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S.J.A. Turney
The Great Game


�A nation can survive its fools, and even the ambitious. But it cannot survive treason from within.�
Marcus Tullius Cicero



PART ONE: PANNONIA
I � Blood in the snow

The men of the Tenth Gemina Legion stomped through the crisp undergrowth, their boots scraping and catching on brambles, grateful that the snow was scarce due to the thickness of the forest canopy even at this time of the year. On the open ground, where the battle had been fought, a thick white blanket had lain with virginal purity until the four legions of Rome had consecrated it with blood.
Gnaeus Marcius Rustius Rufinus cursed as his foot caught a hidden tree root and he almost fell flat on his face. His remaining five tent-mates grinned at his near-accident and he felt himself flush slightly, the reddening of his cheeks partially hidden by the ruddy tint brought on by the bone-chilling cold, and partially of the mud and blood spattered across his face.
�Bastard forest� he grumbled, raising yet more smiles.
The terrain here beyond the borders of Pannonia was nothing like the lands around the family holdings near Tarraco. Back home the trees were charming, the floor beneath them a comfortable carpet of brown needles. Here they stretched up forever like yawning demons and curled their toes into traps, hiding endless menaces, most of which were poisonous or carnivorous.
How could people live here?
�Good job you�re lighter on your feet in the arena� one of the others quipped, raising another chorus of laughs. As the unit�s inter-century boxing champion he maintained a reputation as a man of stealth, speed and power; at least to those who didn�t periodically see him open doors into his face or become entangled in benighted roots.
Pausing to correct himself, he stuck his bloodied blade into the ground, wincing as it grated on a hidden rock, causing damage that would take hours of polishing to repair. As he rubbed his sore ankle, he examined his reflection in the reddened steel. He looked tired; and dishevelled. His neat, old-fashioned hairstyle had grown out into a shaggy mane, coiling ironically into a fairly fashionable curled look. His habitually smooth chin had grown into such thick stubble it could almost be considered a beard. The dimple that had won him the attention of pleasant young ladies of good lineage and low morals in Hispania was no longer visible.
He looked as though he�d been roughing it his entire life; felt like it too.
The army that the Emperor had used to smash the Quadi at Laugaricio had been the largest fielded in living memory. Nine legions and a veritable sea of auxiliary units, all supported by cavalry and artillery � enough men to conquer an Empire. After the failure of the last war to keep the tribes subdued, the great Marcus Aurelius was determined to put them down for good.
Perhaps a quarter of the Quadi had managed to escape Laugaricio and had re-formed further east in a last, desperate attempt to halt the inevitable, crushing advance of Rome. The Emperor had sent almost half his force, under the command of the Praetorian prefect, to finish the job, while he himself retired to the relative comfort of Vindobona.
And so the Tenth, along with the Fourteenth Gemina and the Second and Third Italica, had marched four days east until they caught the Quadi in a wide, gently-sloping valley surrounded on two sides by thick forest. The battle had been short and brutal and the survivors had fled into the woodland, seeking a way to escape the reaching arms of the great Aurelius.
The commander, at the rear and surrounded by his white-clad guardsmen, had refused them any quarter � his orders had been clear: wipe them out. No more fleeing survivors banding together to foment rebellion.
The Fourteenth and Second had been sent into the northern woods, the Tenth to the east, to hunt down the survivors, butchering every last man they could find, units of Praetorians moving around the countryside between them to keep order. The Third had remained in the valley, mopping up� better here in the woods, hunting fleeing barbarians, than having to gather their bodies into piles for burning.
The cornu blew in the distance, a strange, sad muted sound, as though some animal were caught in a trap, hollering out its fear and pain. The notes were the legion�s recall, repeated for the fourth time in quick succession. The legionaries had done their job as well as any man could be expected in such conditions, and Rufinus� century alone had dispatched more than a hundred survivors in the woods.
With a sigh, Rufinus let his foot fall to the ground and drew his blade from the sucking earth. Sure enough, a notch had appeared near the tip. At least two hours of polishing, that!
His companions were already a score of paces ahead of him among the boles of the trees, almost out of sight as they moved to reunite with the legion. Cursing his lack of dexterity, he picked up the pace, his eyes fixed on the ground to avoid falling foul of another root.
Astonishingly, he spotted the enemy without them having heard his clumsy approach. His heart racing, Rufinus came to a halt and ducked behind the trunk of the largest tree he could find. Taking a deep breath and nibbling his lip, he glanced sharply around the bole.
Three men were crouched in a natural depression, almost hidden by foliage. Two wore furs wrapped around their torsos for protection from both sword and cold. The third had a mail shirt of surprisingly quality and wore a helmet which looked suspiciously like a Roman cavalry helm with the face-plate removed. The two fur-clad men had short-handled axes tucked into their belt and their leader, as he appeared to be, a sword with an ornate hilt. None of these weapons were drawn, however, as the three sat with bows to hand, arrows jammed into the earth beside them.
Were they waiting quietly for something? Or just hoping to evade the Roman forces and live to fight another day?
Rufinus ducked back behind the tree and rolled his eyes. What a fix! It was possible that he could deal with all three, particularly given that they had no melee weapon prepared, but it would be a tough fight and, if three had managed to so far evade Roman pursuit and hide here, it was quite possible they were not alone and that other groups lay hidden nearby.
To attack them might be kicking a hornet�s nest.
He could try and run ahead as quietly as he could and catch up with the other five men from his contubernium; bring them in on the fight. It would certainly be safer. But the others were now far ahead. Even if he caught up with his companions and they decided to help, there was a good chance he would be so turned around by the endless woodland that he would not find them again.
One of the barbarians nocked an arrow and stretched the bowstring, testing its strength. Satisfied, he jammed the arrow back in the ground, replaced the bow and fingered the blade of his axe as the three men said something very quietly in their guttural language, laughing in a subdued manner.
Rufinus sighed. He would have to do it himself.
Taking a deep breath, he raised his gladius. At least it was already drawn and there would be no tell-tale rasp of the scabbard. He leaned around the bole of the tree again and suddenly tensed. One of the men seemed to be looking directly at him! As the man�s gaze wandered away and he fell into further low conversation with his companions, Rufinus tried to suppress an explosive exhale.
Setting his right foot against a good solid rock, he took a deep breath. There was no chance of sneaking up on them; he�d been lucky to get this far unobserved. Offering up a necessarily brief and fervent prayer to Mars Capriociegus, he tensed and launched himself from the rock with every ounce of strength he could muster.
The three Quadi warriors glanced up in surprise, woefully unprepared, at the sound of running footsteps. By the time the first man had turned to identify the source of the noise, Rufinus was on him. As he ran, lacking his shield, which had been broken back in the main battle, he raised his arm as though to protect himself. As Rufinus smashed into the warrior, his elbow caught him in the throat. The force with which he hit knocked the man flat and, the training of the legion taking over, he had plunged his gladius deep into the man�s chest before he realised that the initial collision had already snapped the man�s neck.
The other fur-wearing warrior, realising he had no time to draw his weapon, leapt forward to contain this sudden threat. The man was big, built like an ox, so covered in thick curly brown hair it was difficult to tell where pelt ended and man began. A broad chest was flanked by muscular, powerful arms that closed to enfold Rufinus.
He�d met this type before. Atticus, the champion of the Fourth Cohort, was much the same: a huge brute with fists that could flatten a cart, but slow and unimaginative.
Ducking into the oncoming attack, Rufinus took the opportunity to pull his blade free from the dying warrior beneath him; he�d have liked to use it, but there was too little room in this fight. The barbarian�s huge arms closed on empty air, their target having dipped beneath their reach.
As the man grunted and craned his head to look down past his bulky animal skin, Rufinus sprang upright, delivering a left-handed uppercut that smashed into the brute�s jaw with such force that he worried for a moment that he might have broken a knuckle.
