tribunus plebis.’

‘What’s that?’ I asked, not bowing. ‘A legionary officer?’

‘No, that’s a different kind of tribune. Hadrian’s kind is a sort of magistrate. The first step towards becoming a praetor.’

‘There are other responsibilities.’ Hadrian’s eyes swept me again. ‘And who is this?’ he asked Sabina.

‘A client of my father’s.’

‘Ah.’ Faint surprise. ‘Senator Norbanus always did have odd clients.’

‘He does,’ Sabina agreed. ‘I like them. One learns so much.’

‘You have strange tastes, Vibia Sabina.’

‘Doesn’t she?’ I said. ‘I think it’s sweet.’

The tribune’s eyes lingered a moment on my arm, where Sabina’s hand was still tucked, then dismissed me. ‘If you will not be escorted back to your box, Vibia Sabina, I will take my leave. I dislike the races. Too many horses die, and I hate to hear them scream.’

Another bow to Sabina and he moved off in blind confidence, rippling a path in the crowd for himself. ‘Stiff patrician bastard,’ I growled.

That was the first time I met Publius Aelius Hadrian. What a lot of trouble I’d have saved if I’d just killed the bastard on sight.



Sabina


How nice, Sabina reflected, to have someone large and male on hand in a crowd. She followed easily behind Vix as he shouldered through the delirious crush of Reds fans – the Reds had taken the final race and won the day’s majoity. ‘My aunt Diana will never forgive me if I don’t come congratulate her,’ Sabina shouted over the roar of applause as the Reds completed their last preening victory lap, and let Vix bull a path down into the sea of red now crowding the arena.

‘Hell’s gates.’ Vix got his first close look at the racing stallions – huge and sweating, champing against the red leather reins. ‘I’m never getting on a horse in my life if I can help it.’

‘Killed your first man in the arena at thirteen,’ said Sabina, amused, ‘and you’re afraid of horses?’

‘Petrified,’ Vix said frankly. ‘I haven’t met a one that didn’t want me dead. Why would anybody want to—’

‘Sabina!’ Aunt Diana came up from behind, flinging her unfashionably brown arms about Sabina’s waist. As usual, her red dress and white-blond hair smelled of hay. ‘The Reds took five of nine, did you see? I’m having the charioteers back to my villa for a party; you’ll come, of course –’

‘I think I’m going home, Aunt Diana.’

‘Gods’ wheels, girl, at your age I could drink any charioteer under the table! Have it your way, I’m going to check my horses—’ Off she whirled. ‘That’s your aunt?’ Vix twisted his head after her, admiring.

‘Not really. She’s some sort of distant cousin on my father’s side, but I call her aunt anyway.’ Sabina pulled a wilting poppy from her hair, twirling it between her fingers. ‘Don’t be embarrassed gawping over her. Everyone does.’

‘She must have been something to see when she was young.’

‘Yes, men used to turn and stare whenever she walked into a room. It annoyed my mother no end – she wanted men to turn and stare only when she entered a room.’

Sabina slipped her hand into Vix’s arm again, and they made their way out of the Circus Maximus with the rest of the crowd, treading over the litter of stale fallen food and sticky spilled pools of wine, faded festival flowers, and discarded little banners. The Reds fans swaggered and the Blues fans sulked; children wailed fretfully and couples slipped off to darker places. The sky was a deep pink overhead, shading towards night. Sabina tilted her head back to see the vast oval shadow of the Colosseum in the distance and wondered how many men had died inside it today. Vix was looking at the Colosseum too – for the first time that day, she saw his lively face still.

‘Do you think about it?’ Sabina asked. ‘The Colosseum.’

‘No.’ Vix’s voice was curt, and he shoved a drunk out of their path with more force than was necessary. The drunk just beamed and gave a tipsy ‘Ave Vinalia!’ before lurching off into the dusk. ‘I dream about it sometimes,’ Vix added abruptly.

‘I wish I dreamed,’ Sabina confessed. ‘I haven’t, not since my epilepsia went.’

She’d fallen into fits as a child, but she’d been cured by the usual remedy of a gladiator’s blood. The closest gladiator had been Vix: thirteen, wounded, and just out of his first bout. She’d been there in the crowd to see him get the wound – a sword into the shoulder, which might not have been too bad except that Vix had forced his shoulder farther up the blade to get within arm’s reach of his much bigger opponent and make the kill. Probably why I kissed him when I finally met him face to face, Sabina thought. He was a sight!

‘You miss the epilepsia?’ Vix asked. The sky had faded from pink to violet now.

‘Mmm, not the fits. But I do miss dreams. The gods talk to us in our dreams. Does that mean they’ll never talk to me?’

‘Don’t know if I’d want to talk to a god.’

‘It might be interesting. So many gods, you know.’

‘You might get one of the animal-headed ones. Scary.’

‘Oh, I’m not easily scared.’

‘That I believe, Lady.’