No, but he�d certainly broken the jaw.
The big man slowed in panic, bringing his arm back slowly, probably with the vague intent to deliver a punch.
Rufinus ducked away from the potential blow, though he barely considered it a threat, bending his knee and rotating, delivering a left hook that smashed into the man�s cheek, snapping his head sideways with the force. His instincts now in control, the legionary let go of his sword for a moment, changing his grip as it began to drop and catching it blade-down, held in the fashion of a dagger.
Not giving the barbarian time to recover, he performed a series of sharp jabs, the third of which, delivered with a fist wrapped around the hilt of a gladius, shattered the man�s nose.
The ox of a man slumped to his knees, his face a bloodied mess, and Rufinus� eyes widened. While he had been dealing with the two warriors, their leader had drawn his straight, Germanic blade and was lunging toward him, intent on an easy kill.
His mind racing in the scant moments before the man ran him through, Rufinus dropped slightly, grasping the falling barbarian by the fur at his neck and, straining, hauled him up into the path of the sword blow.
He heard the Quadi nobleman�s blade slide into the brute�s back and stepped away in momentary consternation as the blade exited the front, raising a section of fur as though raising a tent with a pole.
The warrior�s eyes bulged, and a gout of dark blood vomited forth from his mouth. As the noble pulled his blade free and the huge man fell to the floor, Rufinus stepped to the side, righting the grip on his gladius and drawing his dagger with his free hand.
The two men circled one another.
Somewhere in the distance a cornu call rang out again. The rest of the legion was probably almost at the rally point.
The barbarian barked something at him in his unpleasant language, in a voice that rose toward the end, indicating a question. Rufinus shrugged.
�Come on then. Let�s get to it.�
With a quick lunge, balanced on the balls of his feet, Rufinus leapt forward, stabbing out with his sword. The nobleman was quick and nipped to one side, bringing his own blade down on the gladius, perhaps trying to knock it from the legionary�s grasp. Rufinus� grip, however, was iron-strong, and the blades skittered off one another with a nerve-jangling sound, raising sparks.
The nobleman drew his sword back and spun around quickly, the blade gaining momentum. Rufinus lurched to his left, slamming his gladius in the way urgently to block the blow. The impact rang up the steel and into his knuckles, numbing them momentarily. The barbarian followed on into the blow, perhaps expecting to bring the blade round with a second spin for another.
He knew how to handle his long, Germanic sword well, and was relatively innovative.
Not enough, though; not as innovative as Rufinus.
As the man continued to swing his blade, Rufinus allowed his own gladius to be knocked casually aside; it had been but a parry and a distraction for the real move, anyway.
His left hand slammed into the man�s throat just above the meeting point of the collarbones, driving the dagger so deep that he felt it wedge up against the spine. The barbarian stopped in mid spin, eyes wide as he tried to look down. The movement of the head was simply not possible, the hilt of the pugio protruding from his throat and the hand still wrapped around it holding his chin up as dark blood spat from the vicious neck wound, falling to the ground where it glistened on the forest floor.
The nobleman mouthed something at him desperately; pointlessly, given the language barrier. Rufinus let go of the dagger�s hilt, his crimson hand slick and slippery, as the sword toppled from the man�s grip. The barbarian�s hands lurched forward, gripping the shoulder plates at the top of Rufinus� segmented armour. The fingers tightened on the armour as the barbarian arched his back, body spasming and juddering, fresh gouts of blood pumping out and splashing onto the steel plates.
Rufinus turned his face away from the desperate mouthings and prized the fingers from his armour, letting the man fall away to die in silence. After six years under the eagle � two of them fighting the barbarian tribes � he was anything but squeamish, but somehow it felt intrusive and wrong to stare into the eyes of a dying man and watch the spirit leave them forever.
Ever since Lucius�
His expression hardening, Rufinus dropped to the ground and drew his pugio from the neck of the hollow, empty vessel that had once been a man. The blade slipped free, followed by a fresh surge of blood.
With a grim face he wiped the dagger on the nobleman�s tunic, aware that he was doing little more than spreading the blood thinly over a wider surface. Slowly, sheathing the knife, he stood, a shiver of cold running down his spine.
The dell rang with a meaningful silence, four glassy eyes staring up accusingly at their killer, two more gazing into the earth. Rufinus took a deep breath and rolled his shoulders, the only sounds: the groaning and creaking of the tortured trees in the freezing wind, ice cracking and snapping on the bark, the distant slump of snow sliding from branches and the rhythmic pitter-patter of melting ice dripping to hard ground.
Rufinus tipped his head to one side.
No.
Nothing as mundane as snow and ice.
His head spun this way and that, taking in the undergrowth around him and the endless trunks of trees marching off into the depths of the barbarian world. The men had bows. What use were bows in deep woodland?
It was not the creak of straining branches he could hear, but the tension in a short wooden bow as the string was pulled taut. His initial fear that a fourth, hidden barbarian was about to put an end to him seemed, however, to be unfounded. As he spun around, there was no glinting arrow head; no lurking figure.
It took a moment, even after his third pass, to realise that the foliage thinned on the side of the dell opposite the point at which he�d entered. Light filtered through the leaves and the twisted carpet of snaking branches there.
A path through the forest, and wide enough that such light was visible, the weak sun reflecting off the snowy ground.
The steady drip of thawing snow?
His heart skipping a beat, Rufinus lunged across the dip and threw himself into the undergrowth, the twigs and leaves crunching and snapping beneath him. A struggle as he pushed branches aside with his elbows and forced himself forward, tearing his tunic on brambles and scratching his skin, and suddenly he was afforded a clear view of the track.
Perhaps five feet across, the path was little more than a game trail through the woodlands.
Not wide enough for horses, certainly.
He shook his head at the idiocy of the Romans who were riding down such a narrow track; the perfect spot for an ambush.
The men wore glittering mail shirts over tunics of white wool with crests, plumes and feathers rising from their decorative helms, riding without a care in the world, as though taking an afternoon trot across a family�s estate.
Praetorians� cavalry, too. It was hard to tell which unit without seeing insignia. They could be ordinary Praetorians, or possibly the Imperial cavalry guard, or even a unit of Speculatores. That would be the most likely reason for them being out here.
The creaking came again, and with echoes. Rufinus� head snapped back to face directly ahead. There were more archers, lurking in the undergrowth at the far side of the track and poised ready to strike. A target of chance? Circumstances suggested otherwise.
His heart racing, Rufinus tried to settle on a course of action. To charge across the path at them was plainly suicide; their bows were already trained on the open ground, waiting for their mounted targets, and it would take little effort for them to drop their aim and turn him into a hedgepig. No heroics, then.
His glance returned to the riders, perhaps a dozen in single file. The one at the front was clearly an officer, his cuirass of burnished bronze bearing intricate designs, the white and purple pteruges hanging in twin rows at shoulders and waist, purple-bordered white cloak draped across the horse�s rump behind.
He could shout a warning, but that was a gamble in itself. If there were more hidden groups of archers it could cause them to act precipitously, and who knew what might happen then.
Taking a deep breath, his plan forming in his mind, Rufinus sheathed his gladius and shuffled as quietly as he could through the undergrowth to his right. Judging his position carefully, he pushed forward until he was almost at the track, offering up silent prayers to Fortuna that he was still sufficiently concealed. The archers were some five feet off to the left now, on the far side. The riders, led by the officer were less than ten feet away.
He took a deep breath, the clopping of the hooves on the frozen ground muted by the ever-present snow and the oppressive bulk of the forest, yet echoing round his head like the clanging of a warning bell.