Sabina let him steer her around a fat man passed out in the street. Many Vinalia revellers had taken too much of the harvest wine and now lay slumped against walls snoring up at the darkening sky. Sabina’s sandals made soft echoes against the stones as they wound through a series of narrow streets, and she was just about to ask with some amusement if he wasn’t taking her the long way home when someone leaped out of the shadows and bashed Vix over the head.

‘You like that?’ a reeking voice snarled, and Sabina recognized the Blues fan from the circus whose nose Vix had bloodied. He must have found some friends after all, Sabina thought, and then someone else rushed past with a rough knock to her shoulder and sent her sprawling. She raised herself on her hands, her hip stinging painfully where she’d fallen, and saw Vix get one good punch off before two men doubled his left arm up behind him. The first man in the blue tunic staggered back with a muffled grunt, bleeding all over again from the nose, but he came back with a hammer blow. Vix yelled, ringing Sabina’s ears like a bell, and then another of Blue Tunic’s friends came out of the shadows and got him by the other arm. Vix braced himself, swearing thickly, and Blue Tunic was just cocking a fist back when a rock descended on the back of his head.

‘Goodness,’ Sabina said as he fell, hefting the muddy chunk of stone she’d managed to snatch up from the gutter. ‘That makes quite a thunk, doesn’t it?’

‘Hit him again!’ Vix yelled, head-butting into the man on his left.

‘Oh, sorry,’ Sabina said hastily, and knelt down with the stone. She studied Blue Tunic a moment – she didn’t want to kill him, after all – and finally decided on a medium-strength blow just above the other ear. That took care of his muzzy efforts to get up, and Sabina rose to see if Vix needed any more help, but he seemed to have things well in hand. He’d dropped one thug with a cocked elbow into the throat followed by a knee up into the belly, then turned on the other two. He came at them with a snarl, teeth bared like a wolf, and suddenly they were both brushing past Sabina and stumbling up the street.

‘He should have picked better friends,’ Sabina observed.

‘You think fast on your feet,’ Vix panted. He cuffed blood off his lip: tall, tense, still taut with energy. ‘Thanks, Lady.’

‘Don’t mention it.’ She rose, tossing the loose stone away and feeling quite pleased with herself. ‘My first fight, and I dropped one all by myself. It’s been a good day.’

‘Yes, it has,’ Vix said, then crossed the cobbles in two long strides, shoved her up against a tenement wall, and began kissing her.

Well, that’s different. She’d been kissed before, of course – by Vix, for one, though they’d only been children; and more recently by a few of her suitors. Sabina had encouraged them, being immensely curious about the whole experience, but none of them had ever done more than brush their lips gently against hers and keep one mindful eye on the door to make sure her father wasn’t coming. Except for the one suitor whose understanding of the whole business had been to shove his tongue as far down her throat as possible, as if he were trying to find out what she’d eaten for dinner . . .

‘You’re too damned small,’ Vix growled in her ear, and lifted her up off her feet for better access. Sabina chuckled low in her throat, tipping her head back for him and winding her arms about his neck. She was half crushed between the hard wall and his hard chest, but the one was warm, so warm, as though his blood boiled a shade hotter than the ordinary. She felt his heart thudding against her breasts, and tasted the salty coppery tang from his split lip. She touched the back of his neck, tracing an unhurried circle with one fingertip, and Vix gave a muffled groan and started kissing his way down towards her shoulder. One rough hand twined through her hair, dislodging the wilted poppies.

‘The idea – off my doorstep, you filthy things!’ Light suddenly flooded the dark vestibule, and Sabina felt a sharp smack on the back of her head. Vix swore, and they both looked up at a housewife’s broad outraged face. ‘Thugs and trollops, disturbing decent people with your brawling and fornicating, the idea—’

‘Hadn’t even got to the fornicating yet, you cow!’ Vix yelled, but Sabina took his arm, shaking with giggles, and pulled him off into the night with the housewife still frothing behind them.

‘Gods, how funny.’ Sabina put a hand over her mouth and laughed through her fingers, feeling as giddy and high-sailing as a full moon. ‘Another first.’

‘Kissing in a doorway?’

‘Being shrieked at for a fornicating trollop. What fun.’

‘Could be more fun.’ Vix stepped close again, his eyes just black shadows now in the dusk, but Sabina stopped him with a hand on his chest.

‘I’m afraid my father will be looking for me soon. He’ll worry now that it’s dark, and I don’t like to worry him. Besides, the house isn’t far.’

Vix scowled, but stepped back. ‘Told you I’d teach you something better than a whistle, didn’t I?’

‘So you did.’

His face fell visibly when they came up to the house after another block of frustrated silence, and he saw that there were household slaves waiting at the gate. ‘Damn.’

Sabina laughed. ‘Hoping for a good-night kiss?’

‘Or something,’ he muttered.

Herself, Sabina had been pondering whether it would be wise to give him one . . . but the slaves were already hurrying out into the street to greet her. ‘Lady Sabina, you should have been back before dark!’ She started towards them, pulling a fold of her palla up over her head and hoping Vix hadn’t left any marks on her neck that might need explaining. Behind her, she heard Vix’s footsteps turn back down the street.

On impulse, she shooed the slaves ahead and then turned. ‘Vix!’

He turned, tall and irritated in the torchlight. ‘What, Lady?’

‘You kiss much better now than you did at thirteen.’ Sabina grinned and disappeared into the house.



Chapter 3




Plotina

The Empress of Rome prided herself on laughing very seldom. Life was a solemn thing, after all, and her position in the world demanded every possible dignity. But she could not help laughing when she saw the look on Hadrian’s face.

‘Dear Publius, don’t look so grim. It’s not a sentence of death, you know. Only a marriage.’

‘Which is a sentence of a different kind.’ He hesitated. ‘Vibia Sabina?’

‘Yes, I’ve chosen her. You object?’

Hadrian moved his shoulders restlessly, pacing to the end of her study. Plotina looked up from her writing tablet, revelling in the sight of him: so tall and sturdy, the picture of Roman rectitude in his spotless toga, his head handsome in the wash of spring sunshine from the window. The gods had not seen fit to grant her children, but they had granted her Publius Aelius Hadrian: her husband’s ward from the age of ten, and when first she laid eyes on him she had seen his potential. Trajan had had little time to act the guardian, so his care had been hers. Her Publius.

‘We agreed it was time you married,’ she pointed out as he continued to pace. ‘Right in this room we agreed it.’ A fine sunny morning; Hadrian always came to call on her before midday if his duties permitted, and she had lost no time in dismissing the slaves from her cosy study and informing him she had at last found him a bride. ‘It’s high time you took a wife,’ Plotina continued, ‘and you asked me to find you a suitable candidate.’

‘Not Vibia Sabina. I don’t like the girl.’

‘Why not? She’s quiet, well mannered, decently bred. She has a fine dowry and even finer connections.’

‘Her mother was the greatest whore since Messalina!’

‘And her father has one of the most respected voices in the Senate house. His support would carry your career far.’ Plotina smiled. ‘I do so want to see you consul someday, Dear Publius. By thirty if I can manage it, and I expect I can.’

‘Not with a wife like that. She may look quiet, but she has a taste for low company. I saw her at the races, rubbing elbows with plebs.’

‘Once you’re married, she’ll have to keep the company you choose,’ Plotina pointed out. ‘Surely you can rein in one errant little wife?’

‘She’s very young,’ Hadrian complained. ‘I don’t like little girls.’

‘I wish she were younger,’ Plotina sighed. A ripe biddable little thing of fourteen who would do as she was told – the ideal daughter-in-law. ‘Sabina’s father should have arranged her marriage three or four years ago instead of letting her loll about the house reading Homer. Still, if he had then she would not be available for you. The gods arrange these things for a reason.’ They generally arranged things to suit Plotina, she found. And what they did not arrange, she could contrive for herself.

‘I don’t think the girl is as biddable as you say,’ Hadrian was saying. ‘She says all the right things, but I can feel her laughing at me.’

‘Nonsense; who would ever laugh at you?’ Plotina looked back to her wax tablet. ‘Just leave her to me; I will train her up to satisfaction after your marriage. Hand me that stylus?’

‘Checking the household accounts again?’ Hadrian shook his head, amused. ‘An army of stewards at your beck and call, and the Empress of Rome still does her own figures.’

‘My last steward tried to cheat me. I had to make an example and have his hands chopped off.’ Plotina scraped the tablet clean and made a fresh heading. ‘Besides, I have always kept my own household accounts. I see no reason to change simply because my household is larger. You will recall, Dear Publius, that when I entered the palace for the first time –’

‘Yes, yes, you declared you would leave the palace the same woman as you entered it.’ Hadrian’s eyes crinkled. ‘You’ve told me that a hundred times.’

‘I hope I’ve done more than quote it at you.’

‘Certainly, my lady.’ He bent and kissed the top of her head. ‘You have not changed in the slightest.’

‘You have, and not entirely for the better.’ Plotina patted his furred cheek. ‘I don’t like that beard.’

‘And I don’t like your choice of bride.’ The scowl returned, and he flung himself into the chair opposite her. ‘Why Vibia Sabina?’

‘You require a wife of breeding and connections, with the poise to host your colleagues and rivals as you climb the ladder.’

‘You have always done that for me,’ he observed.

‘And will continue to do so.’ Plotina began copying a list of figures out on her slate. ‘But a wife will give you sons, and a man should have sons.’

‘Trajan –’

‘Is also very fond of Sabina,’ Plotina interrupted smoothly. ‘You will rise in his favour as well, marrying her.’

‘I should already have his favour,’ Hadrian grumbled.

Plotina felt a pang. ‘You should take more interest in Dear Publius,’ she had told her husband many times. ‘He’s your ward. He should be like a son to you.’