The officer was almost here now. His boots were magnificent, enclosed and stitched with a wide tongue that bore a Medusa-head. His full-length Gallic-style trousers, unfashionable among officers but eminently practical for these conditions, were of pristine white wool. The scabbard hanging at his side was of purple leather and decorative silver with intricate designs.
From his low viewpoint, that was all Rufinus could see of the man, but also all he had time to see. Across the path a muted creaking told him that several bows had just reached full tension.
Now or never.
Taking a deep breath, Rufinus lunged from his hiding place and grabbed a tight hold of the officer�s leg just above the boot�s lolling tongue, the medusa flapping in distress. The Praetorian officer barely had time to register his surprise and glance downwards before Rufinus hauled, putting all of his considerable strength into the action. With an undignified squawk, the officer was wrenched from the saddle, collapsing in a crashing, metallic heap on top of his blood-soaked assailant.
As the man landed, driving the wind from Rufinus, arrows thrummed from the trees opposite, two driving deep into the horse�s rump, one thumping into the leather saddle, and two more hissing through the empty air where a moment before the Praetorian had proudly rode.
The officer�s helmet had slipped down over his eyes, the white plume muddied and wet, slapping and sticking to the steel of the cheek piece. As the man bellowed something unintelligible and muffled in a raging voice, Rufinus heaved him over onto his back, releasing himself from the dead-weight.
Suddenly the column was all activity. The nearest guardsman had been struck in the side by another arrow, the point smashing through the mail and ripping into flesh and organs within. The soldier stared down at the shaft in apparently mild surprise. Even as the men behind him were vaulting from their horses and drawing weapons, unslinging the shields from their backs, the dying guard slid slowly sideways and plummeted to the snow with a sigh.
Leaving the furious, bellowing officer floundering in the snow, wrapped in his cloak and with his helmet over his eyes, Rufinus leapt to his feet. The officer�s horse had bucked and reared in pain but as it dropped back to the ground Rufinus ran across, using it as cover and ducking beneath the frightened, injured animal, running low toward the undergrowth opposite, drawing both his blades.
As he tore into the frozen leaves and branches on the far side of the track, two more arrows hissed out, aiming for the white-clad guardsmen. Just two meant that the other archers had either dropped their bows and drawn melee weapons in preparation or, hopefully, had taken the opportunity to flee through the frozen woods as fast as their uncultured legs could carry them.
Again, brambles tore at his clothes and skin, ripping angry red lines across his face and limbs. Silently condemning the undergrowth that constantly threatened to trip him, and openly cursing the Quadi, the Marcomanni, and any tribe that valued plaited hair and mud over a heated bathroom floor, Rufinus burst through the flora and suddenly found himself on a slope, tumbling forth into a sunken clearing very similar to the one on the far side of the path.
Three men again, so there had to be more than one group on this side of the track, as there had been at least half a dozen shots in the initial volley but nothing he could do about that now. One man still held his bow, reaching down to the line of arrows jutting from the ground beside him. The others had already discarded theirs and drawn hand weapons.
A man holding a large axe ready by his side barked with surprise as a crazed, blood-soaked Roman burst out of the undergrowth at the top of the slope and fell directly onto him, knocking him to the ground and driving the air from his lungs.
Rufinus, instinct combining with training, made the most of his lucky landing, raising himself up from the surprised and winded barbarian and delivering half a dozen powerful punches from fists strengthened by being wrapped around the hilts of blades. The blows would leave bruised knuckles, but he felt the man�s nose and jaw break with the first two punches, the other four delivered for good measure and born from years of prize-fighting burly legionaries and not wanting them to get back up.
It was over in a few heartbeats, the man beneath him unconscious by the fifth blow, the axe falling away from his fingers. Rufinus looked up just in time to see another warrior, glinting sword in hand, lunging for him. Desperately, prone and at a disadvantage, the legionary tried to roll out of the way and barely made it, the barbarian�s sword carving a red line along his arm.
Hissing in pain and dropping his dagger from shocked fingers, Rufinus rolled away and came up into a fighting stance, hoping the archer wasn�t ready to put an arrow through his chest. Fortunately, the man had given up on his bow and had drawn a sword, advancing slowly and warily across the clearing.
Rufinus grimaced. His torn arm stung as his ragged breath plumed in the freezing air. The two barbarians shared a quick glance and rumbled something in their horrible tongue before closing in on him from two sides.
If he�d had a shield it would have been a fairer fight, but two healthy, well-armed men arrayed against him with only a gladius to defend himself was not the sort of odds Rufinus would wager on.
Slowly, with dreadful inevitability, the two fur-clad Quadi with swords in hand plodded across the clearing, their footsteps perfectly in time as their eyes remained locked on this foolhardy Roman. Rufinus tensed the muscles in his sword-hand and closed his eyes for a moment, picturing the dell from above and superimposing a mental image of a boxing arena.
It was just like the opening moves of a bout in the inter-century championship. The one on the left who had almost stuck him while he was down was large, yet moved with a certain grace, like Lollius Victor of the Second Cohort. The other was light and reedy� not strong enough for the arena really; an archer by nature. �Victor� was the one to watch. Any moment now, they would break and try to take him simultaneously, but Victor would land the first blow, his companion less sure. The reedy man would pause, looking for an opening, wanting to be sure of his own safety as he struck.
It was all down to speed and planning. If it were two opponents in the ring, something that rarely happened within the rules, he would deliver a sharp jab to Victor to keep him busy and off-balance. Then, while the bigger man reeled back, he would slam a quick succession of body blows to the thinner man, ending with an uppercut that would take him out of the running entirely, just in time to return his attention to Victor before the big man swung.
His father had never understood about boxing. Pater considered it mindless thumping and had averted his gaze at the mention of his youngest son�s celebrated achievements for his unit. But then, the day his father shared anything other than cold disapproval would see one of them crossing the Styx. Boxing was a matter of planning, strategy, knowing your opponent and being able to anticipate moves in advance. In that way, a good boxing match was as tactical and well-thought through as any general�s battle plan.
It had helped Rufinus in many situations to visualise a predicament as a bout in the ring.
Victor first, then, to knock him off balance, while he dealt with the archer quickly, bringing the odds back down in his favour. The only sign of change in him as the two barbarians broke into a run was the whitening of his knuckles on the leather-bound hilt of his gladius.
Predictably, the larger man swung as he reached Rufinus, the other stepping to the side, his eyes narrowing as he searched out a safe opening.
Rufinus, only waiting to see if the attack would be a lunge, a slash or a chop, ducked beneath the swing with prepared grace, coming upright as the Germanic blade whistled through the empty air. Without pause, he stabbed the sword into the only part of the barbarian that readily presented itself, the point driving into the man beneath the collar bone. Not a bad wound, but enough to knock him off-balance.
As Victor fell back in surprise, the reedy man was already coming for him, assured of a safe route of attack, Rufinus� sword now in the wrong hand and on the wrong side of him.
Letting go of the hilt with his right hand as the shocked brute fell away, Rufinus turned, grasping the gladius with his left and wrenching it back out just in time to parry the smaller man�s lunge.
As the reedy archer fell toward him, putting all his strength behind the failed strike, Rufinus drew his head back, then threw it forward, head-butting the barbarian in the temple. Had he still been wearing his helmet, which lay somewhere on the battlefield, smashed and with a detached cheek piece, the blow would have killed the man outright. Even bare-headed he felt something break beneath his forehead as the man collapsed like a puppet in a children�s show.
Already as he turned, the larger man had recovered and, while his next swing was somewhat lighter than previous ones due to the wound in his shoulder, the barbarian�s face showed only hatred and determination as the blade was knocked easily aside. No fear or pain.
Rufinus quickly reassessed the situation. The remaining man was not going down quickly or easily. A blinding rage seemed to have gripped him and he advanced steadily, swinging again, this time with more force. Rufinus parried while his mind raced.