‘Well, he isn’t.’ Trajan had been short with her, very short. ‘I’ve done my duty by him, haven’t I? Cold moody little bugger he was as a boy, and he’s a cold moody bugger now. Enough is enough.’

No, Plotina thought, it’s not nearly enough. But she knew when to drop the matter for later. Trajan could be so stubborn.

‘Marry little Sabina,’ she said, ‘and you’ll get on better with my husband. He’s even a distant great-uncle to her on her father’s side – the marriage will make you family, not just a ward. The Emperor will see you more frequently, get to appreciate you better. You’ll see.’

‘It’ll take more than a marriage to make the Emperor like me.’

If you’d kept your hands off that dancer Trajan liked so much, you’d stand better with him today, Plotina thought. What a debacle that had been! Trajan had been very cross about having his pet poached from under his nose, and in the end Plotina had had to pack that smooth-cheeked little whore off to a brothel in Ostia, just to keep the peace in her household. All young men had wild oats to sow, but couldn’t they be more careful about where they scattered the seeds? It was a thought Plotina kept to herself. There were things young men fondly thought their mothers did not know. Mothers always did know, of course, but if they were wise they kept their own counsel. And who was wiser than Plotina, who was not just the mother Dear Publius should have had, but the Mother of Rome?

‘This marriage will be a start in the right direction,’ she said instead. ‘Trajan likes Sabina, and if you marry her he’ll like you. So why don’t you go pay a visit on the Norbanus household this afternoon?’

‘I suppose I could speak to her father.’ Grudgingly. ‘Advance my prospects.’

‘I’m afraid you’ll have to address yourself to Sabina as well, my dear. Her father is letting her have some choice in her marriage.’ Plotina exhaled. ‘What is this world coming to? He always was far too lenient a father.’

‘I’ll take a firmer line with his grandsons, then.’ Hadrian rose, kissing her hand. ‘You win, my lady. Senator Norbanus’s daughter it is.’

‘Shave off that beard?’ Plotina begged. ‘I’m sure no girl wishes to marry a hedge.’


Sabina

‘It’s perfect.’ Sabina looked down at the little figure in marble. ‘Uncle Paris, I don’t know how you do it.’

He took her thanks serenely, hardly bothering to look up from the new block of marble now occupying his worktable. Sabina wandered the studio, used to his silences. Long windows letting in a flood of pale gold morning sunshine, scraps of marble and stone dust everywhere – and shelves, rank on rank of shelves crammed full of marble pieces. A bust of Emperor Trajan, looking vigorous . . . a half-finished study of a nymph, exquisite arms and shoulders rising from a rough chunk of stone . . . a granite Hercules with his lion skin and club . . . Uncle Paris might be old now, his hair gone white and his eyes cloudy, but his hands with their chisel and mallet were clearly as steady as ever. He must have been quite a scandal when he was young – Sabina could well imagine the whispers. A boy of good family sculpting marble like a common artisan? My dear, the shame of it! But the family had got used to him by now, and left him alone with his marble and his gift for shaping it.

‘I wish I had a talent,’ Sabina confided to a suspicious-eyed bust of the old emperor Domitian. Even an awkward talent like sculpting marble, or Aunt Diana’s passion for training horses – it would still make life simpler. You’d know what the gods intended you to be. It was just a matter of clearing any obstacles out of the way, and getting on with it.

She’d wanted to smack Vix that day at the races a few weeks ago. Anyone with eyes in their head could see what he was supposed to be, and instead he wasted his time skulking around alleys, picking fights, and kissing the wrong girls.

A deep voice sounded behind her. ‘Vibia Sabina.’

‘Publius Aelius Hadrian.’ She turned, aping his formal tones just a little. ‘Wait, hold still!’

‘What?’ he frowned, his broad hand twitching the folds of his toga.

‘Hand out – there. Raised up, declamatory. Now, hold it.’ Sabina raised her voice. ‘Uncle Paris, come sketch him for your next statue. Perfect Roman Senator.’

Hadrian dropped the declamatory hand. ‘I see you like a joke, Vibia Sabina.’

‘Don’t you?’

He ignored the question, looking at Uncle Paris, whose eyes were trained on a minute crack in his marble block. ‘Uncle, you said?’

‘Another cousin, technically,’ Sabina said. ‘Father’s related to half of Rome, and Calpurnia to the other half. Everyone’s my cousin.’

Including the Emperor – and that, Sabina knew, was the reason Publius Aelius Hadrian stood, stilted and dutiful, trying to make conversation with a silly girl who liked a joke. Soon after Vinalia, he’d decided to start courting her. Sabina couldn’t decide if it was funny or exasperating. She’d never had a more reluctant suitor in her life.

‘You’ve received the gift I sent yesterday?’ he said after another pause.

‘The stag from your hunt? Yes, my stepmother is very grateful. We’ll have venison for days.’

‘I will send more. I hunt weekly, but I do not need so much game for myself.’

‘Then why do you hunt weekly?’ Sabina eyed his immaculate hands, his toga without so much as an ink spot. ‘I’d have thought hunting too dirty for you.’

‘On the contrary.’

Another silence fell.

‘You’ve commissioned something, I suppose.’ Hadrian gestured around the studio, boredom suppressed in every word. ‘A bust of your father?’

‘In a sense.’ Sabina indicated the little figure in rosy marble: a man dropped to one knee, tendons corded through his arms and down his neck, one shoulder twisted under the weight of a perfect sphere.

‘Atlas. Bowed under the weight of the heavens.’ Hadrian peered at the carved face, its noble nose and broad forehead, the mouth compressed in an agony of effort. ‘Is that your father’s face?’

‘Very good,’ said Sabina. ‘It’s a surprise Calpurnia commissioned for him. Her way of reminding him not to work too hard.’

‘She is a fine wife,’ Hadrian approved. ‘A pearl among women.’

‘After what my mother put him through, my father was due a pearl.’

Hadrian cocked his head at that.

Sabina gave a bland blink of her lashes. ‘You’ve come for a bust?’

‘Yes. A gift for the Emperor. I thought to have him carved as Aeneus.’

‘Better Alexander. Trajan would adore to conquer the world.’

‘Alexander then. The world at his feet.’ Hadrian bent to examine the little Atlas again, and Sabina saw the light in his eyes.

‘Your uncle Paris, he must have studied the Polykleitos school of thought? Action and inaction, perfectly expressed here. Have you ever seen the Polykleitos Doryphorus? I’ve seen sketches, but—’ Hadrian pulled himself up. ‘Forgive me, Vibia Sabina. Of course this is of no interest to—’

‘How do you know what interests me?’ said Sabina. ‘You may have been showering me with flowers and dead deer for a few weeks now, but we’ve never had a single interesting conversation.’

‘Naturally a girl does not study the precepts of sculpture or—’

‘You’re much more interesting when you aren’t patronizing me,’ Sabina said frankly. ‘You should try talking like a human being more often. So, what’s so special about the Polykleitos Doryphorus?’

Hadrian looked down at her. For a moment Sabina thought he’d go back to boring pleasantries, but his hand reached out almost involuntarily and touched the little Atlas. ‘See the shift in the weight between the feet? Perfectly poised between motion and repose. The Greek sculptor Polykleitos found it was the finest way to express the beauty of the athletic form. His Doryphorus is the best example, but he had a very fine Hera in a temple in Argos, and a bronze Amazon in Ephesus—’

‘Surely you’re not a sculptor too?’ Sabina looked at Hadrian’s large hands. Unscarred and soft, the nails smooth and uniform, not much like Uncle Paris’s chisel-roughened palms.

‘No, merely a dabbler in the arts,’ Hadrian said with a modesty Sabina found suspect. ‘I make sketches, and architectural drawings – you can see the same principle in Greek architecture, you know. The Erechtheion caryatids, they don’t just serve as pillars! You can see a knee raised, as if they’re ready to step down off the plinth –’

He was waving his arms now.

‘I’m going to build my own villa someday,’ he told Sabina. ‘The perfect blend of Greek and Roman architectural principles. The grace and beauty of Greece – Corinthian columns, we’ve got nothing to match them – but backed up by the solidity of our Roman domes. I’ve made preliminary designs, but I need more study. A tour in Greece; I want to see the Acropolis, the temples. The Greeks have the finest temples in the world.’

‘According to you, the Greeks have the finest everything,’ Sabina teased, but he was too absorbed to mind her joking now.

‘Not everything.’ Decisive. ‘Rome has the finest government, the best engineering, the most perfect system of organization. But culture, that goes to Greece. Architecture, philosophy, dramatics – all we have to offer for dramatists are those dreary pantomime farces, nothing to stand against Sophocles and Euripides. And as for literature—’

‘Cicero,’ said Sabina promptly. ‘Martial, Virgil—’

Hadrian snorted. ‘Overrated.’

‘Surely not Virgil,’ Sabina protested. ‘ “I see wars, horrible wars, and the Tiber foaming with much blood—” ’

‘Orotund and overpolished,’ Hadrian snapped. ‘You want an accounting of Aeneas, you’d do better to study Ennius’s Annals. Good straightforward Roman prose—’

‘You will never win me away from Virgil. What about Cato?’

‘Cato I will grant you. He has a textbook on public speaking, sound basis in Greek rhetorical theory—’

‘Yes, I’ve read it.’

‘Have you? Extraordinary. What about his Origines . . .’

Eventually, Uncle Paris’s voice broke into the discussion. ‘Go away, both of you,’ he said without looking up from his chisels. ‘You’re distracting me.’

Sabina realized they’d been talking loudly, enthusiastically, and for more than an hour. Hastily she bundled up the little figurine of Atlas. ‘We’re going, Uncle Paris.’