Berserk, the warrior grunted as Rufinus� gladius again turned the blow, and brought his sword round for another swing with surprising speed. The man�s arm swung left and right, slashing and swiping with the sword, a pendulum of glinting iron as Rufinus lightly back-stepped with each swing, knocking the blows aside. Slowly he retreated across the clearing, parrying and buying himself time.
The barbarian would wear himself out in good time. The repeated swinging of the heavy blade with the wound in his shoulder would tire him and very soon one of those blows would be badly executed: he would overextend.
It was all about timing. As soon as the man opened up, Rufinus would have him. It�
The back-stepping Roman�s world turned upside down.
As he landed heavily on his back on the hard ground, a knobbly root digging into his ribs, he knew the first moment of panic.
The reedy man he had felled with a head-butt was remarkably still conscious. Battered and agonised, he�d been unable to help his companion, but fortune had swung his way as the wretched Roman had backed straight past him. It had been simple � the work of but a moment to grasp Rufinus� ankle as he passed.
The legionary stared as the man before him lifted his long, Germanic sword in two hands, ready to bring it down and send him to the afterlife. Rufinus� fingers closed on empty air; the fall had knocked the gladius from his grip.
Desperately, he watched the blade descend and, as soon as he judged it had reached the point of no return, rolled to his right, gratefully taking the opportunity to elbow the reedy archer in the face, smashing more bones.
The warrior�s long sword crashed into the ground but did not bite deep as it might have done another time. The icy hardness of the dirt sent a shockwave up the blade that the warrior, enraged and roaring, entirely ignored. The barbarian easily drew the sword back and raised it for a repeat overhead blow.
He would not fall for the same easy move twice. Indeed, as Rufinus tried desperately to think of a way out of the predicament in which he now found himself, the barbarian placed a heavy boot on Rufinus� stomach and pressed down with agonising force, holding him in place so that the legionary�s head was in perfect position for a skull-splitting strike.
Rufinus� mind raced through every trick he knew. Nothing would help now, though, pinned to the ground under the full weight of a man and watching his death descend with dreadful certainty.
Not even time for a prayer. He closed his eyes and exhaled slowly. No retribution for the Rustii now; no tearful reconciliation with his estranged father. No glory. Just his head on a Quadi spike.
Something wet spattered across his face.
Rufinus opened his eyes in surprise and was blinked repeatedly as a slick of blood filled his vision. His heart pounding in his chest, he lifted his hand and wiped away the bulk of the liquid. A second spray splashed across him as the blade that had protruded from the surprised barbarian�s chest was withdrawn.
He blinked again as the berserk, enraged barbarian, sword still gripped in his hands as he stared down at the gaping hole in his chest, toppled to the hard ground to the side.
In his place stood a Praetorian guardsman, white tunic under glinting mail spattered with droplets of blood, snowy cloak billowing impressively despite the lack of a breeze. The man�s crest bobbed as he turned and shouted something to a friend; something Rufinus could not quite hear over the thudding of his veins.
Hands reached down for him, helping him up.
Rufinus shook his head and wiped his eyes again. Half a dozen Praetorians had entered the clearing and were making sure the warriors were deceased, driving their daggers into the back of the barbarians� necks, severing the spines.
�You alright?�
Rufinus blinked, shaking his head, blinked more and then nodded.
�Thank you.�
The guardsman grinned. �That hairy son of a German whore nearly had you� he said as he looked around the depression. �Mind you, looks like you made good account for yourself first.�
�That�s what we�re paid for� Rufinus shrugged.
The guardsman wiped his blade on the barbarian�s fur, then took a small linen rag from his belt and carefully cleaned the sword to a metallic shine before sliding it back into its scabbard.
�You�re the one who pulled the vulture off his horse?�
It was phrased as a question, though there could hardly be any doubt. �Yes sir. Couldn�t think of another way of preventing the attack without warning them all in the process.�
�Swift thinking. He wasn�t best pleased until he realised what had happened. The horse is probably done for, if we ever find it.�
Rufinus took a deep breath. �The vulture?�
The Praetorian laughed. �Tarrutenius Paternus: the prefect.�
Rufinus stepped back and blinked again, this time in surprise. The man he had unhorsed was the commander of the Praetorian Guard, trusted general of the Emperor and senior commander of the army in the field. He might as well have grasped the emperor by the boot and yanked him out of the saddle. He swallowed nervously.
�Is he�?�
The guardsman nodded. �Fine. He�ll be interested to meet you. All he saw last time was a crimson blur that burst out of the undergrowth, floored him and then ran off into the woods.�
Rufinus baulked and shook his head, but the Praetorian was already hustling him toward the path, where an opening had been forced through the undergrowth by other guardsmen.
A second white figure appeared as if from nowhere and held out Rufinus� gladius and pugio, both already cleaned to pristine, glinting steel. Rufinus gave the man a nod of gratitude as he took the blades and sheathed them; he�d already lost a helmet and a shield in this action and would be paying for replacements out of his wages for months.
A moment later, walking as though in a dream, he stepped out onto the track, the snow churned into muddy slush underfoot with hoof-prints and the boot tracks of numerous soldiers. Most of the horses had been moved on, led by a few guardsmen, while the rest were waiting for their journey to resume. The other soldiers had either piled into the woods to deal with the unseen attackers or gathered around their commander.
Paternus, the third most powerful man in the empire, had adjusted his helmet and straightened, regaining his composure and some of the dignity he�d forfeited during his fall. As the guardsmen escorted Rufinus across the crunching white ground toward him, the prefect caught sight of them and raised a quizzical eyebrow.
�This is the legionary, sir.�
Paternus looked at Rufinus as though he was something that had just plopped out of the cloaca maxima sewer in central Rome and bobbed away along the Tiber. As the man placed his bony hands on his hips and turned, Rufinus caught something about the way he moved that was distinctly bird-like. His gaunt face and aquiline nose added to the impression and it was instantly clear how the prefect�s nickname had come about.
With a hoarse cough, the prefect pinched the bridge of his impressive nose before returning his hand to his hips.
�Identify yourself.�
�Duplicarius Legionary Gnaeus Marcius Rustius Rufinus of the Third Century in the First Cohort of the Tenth Gemina Legion, sir.�
Paternus frowned and walked around him in a circle, giving him an appraising glance that seemed to find him lacking in some way.
�You are a mess, legionary� though I am aware there are mitigating circumstances.� He narrowed his eyes. �A grand name for a common legionary? Patrician blood in that name if I�m not mistaken?�
Rufinus sighed inwardly and tried not to let his shoulders slump. �Far enough back, yes sir.�
�It seems that I owe you a debt of gratitude, legionary Gnaeus Marcius Rustius Rufinus?�
Rufinus shook his head in a self-depreciating manner but Paternus looked up past him at the two Praetorian guardsmen standing at his shoulders.
�Get him cleaned and reequipped. The guard returns to Vindobona within the hour to report the glorious success of the Emperor�s army. The legions and auxilia can follow on when they�ve finished cleaning up, but this man comes with us. Such reckless bravery is deserving of reward.�
Rufinus stared as the Praetorian prefect turned and gestured for one of the horses. The first flake of a fresh shower of snow landed lightly on his nose. He looked around, bewildered, into the surprisingly sympathetic expression of the guardsman who had escorted him from the woodland. The man gestured for him to face front.
Amid the bustle as the prefect re-mounted, a tribune trotted up from the rear of the gathering � a short, heavy-set man with a dark, curly beard and a single eyebrow that ran the full width of his face. The man spoke briefly to one of the guardsmen and scanned the gathering until his eyes fell on the crimson cloak among the white. The face he pulled was so like the expression Rufinus� father usually reserved for him that it took him by surprise and he blinked and averted his gaze. By the time he looked back, the tribune was deep in heated debate with the prefect.