‘I’d meant to commission a bust of Emperor Trajan,’ Hadrian recalled. ‘Carved as Alexander—’

‘Boring,’ said Uncle Paris, and shut the door of his studio.

‘Don’t mind him,’ Sabina said as they came out into the street. Her litter-bearers straightened hastily, having taken advantage of her absence to flirt with a cluster of slave girls on the way to the market. ‘Uncle Paris carves for himself, you know, not for his living. You’d better make your commission interesting, or he won’t take it.’

‘A true sculptor.’ Hadrian fingered his short beard. ‘I envy such men. A great talent may be a burden, but it does lighten one of destiny. The talent is the destiny.’

‘I was thinking that myself, earlier,’ said Sabina. ‘But you said it better. What’s your talent?’

‘I write poetry,’ Hadrian confessed. ‘Elegies in the Greek style. And I have a certain skill for drawing, and I play the flute and the lyre. But I will never number among the great artists.’

‘Then you’ll have to find out your own destiny,’ said Sabina. ‘Most of us do, I suppose.’

‘I already know what my destiny is,’ Hadrian said matter-of-factly.

She cocked her head, interested, but he had lifted a hand and summoned his own litter.

‘I fear I must leave you, Vibia Sabina – I would see you home, but I am to dine this evening with my sister and her husband Servianus.’

‘Lucius Julius Ursus Servianus?’ Sabina asked. ‘I’ve met him.’

‘They say he is the most worthy man in Rome.’

‘I don’t like him either.’

Hadrian laughed aloud, taking her hand and raising it to his lips. ‘What an interesting little thing you are,’ he said, and Sabina no longer saw the sheen of boredom in his deep-set eyes.


Vix

I’ll admit I was nervous when I got a summons to Senator Norbanus’s house. ‘Hell,’ I swore when I got the politely worded missive, handed over by a less polite slave. But I went. When a senator snapped his fingers in Rome, unemployed ex-slaves like me hopped like frogs.

‘I see you are doing well for yourself.’ He eyed the silver chain about my neck, leaning back in his chair. Nothing had changed in the crowded study – the desk heaped with slates and tablets, the cheerful clutter, the shelves and shelves of scrolls. ‘Have you found any particular work as yet?’

‘Odds and ends, sir.’

‘I know what sort of odds and ends go on in that side of town. Not what your parents would hope for you, I’m sure.’

An itch started to scratch between my shoulder blades, and I had to control the urge to twitch. Twitching looked guilty.

‘Sabina tells me you ran into a spot of trouble outside the Circus Maximus a few weeks ago.’

Damn it. I should have known that girl wouldn’t be able to hold her tongue. ‘No trouble, sir,’ I lied. ‘Nothing at all.’

‘She said you handily saw off a pack of drunken thieves.’

‘She exaggerates.’

‘Rarely.’

His dark eyes regarded me, thoughtful, and I had the feeling he was seeing clear through to the inside of my skull. A good many aristocrats could do that look, but his took the prize. He knew about the thugs, he knew about me kissing his daughter; he knew all the things I would have liked to do to his daughter given a little more time and a flat spot, and Hell’s gates, Vercingetorix, this is not the time for any of those thoughts to be invading your thick head. I averted my eyes over the senator’s ear, fastening them on a bust of somebody who might have been an emperor or maybe just a philosopher, and hoped my face wasn’t reddening. Red faces looked guilty.

‘I would like to offer you a place in my household guards.’ The offer came so abruptly, I just blinked. ‘This is a quiet household, but we have occasional need of a guard at the gate. You would have a room here at the villa, your meals, three new tunics a year. And a salary.’ He quoted it – a generous one.

I breathed easier. He’d hardly be making me any sort of offer if he knew. ‘Why, Senator? Must be plenty of old soldiers who’d serve you better. I’ve never done any bodyguarding.’

‘I remember a twelve-year-old boy who stabbed an emperor in defence of his mother,’ said Senator Norbanus. ‘What was that, if not bodyguarding?’

‘That was a long time ago.’

‘Six years. Endless, indeed.’ His ink-stained fingers drummed the desk. ‘Bring a little of that verve to protecting my household, and I’ll be well pleased. I have an enemy or two who might be troublesome – not to kill me perhaps, but to prevent me from reaching the Senate house on the morning of some important vote. And my eldest daughter has a habit of wandering off to odd places. A strong arm at her back might be useful.’

‘Did she put you up to this?’ I couldn’t help but ask. ‘Hiring me?’

‘No, Sabina’s gone to Baiae with her stepmother and the children.’

I couldn’t help a twinge of disappointment. Sabina had put me off the night I kissed her, like a good girl should, but her finger had traced those deliberate circles on the back of the neck that had raised the hair on my arms – raised more than hair, truth be told, and that was not anything to be thinking about right now either. I shifted partway behind a handy chair.

‘– Sabina’s idea, taking Calpurnia to the coast for a while,’ the senator had continued, unaware of me. ‘My wife is to have another child’ – a smile lit his face, softening the harsh marblecarved lines out of all recognition – ‘and she’s often queasy in the early months, so Sabina suggested sea air.’

He seemed to shake himself a little, looking back at me. ‘My idea, in any case, to offer you this position. It occurred to me that you stand some danger of becoming a thug. Your parents, I am sure, would not want that, and I do owe them a debt.’

‘Hey,’ I said. ‘I’m no thug.’

‘You extort drunk boys in alleys for . . . what reason, then?’

Maybe he did know more than I took him for. ‘It’s a living.’

‘Not much of one.’

‘Being a bodyguard isn’t much either.’

‘Consider it a stepping-stone. You will encounter interesting people in this house, people who might be able to help you. A bright young household officer might find a well-placed legate willing to sponsor him as a centurion.’

‘In return for services rendered,’ I snickered. ‘No, thanks.’

His mouth quirked. ‘That’s a danger, true. But there are benefits outweighing the dangers. Emperor Trajan always has his eye out for bright young warriors, and his officers are beginning to look for them too.’

Emperor Trajan. Rumour in the wine shops had it he was heading back up north to Germania soon, to step once and for all on a rebellious king in Dacia who wore a lion skin. I wouldn’t mind seeing an emperor closer up than a box at the races. Maybe something would come of working here, something more than just the lodging and light work and regular pay . . . I thought of fine, flower-tangled hair flowing through my hands, but blinked that particular image back.

‘All right,’ I said. ‘I’ll do it.’

‘Excellent.’ The senator poured a pale stream of wine into a goblet from a decanter at his elbow and pushed it towards me. ‘Welcome to the Norbanus household, Vercingetorix.’

‘Thank you, sir. Dominus.’ I remembered the change just in time – I’d have to address him as master of the house, now that I’d joined the household.

Steady pay or not, I didn’t really like calling anyone Master again.

Spring fluttered towards a damp hot summer, and I slid into the Norbanus household like an eel into a mud bank. And I had it good.

The work was light. There were only two other guards, both grizzled and greying, happy to dice in the cool garden while I headed off to escort the master to the Senate house. Senator Norbanus was a good master – he might be eagle eyed over his scrolls, but he was absentminded as far as his household went. In the absence of his wife and children he was content to eat in his study, dropping crumbs unconcernedly on his wax tablets, or to take a packet of bread and cheese from the cook and limp down to the Capitoline Library, where he’d spend half the day in research. No beatings in this house; no slaves running away in the night or whipped for breaking a dish. I had a new cloak, thick enough to keep the summer rainstorms off my back. I had regular days off to go to the races or the games or the taverns or anywhere else I pleased. The hardest work I had to do was carry an armload of scrolls for Marcus Norbanus on his way to the Senate house.

So why did I feel so bloody sour?

‘You’re so scowly, Vix,’ the freckled slave girl giggled at me. Gaia, her name was, a Greek girl who’d grown up in the Norbanus household, and soon I was counting the freckles on more than her nose. She was buxom and giggly, a soft armful in the night, but I still lay there scowling up at the ceiling after she’d slipped out of my room with another sleepy giggle. And I’d go get drunk on my day off, drunk as I could, and come back with a head so sore even the senator didn’t offer me his usual absent ‘Good morning’ on the way to the Senate house.

Sabina and her stepmother stayed up in Baiae, and that made me sore too. I saw the letters her father wrote to them both; he might have mentioned he had a new guard in the household, mightn’t he? And maybe she’d have come home a little sooner, hearing that, but she didn’t, and why should she? Rich girls, they probably all kissed pleb boys in alleys after a day at the races. Just a bit of spice for them, a cheap thrill before they married and got as fat and painted and plucked as their mothers.

I wasn’t the only one looking for the daughter of the house. Hardly a day went by when some hopeful fellow in a toga didn’t turn up on the doorstep. Old or young, their faces all fell when I said she wasn’t there. ‘What’s she got that everyone wants?’ I demanded of a patrician boy younger than me who had brought a bouquet of lilies and his brand-new toga to the door. ‘There’s plenty of senators’ daughters in Rome. Lots have got to be prettier than her, richer than her.’

‘But they don’t have her connections.’ He was too young to be sniffy about talking to a guard. ‘She’s great-niece to the Emperor, or maybe a distant cousin. Anyway, she’s the closest unmarried woman of his family. My grandfather says if I land her, it’ll be a sure boost to my career.’

He dropped his armload of flowers on a nearby table. A sprat of a boy, skinny as a bean, but he had a thin pleasant face and a rueful expression. He’d given me his name at the door, some impossibly long string, but all I remembered was Titus. ‘You’re young to be trying for a wife,’ I couldn’t help observing.