�Who�s the one with the beetle-brow?� Rufinus asked, leaning closer to the guardsman. The man looked past him, frowning, and peered at the gathering until he realised who was being indicated.
�That�s Perennis, tribune commanding the First Cohort. Watch out for him; he�s got a temper and he plays the game just as well as the prefect.�
�I don�t think he likes me.�
The guard laughed quietly. �That�s because he doesn�t know you. He never likes the unknown very much. When he does get to know you, that�s when he�ll begin to really despise you.�
Rufinus threw the man an uncertain smile, not at all sure whether that had been a joke. There was certainly something about the tribune�s face and demeanour that suggested he was a man it would pay to avoid.
�What�s your name?� he asked the guardsman on an impulse.
�The lads call me Mercator, like in the Plautus comedy. Now shut up, face front, and pay attention and do whatever the prefect tells you until we reach Vindobona.�
Rufinus sighed. To think that today had started out with the simple fear of facing a horde of slavering Quadi?

II � The city at the edge of the world

THE frozen sun had reached the western horizon by the time the great sprawl of Vindobona and the heavy fortress at its centre became visible. The hillside sloped gently away, clear of obstructions down to the Danubius River � a wide avenue had been cut through the woodland at the time of the city�s rebuilding following the Marcomannic raid which had utterly destroyed it. A strong timber bridge marched across the swift, deep torrent to the great Imperial centre � a bridge that was a tenuous link between the Roman world and the lands of the barbaroi which would one day be rebuilt in stone, when the newly conquered lands were incorporated into the empire as the province of Marcomannia.
Vindobona, the largest settlement in this Gods-forsaken corner of the world, was home to thousands of loyal subjects of the emperor from all walks of life, from the ancient Roman noble blood that controlled the ordo � the city�s council � down to the local traders and metalworkers who had barely a word of Latin. Smoke rose from the roofs of hundreds of houses and workshops lining the roads which radiated out from the centre, a mark of Vindobona�s success and prosperity.
And yet all of this was just the periphery of the conglomeration. The focus of Vindobona and the reason for its creation, growth and importance remained, as always, the army. At the centre of the spider web of roads, lanes and buildings stood the great fortress with its high stone walls, water-filled surrounding ditch, towers and red-roofed internal buildings. The fortress that had played host to four legions in its various incarnations, the latest being Rufinus� own, was powerful and imposing and now held the centre of administration for the entire empire, due to the presence of the Imperial family during this protracted campaign. The column moved down the wide avenue, trudged across the bridge in the dim light and reached the artificial island which housed the massive fortress.
Just six years ago, as a fresh-faced young man, Rufinus had arrived in this great place as part of a trade caravan from northern Italia, seeking a position in the military far from the influence and intervention of his father; a place where the name Rustius Rufinus was as unknown as he himself. The Tenth had been the resident garrison of Vindobona for six decades now, had suffered crushing defeats against the Marcomanni and watched the city burn before returning the favour and then rebuilding stronger and grander than ever. There was a commonly-held misconception among the non-martial public that the garrisons on the borders of the empire earned their pay by sitting in barracks, raping the local economy of its strength and growing fat and intemperate with wine and rich food. Such was never the case here, with the arrogant and expansionist tribes across the river.
Rufinus had settled into barracks in the knowledge that any peace and prosperity the city seemed to be exhibiting was ephemeral and could be whisked away in mere moments when the tribes beyond the river decided that they were once more strong enough to challenge the rule of Rome.
And then, after three years of growing used to garrison life, learning the ways of the legion, training as a soldier and earning his double-pay status by bringing the First Cohort the inter-century championship, the world had exploded into frenzied activity as the Imperial court descended on the fortress. Eight more legions and thousands of auxiliaries came in tow � the final, total conquest of the troublesome local tribes foremost in the mind of the great Marcus Aurelius.
Six years�
The column passed from the still new, resin-odoured timber of the bridge and onto the snowy-blanketed turf that lay before the magnificent walls just as the braziers, torches and watch-fires were lit and the buccina call for the fourth watch rang out across the town.
As they approached the northern gatehouse, the optio commanding the watch called out, asking for the approaching column�s identification. The commander shouted back the response and the gate swung ponderously open. The loud, ominous creak of the hinges and the detritus that had built up against the wooden gates spoke eloquently of how rarely this gate was opened, standing somewhat redundantly facing a river that few would cross in peace.
As the column passed through the gate, Rufinus shuddered. It felt strange returning after so long. Though the fortress was the closest thing he�d had to a home in six years � possibly in his whole life, now he thought about it � returning under escort of the Praetorian Guard and to an uncertain reception robbed the event of any comfort.
The men of the First Adiutrix, currently garrisoning the fortress in the absence of its own legion, watched as the white-clad riders passed by, some with awe and respect, more with jealousy and greed, and others still with barely concealed sneers of contempt. The Imperial guard always drew a variety of reactions, often depending upon the previous experiences of the observer. While they were nominally the elite of the army, well-paid and with exceptional benefits and a position to which most legionaries aspired, they also had the ear of the emperor and more power than many approved of. A bad word from a Praetorian could result in a severe beating for an ordinary soldier.
Eyebrows were raised in surprise and interest as the single red-cloaked legionary rode past in the middle of the column. It was unusual, to say the least. On the men rode, up the Via Praetoria and toward the great headquarters at the centre. Rufinus found he was holding his breath. Until this point, all he had thought about was reaching Vindobona, not what would happen when they arrived. He glanced aside wistfully as the riders passed row upon row of barrack blocks, side streets running off in ordered lines. Less than halfway along the great thoroughfare, he recognised the end of the road upon which his own quarters resided.
The column filtered to the right side of the street without breaking pace as they passed three huge carts unloading a late night delivery into the enormous granaries, raised off the floor on bases of heavy stones and with a loading platform at the end. This far into winter grain was being shipped in from very far afield at enormous cost, and no delay in its storage could be brooked, given the chance that it may become damp or fall prey to the multitude of rats that occupied every army base.
Rufinus� stomach growled and he realised just how long it had been since they�d last stopped for food. Now that he�d thought of it, visions of roasted meat and fresh bread, vegetables and fruit swam through his thoughts. Perhaps there would be a silver lining to the cloud of returning in uncertain circumstances after all. The Tenth legion would be on hard rations for days yet.
His eyes strayed back across the street to the right, where the rows of barracks had ended, giving way to the huge hospital complex. Few lights flickered in the windows and all was calm and quiet. Rufinus� mind flashed back to the grisly scenes he had witnessed outside the temporary camp a day and a half to the east as the capsarius had bound his injured arm for the journey. If he had some free time to himself in the coming evening, he probably ought to go see the First�s medicus and have his arm checked out more thoroughly.
As his gaze wandered back to the left again, past the end of the granary, his eyes fell on a familiar and welcome sight: the bath house. Smoke poured from the roof as the furnaces worked hard, belching hot air throughout the numerous channels beneath the floors and up through the hollow wall tiles. Indeed, the heat of the building was revealed by the fact that the settled snow had melted some six feet around the entire complex.
A thought struck him and he leaned over and nudged Mercator, who was staring ahead, glassy eyed as he inhabited a world in his own mind. The guardsman shook himself out of the reverie and turned to him.
�When you�re dismissed and the horses are stabled, will we be given the chance to use the baths?� Rufinus asked hopefully.
�Me: Yes. You? I have no idea. I don�t know what the prefect has planned for you.�
Rufinus nodded dismally; nor did he.
The column reached the centre of the fortress and the buccinae call went up sharply to rein in. As the guardsmen sat patiently waiting for further instructions, a decurion rode back from the head of the column, the twin white feathers in his helmet no longer jutting proudly, but sagging under the weight of the water. Reining in next to them, he cleared his throat. The look on his face suggested that he felt he was addressing a criminal or an animal or some other, lower, form of life.
�The prefect commands the presence of the legionary Gnaeus Marcius Rustius Rufinus and his escort at the vanguard.�
Rufinus blinked in surprise and his heart began to race as Mercator gestured to the two men on the far side and one in the row in front to join them.
�Come on� the guardsman said, watching the optio�s retreating form as he rode off to the van.
His breath coming rapidly and his skin prickling with nerves, Rufinus and the four-man escort rode along the side of the column, raising a number of looks of varying degrees of interest or malice from the rest.
Paternus and the tribunes had already dismounted by the time they arrived, guardsmen taking the reins of their horses ready to lead them away. As Rufinus and his escort came to a halt and saluted, another two white-clad soldiers reached for their reins and motioned them to dismount.
Turning with an expression of mild surprise, as though he�d not expected to see them, prefect Paternus clapped his hands together and rubbed them against the cold.
�Ah, good; Legionary Rustius Rufinus. You�ll be coming with me. You four will escort us as far as the Imperial court and then return to your quarters and arrange temporary accommodation and clean, dry kit for this man.�
Rufinus felt his heart skip a beat and panic began to set in again.
The Imperial court?
Could Paternus really be meaning to present him to the Emperor? His mind raced through a thousand pitiful excuses and listed a thousand more things he could potentially do wrong in the presence of the great Marcus Aurelius. The master of Rome was reputed to be a man of moderate temper and good humour, intelligent and introspective, but then his predecessor had been possessed of similar traits and yet still the Rustii had found his bad side. Rufinus was well aware of the dangerous games the patrician class liked to play. The loss of one such game had led to the Rustii relocating from the Esquiline hill and putting a sea between them and the anger of the former emperor Antoninus
And now, in one fell swoop, Rufinus could take the lucky escape into exile of his family and turn it into damnatio and enforced suicide for the entire clan.
As Paternus and the mono-browed Perennis, tribune of the First cohort, marched off to the great, ornate archway that led into the headquarters building, Rufinus� eyes darted this way and that. In six years of service with the Tenth, he had been inside the headquarters building precisely three times: once when he arrived, to see the clerk and quartermaster, once to have his duplicarius status confirmed, and once to stand before the tribunal for an unfortunate, drink-fuelled punch that had felled an optio after a game of dice had gone very wrong. All that was in the years before the Emperor had resided at Vindobona and set up his office in the structure.
Passing beneath the arch, his pulse quickened again and Rufinus, gauging that the officers were far enough ahead and paying little enough attention that they would not hear a conversation, nudged Mercator and spoke in a low whisper.
�They can�t be meaning to take me into the emperor�s presence like this?�
He indicated with his hands the bedraggled nature of his clothes, the dirty armour already spotted with tiny brown stains as the weather got to work on the plates, the lack of shield and kit.
The two officers ahead stopped sharply and the guardsmen almost walked into them as they turned. Paternus� mouth twisted up at the corner in a quirky smile that looked peculiar on his aquiline features. Perennis, however, stared at him coldly, his dissatisfaction at this breech in military etiquette clear.
�May I ask, legionary Rufinus,� Paternus asked quietly �why you are unfit to be seen by the emperor?�
Rufinus fumbled his words for a moment and finally croaked �should I not be bathed and in fresh uniform, sir?�
Paternus smiled. �You are being presented as a valiant soldier of Rome, fresh from a battle in which you were wounded while endangering your life to save an officer. Some of the effect of that could be negated if you are clean-shaven, well-dressed and smell like a Syrian perfumery, could it not?�
Perennis rolled his eyes and turned to his prefect. �Are you sure you want to do this?�
Paternus nodded. �Oh yes. Words of retreat and the cost of war are poured into the emperor�s ear on an hourly basis. Any time the success and value of the army and this campaign can be promoted it is our duty as Romans to do so.� He narrowed his eyes and Rufinus suddenly had the impression that a wide rift existed between these two men � a rift across which trust could barely reach. �See to the disposition of the men, Perennis. I will present the news.�
The tribune went pale with suppressed rage. Rufinus was impressed at how well the man controlled his frustration as he saluted and turned without word to stalk back along the corridor. The remaining six men walked on across the wide courtyard toward the basilica and fore-hall where they would find the imperial presence and as they approached the entrance, Paternus gestured for them to wait, striding on ahead to speak to the guard.
Rufinus, his heart pounding in near-panic and aware of how close he had just come to disaster, looked around the huge courtyard. The colonnade that surrounded it was lit from beneath with torches burning in sconces, highlighting the many doors of the offices that controlled the day to day running of the army.
A tall bronze statue of the emperor on horseback stood at one corner of the square next to the rostrum from which commanders addressed their men. An ornate covered well stood in the centre, dozens of trails of footprints leading to and from it across the snow. As his eyes passed the colonnade on their way back to the basilica doorway ahead, Rufinus� head stopped and his eyes widened.
Two women strode around the covered walkway, their sandals slapping on the stone, two legionaries escorting them, hobnailed boots clattering along behind.
The lead figure was clearly a woman of powerful breeding and expensive tastes. Her elegant stola was enfolded in a thick cloak of ermine, her waves of amber hair bound up with gold wire and trapped beneath a diadem of gold and jewels. Her face was pretty and elegant, if a little haughty, decorated with the bare minimum of white lead and cosmetics, adorned with understated jewellery that would cost more than a legionary�s lifetime wage.
But it was not the striding figure of the noblewoman that had caught Rufinus� attention. Hurrying along in her wake, carrying a bundle of fabrics, was a girl of perhaps seventeen or eighteen years; her pale, creamy skin, needing no white lead, was accentuated by her mane of pitch black hair. A plain circlet of bronze that held back that mane was her only adornment, and her plain grey stola was covered with a utilitarian cloak of brown wool.
Rufinus felt his breath slow and his skin prickle anew.
The slave girl was hardly beautiful in a conventional Roman manner. Her cheekbones were high, but masked with a little excess padding, her nose slightly short with a curious upturn at the end. Her eyes sparkled, though, with the promise of mischief, and somehow there was about her a presence that made her mistress almost fade into the background.
Rufinus felt a number of uncomfortable stirrings that he really didn�t want to be experiencing as he was introduced to the man who ruled the world. He bit his cheek until he started to cry gently.
The two women and their guard passed close by and the slave girl glanced across at the party with a charming smile that Rufinus knew was clearly meant for him alone. As the party disappeared through the door ahead, into the basilica, Paternus bowed deeply and exchanged a few unheard polite words before returning to the five soldiers in the courtyard.
�We have been granted our audience. You four: back to barracks and arrange everything. Legionary Rufinus? Time for you to shine.�
As the man turned, gesturing for him to follow, the uncomfortable stirrings came back and Rufinus felt his colour rise as he walked forth to meet the emperor of Rome.

III � The man who rules the world

THE two soldiers, walking with military purpose, strode through the basilica�s main hall, the hob-nails of their boots clacking loudly on the black, white and yellow patterned marble. Rufinus� heart continued to flutter, partially with nerves of the coming encounter, and partially from the sight of the slave girl who had entered the building ahead of them. There could be little doubt that they were destined for the same place as the two soldiers. Other than the Imperial family�s chambers, where would women be going in the headquarters of a legionary fortress?
Directly opposite the main door stood the chapel, currently playing host to the eagle, vexilla and standards of the First Adiutrix, its usual garrison serving in the field. Gleaming steel, silver and bronze glittered against the crimson flags of the First in the dancing light of the torches that illuminated the legion�s most sacred place.