‘Wasn’t my idea, believe me. My grandfather’s ill, and he’s starting to want me settled.’ Titus or whatever his name was fiddled with the flowers. ‘He said I might have a chance – Grandfather’s great friends with her father, so he’s already dropped a few hints for me.’

‘Won’t do you any good,’ I said. ‘She gets to pick her own husband.’

‘Well, I’m sunk.’ He gestured down ruefully at his skinny frame. ‘Who’d pick me?’

‘You never know. Come back when she’s returned from Baiae.’

‘I will. Might as well practise this courtship business, even if I haven’t got a chance in the world. “No man by fearing reaches the top,” as Syrus would say.’ The boy picked up his armload of lilies and thrust them at me. ‘Give these to your girl instead.’

‘Violets next time,’ I advised. ‘Lady Sabina hates lilies.’

I liked him, Titus whatever-his-name-was, and if I’d known then just how many times we were going to save each other’s lives I’d have paid more attention when I first met him. Young Titus aside, however, the rest of Sabina’s suitors seemed like a supercilious lot. That fawning worm Tribune Hadrian came calling, and the heavy brows aligned over his nose when I told him he’d made the trip for nothing. ‘When will Lady Vibia Sabina return?’ he deigned to ask.

‘Don’t know.’ I hooked my thumbs into my belt. ‘You think she keeps me informed?’

‘Ah –’ His eyes swept me, recognition flaring. ‘The boy from the races. You were rude.’

‘Still am,’ I grinned.

Hadrian regarded me with cool displeasure. ‘You need a good beating, boy,’ he said. ‘I’ll see you get one someday.’

‘How will you manage that, sir?’

‘I am resourceful.’ He swept out with a flare of purple-bordered toga, and I made a rude gesture at the stiff retreating back.

I got into a different kind of fight the following week, just after my nineteenth birthday, on a warm damp morning when I celebrated my day off by being stupid and going to the Colosseum. I didn’t want to go, knew I’d hate it, but the other guards jeered at me for missing the Vestalia games, so I went. I watched spearmen die on leopard claws and leopards die on spears, and by the time the midday executions rolled around I was drunk. ‘Games’ve gone downhill since my day,’ I belched as a line of shackled runaway slaves were brought out for brisk beheading. ‘I remember when the rules weren’t so damned strict. Then you’d really see the blood flow.’

‘What do you know?’ the other guard jeered.

‘I fought down there, I’ll have you know.’ I waved my mug down at the bloody sand where a guard was forcing a struggling man to kneel, and spilled my beer. ‘I’m the Young Barbarian.’

‘Who?’

‘The Young Barbarian,’ I repeated, outraged. ‘Youngest ever to fight in the Colosseum! Youngest to fight a bout anyway—’ There were plenty of children who died in the arena, heretics or escaped slaves or prisoners, but they didn’t get a sword to defend themselves. A few children huddled down there now, waiting in paralyzed terror beside their parents for the blade through the neck, and I averted my eyes. ‘Come on, you remember the Young Barbarian!’

They looked at each other and jeered. ‘Sounds to me like you’re making it up. You weren’t never no gladiator!’

I hit at them with the mug, and one of them hit back, and a fight broke out in our section of the stands – a free-for-all that got me thrown out before the main bouts, and I wasn’t too sorry about that. I staggered out with a spectacular black eye and a bleeding ear, puked in a gutter, then puked again as I heard the roar of the crowd rise up from the Colosseum and knew it for a signal that the gladiators had fallen on each other. Poor bastards, I thought, and my knees gave out and I sat down on the paved kerb with my hands dangling between my knees. ‘No loitering,’ a housewife admonished me, pausing to adjust the basket on her arm.

‘I’m the Young Barbarian,’ I snarled at her. ‘You don’t want to get too close to me!’

‘Barbarian indeed,’ she sniffed, and bustled off. Rainwater had gathered in the hole left by a missing stone between my feet, and I restlessly kicked at the puddle. Another roar went up from the great arena behind me, and I wondered if I should just become a gladiator again. At least the sentence wouldn’t be twenty-five years. There weren’t many gladiators who lasted as long as two years, much less twenty-five. A short life, but no questions about it – as a gladiator, you knew where you were. Fight or die.

Nothing simple about life now. Years ahead of me, and no idea what to do with them . . . I fingered the little amulet on its leather lace about my neck. Just a simple brass medallion of Mars, the Roman god of war; the kind you find at any vendor’s stall ten for a copper. My father had given it to me the day I left for Rome. ‘You should have a proper Roman god to look after you,’ he said dubiously, ‘if you’re going back to that hellhole.’

‘Did Mars keep you safe?’ I’d asked. ‘All those fights in the Colosseum –’

‘Something did,’ he shrugged, and looped the amulet around my neck. The medallion had a stern, scowling, helmeted face on it – Mars looked like a humourless bugger. I rubbed a thumb over the stern visage and looked up at the sky. ‘Any hints?’ I called hopefully. ‘Gladiator? Legionary? Anything?’
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