The chapel was not their destination, though, and they walked on toward the top of the great basilica hall, where a statue of Mars in somewhat gaudy colours oversaw the business of the army. Doors off the hall at periodic intervals led into the offices of the most important men in the legion: the legatus and his tribunes, the camp prefect, and others. Smaller rooms for the clerks, quartermasters and other lower officers led off the great courtyard outside.
A series of rooms in the headquarters had been made available for the Imperial family to conduct their business, and with the exception of the family themselves, only extremely senior officers and imperial slaves had passed through these doors.
Rufinus eyed the Praetorians on guard to either side of the entrance nervously. To them he would be of less importance than a slug.
Neither man met his tremulous gaze, though, their eyes locked ahead in attentive stance. As Paternus and Rufinus approached, the two men crashed a salute and stepped aside, opening the door as they did so. No one, regardless of position or duty, would question the Praetorian prefect within the fortress.
The commander nodded at the men and strode through into a small ante-chamber. An oiled slave with olive complexion, wearing fine linens, bowed deeply and asked them to wait as he slipped through the next door into the room beyond.
�Best behaviour, Rufinus.�
The legionary nodded emphatically.
After muffled words they couldn�t quite make out, the door opened once more and the slave reappeared.
�His Imperial Majesty, Caesar Marcus Aurelius Antoninus Augustus bids you enter without the customary formalities. Swords are permitted to be worn.�
Rufinus blinked. This was informal?
With just a nod to the lackey, Paternus paced through the inner door and into the chamber of the most powerful man in the world. Rufinus hurried on behind.
The room was as well appointed as one might expect of a legionary headquarters, but little extra effort had been made to accommodate such esteemed occupants. The black, white and yellow marble pattern had continued within from the floor outside. The high, arched windows were plain, consisting of small glass panes held together with black lead. Six columns of a fairly plain style created a false portico at either long side of the room.
The lack of heated floors in the headquarters had been offset by the inclusion of half a dozen braziers, burning with intense heat beside each pillar. Even so, the room had a sterile, cold feel.
The furniture seemed at odds with the room itself: half a dozen couches in an extended arc almost closing to a circle. Each couch had its small accompanying table. Other, more upright chairs and tables stood further back, near a large cabinet and an enormous table, scattered with parchment maps, wax tablets and lists written on wood sheets.
Four of the couches were occupied, slaves standing behind them, and it took a long moment for Rufinus to take in the details of the occupants, given that his gaze was automatically drawn to the striking slave girl standing behind her mistress� couch, folding garments.
Marcus Aurelius, emperor of the known world, philosopher, general, genius and father of his people was not at all how Rufinus had expected. A number of times over the past few years, the emperor had given speeches to the men, standing on the raised platform out in the courtyard or on the battlefield. He was a man of medium height, perhaps five feet five or six, golden hair and beard curled by nature rather than design. When in his decorative, splendid armour and addressing his men, he had seemed powerful; God-like, even.
This Marcus Aurelius made Rufinus� breath catch in his throat.
The emperor was clearly not well. Pale and drawn, his flesh sagging back into his cheeks, he lay almost draped across the couch, his left hand trembling uncontrollably where it rested on the cushion�s edge near the cup of wine. Rufinus had seen healthier looking men waiting outside the hospital tents back in the lands of the Quadi.
There was no denying, however, the glimmer of that phenomenal intelligence and quiet serenity for which he had become known. The eyes that flicked in their shadowed sockets, regarding the newcomers, were as sharp as any bird of prey and seemed to hold an infinite depth of feeling and thought. Rufinus could not escape the impression that Aurelius had summed up every ounce of his being in a single glance.
To the emperor�s left, the haughty woman they had encountered in the courtyard lay, glowering as though an argument had been interrupted by these two soldiers. Though he�d never seen her before, her known presence in the fortress combined with her apparent age and physical features clearly marked her out as Lucilla, the emperor�s daughter and once regarded as an empress in her own right, through her marriage to Lucius Verus, Aurelius� co-emperor.
That status had fallen away with the drunkard�s death out in the east and her re-marriage to the Syrian nobleman Claudius Pompeianus � no doubt the dark-skinned, oily character to her left, examining his fingernails as though bored with the whole affair.
The fourth occupant, a young and startling woman, with white-blonde hair elaborately bound up atop her head, piercing pale green eyes above whitened cheeks and ruby lips, was unknown to Rufinus and he could hardly make a guess as to who she was. However, when she smiled at the new arrivals, her face lit up like the morning sun and the true level of her beauty showed through. Had he been forced, he would have named her simply the most beautiful woman in the world, though with Lucilla�s slave girl standing in the same room, her remarkable beauty was eclipsed somehow by the other�s strangely hypnotic features.
Rufinus was aware once more of the feelings he was beginning to give way to and prayed he had not flushed in such august company.
�Paternus, my favourite general� the emperor said in reedy, slightly hoarse tones, a genuine smile stretching his sunken skin.
�My emperor� the prefect bowed curtly. �Greetings from the army and the freshly conquered lands of the Quadi. I bring tidings to warm the heart for you and your noble companions.�
Aurelius nodded almost absently as though this was no news at all for him and he felt the pressing desire to move on to other subjects.
Paternus seemed to have spotted the motion and quickly leapt in to continue with his debriefing. �If I may, Caesar?�
Aurelius nodded indulgently while Lucilla and the other young woman gave a resigned sigh and the oily Syrian failed to even look up.
�The legions are busying themselves with the inevitable tasks following battle, but will return to Vindobona in due course, leaving only a caretaker garrison of auxiliary troops in temporary forts to oversee the settling of the conquered tribes and begin the process of introducing them to civilisation.�
�Was it bad?� Aurelius asked quietly and with genuine concern.
�Surprisingly not, Caesar. Casualties were reasonably light and we had them on the run within a few hours of committing to the field. The legions and my own Praetorians fought like lions, Caesar. The clawed paw of Rome has swatted the Quadi and the Marcomanni for the last time.�
Lucilla straightened and cast a meaningful look at her father.
�Must we endure a blow-by-blow account of legionaries beating barbarians to death, father. I for one have heard enough tales of military prowess in the past year to last me for three lifetimes.�
The emperor flashed her a sympathetic smile. �Indulge me for just a moment longer, daughter. Paternus has ridden a long way in adverse conditions to bring us these great tidings.�
The prefect bowed curtly once more and opened his mouth to continue, but was suddenly overridden by a hitherto unheard voice:
�Indeed!�
The two soldiers� heads jerked to the right at the new speaker. The figure of a tall, athletic man rose from a seat which had been so placed with its back to the entrance that the occupant had previously gone unnoticed.
Commodus, the son of Marcus Aurelius and co-emperor of Rome, strode forth into the brighter light near the couches. The old emperor may have failed to live up to the image formed in Rufinus� head from the addresses he had made, but Commodus instantly filled the room with his voice and personality, every inch the soldier and orator. His hair and beard, naturally curled like his father�s, shone gold in the light, but this hair framed a face that was tanned and healthy, with a quirky smile and eyes that seemed to contain every bit of the genius of the father.
Commodus, dressed in the tunic and breeches of an officer, with a sword at his side, though lacking the armour, strode across the room and placed his hands on the back of one of the free couches, leaning forward, his face breaking into a wide grin.
�It has been a cold and forbidding few days, father, filled with the monotony of camp and the wittering of women� his mischievous eyes wandered across the room and fell on his sister. �I long for tales of adventure and bravery, loyalty and strength. Let us hear how good Paternus and his men strangled the barbarian with their boot on his throat.�
The look of sheer malice that his sister shot him escaped no one in the room, though the young co-emperor, not yet twenty years of age, simply laughed it aside.
�Your sense of humour withers as an olive branch with no water, beloved sister. I fear that if we stay in Vindobona much longer, your face will fall in on itself without a smile to help prop it up!�
�Enough!� snapped Aurelius with a voice that carried boundless authority and gravitas, born of the decades he had both ruled and served the troublesome mistress that was Rome.
The outburst was delivered so sharply and uncharacteristically that Rufinus had jumped and was relieved beyond measure to note that Paternus had suffered a similar reaction. Commodus nodded his head and turned to his father, a modest expression of contriteness plastered across his features.
�Apologies, father. I fear there is something in the air here that does not agree with me.�
Lucilla made no attempt to apologise and simply tore her glare from her brother and rested it instead on the two men before them.
�Very well. If we are to listen to the exploits of the army, riveting as they are, I would first know who this lowly, hairy, dirty soldier in his sodden cloak is, given how his eyes rest so easily on the fine forms of the ladies of the household.�
Rufinus started and felt his legs beginning to tremble as he dropped his gaze to the floor.
�Have a heart, sister� Commodus replied with what sounded like genuine feeling. �Can you not see that the man is tired, cold and wounded, no doubt in the defence of our great empire and in the face of the Quadi with their gnashing teeth?�
Next to him, Rufinus heard Paternus draw in a deep breath. The two men had clearly interrupted the Imperial family at a bad time, with tempers fraying. The argument must have precipitated very quickly, with Lucilla so freshly arrived. Perhaps they should have waited until everyone was rested and freshly risen in the morning.
�I beg leave to present to you legionary Gnaeus Marcius Rustius Rufinus of the Tenth Gemina, chosen man of the action and hero of Rome.�
Aurelius� eyes sparkled and some colour returned to his pallid cheeks as Rufinus desperately tried to land his eyes on the emperor without raising his head.
�Indeed? Do go on.�
Paternus cleared his throat. �My lord Caesar, this man saved my life and that of a number of Praetorian cavalrymen, single-handedly. He pushed me from the path of the arrows of hidden Quadi archers and, I am led to believe, killed five of the ten ambushers himself. All this, I am fairly certain, was done without the knowledge of who it was he was saving. Such selfless bravery is deserving of recognition, Caesar.�
�Indeed� the emperor said again, a quirky smile touching the corner of his lips. �It has been some time since the name Rustius has been spoken at court. Since before my reign, for certain. One wonders where the family has been hiding all these years while breeding their new clutch of heroes?�
Involuntarily, Rustius looked up into the emperor�s searching eyes and quickly averted them, only to find Paternus looking at him in surprise. The prefect suddenly seemed uncertain. Was his new playing piece not what he thought? Rufinus should have expected Aurelius to remember the events that surrounded the exile of the Rustii; he would have been at court then himself as a young man, heir to Antoninus.
He was fighting the urge to address the emperor directly in defence of himself and Paternus when Aurelius smiled and swept the matter aside with his hand. �Very good. A hero in battle, then? You have already had thoughts as to an appropriate reward, Paternus?�
The prefect nodded.
�I felt that phalera were too small an offering, but a crown is clearly too much. I thought perhaps a phalera awarded by the emperor himself before the army?�
Marcus Aurelius leaned back on his couch.
�Pomp and ceremony is always good for the morale of the men. It is a good thought, Paternus. We shall need to wait until the rest of the army returns to garrison, of course. There will be other decorations to be awarded then.�
Rufinus� eyes widened as he stared at the floor. Decorations presented by the emperor were a rarity indeed. He wouldn�t have to pay for a drink among his contubernium for weeks.
Lucilla, a flash of something that looked like hope crossing her face, looked up sharply.
�If the barbarians are finally quashed, we should return to Rome, father. You can enter in triumph and decorate as many war heroes as you wish in front of the people.�
Aurelius turned to face Lucilla. From his position Rufinus couldn�t see the emperor�s face, but he did see Lucilla flinch.
�Father� she added defensively, �it is time we returned to Rome. This cold, damp air is doing none of us any good. You have been ill for months and your chest��
Again, she flinched.
Commodus let go of the back of the chair upon which he leaned and strode round to take the seat next to the stunning blonde woman. The look they exchanged briefly opened a whole new set of questions in Rufinus� mind, but he brushed it aside. His place here, in the middle of what appeared to be a family argument, was to stand still and quiet and not intrude.
�Father,� Commodus said placatingly, �you know how rare an occasion it is when my dear sister and I are in concord, but in this particular case, she is correct. Your health suffers in this environment. It is time we returned to Rome, as soon as the immediate business is over. Your legates and civil administrators can take on the task of turning this place into a province.�
The emperor turned his gaze to his son and Rufinus caught a glimpse of his face and the softening of his features.
�It is heartening to an old man to see his children show so much care for his well-being. My decision has already been made, however. We stay here through the summer to see the matter settled and return to Rome before winter brings her chill. To abandon our fresh conquest so soon would be to invite further rebellion.�
Paternus cleared his throat meaningfully and the emperor looked up and smiled.
�See how our family business makes these brave soldiers uncomfortable.�
The prefect straightened. �A phalera then, Caesar?� he prompted, nudging the conversation back to its original purpose. �To be presented before the legions in Vindobona?�
Commodus leapt energetically from his couch and walked across to the two soldiers. Rufinus, distinctly uncomfortable with his gaze lowered, became aware that the young co-emperor was standing less than a foot away from him.
�Look at me, legionary Rufinus.�
The voice was not sharp or angry, though there was a steel in it that he�d not yet heard from the whimsical young man. Before he�d even thought about it, in response, Rufinus had looked up, straight into the piercing, grey-blue eyes of Commodus.
�This man is a lion, father, not a peacock. Baubles are pretty, but they will hardly satisfy a lion.�
Rufinus blinked and the man before him grinned.
�What think you of phalerae, legionary Rufinus?�
His mouth had suddenly gone so dry that, had he a clue what to say, he would have had great difficulty making it heard. Instead, his mouth opened and a scratchy, hoarse sound emerged. Commodus� grin widened.
�This man deserves more than a phalera. Look at him! He�s wasted in the shield wall of a cohort. A man who breaks an ambush and kills five men single-handedly, only moments after having fought hard, no doubt, in the front lines of a major battle.�
Rufinus could sense the tension in the Praetorian prefect next to him. This new prized playing piece in the great game was in danger of being suborned by another player. His gaze passed over Commodus� shoulder and fell on the emperor, who was watching intently. The old man propped himself up on an elbow.
�What have you in mind, my son?�
Commodus turned his mischievous, beaming smile on his father.
�Why what else, but to elevate him to the Praetorians? I am certain that Paternus can make good use of him. The increase in pay and benefits is more suitable reward than simple trinkets.� He turned back to Rufinus and his brow furrowed. �Besides, I think I like the idea of having this man in our bodyguard where his talents are not wasted.�
The emperor was nodding his head thoughtfully. �The notion has merit. What are your thoughts, Paternus?�
There was a strange silence. Rufinus could almost hear the prefect�s mind churning over every aspect of this sudden turn of events, trying to identify each advantage and potential problem that could arise. In the end, his shoulders relaxed a little and he shrugged. �It seems to me a fine idea, Caesar. I do think we need to hold off on any announcement of his transfer until the presenting of his decoration when the Tenth are back in garrison. It may do the morale of the legion good to see one of their own so honoured.�
Commodus laughed lightly. �We have yet to ask Rufinus here what he wishes for himself? Perhaps he feels that the scorpion shield is not for him?�
Again, Rufinus� throat caught and he stuttered a strange sound.
�Come on, man. Speak up.�
Finding a reserve of courage somewhere deep inside, Rufinus straightened. �It would be my honour to serve the emperor and his household in whatever capacity they see fit, my Caesar.�
�Well said� Commodus laughed, clapping his hand on Rufinus� dirty, slightly rusty shoulder plate.
Paternus cleared his throat. �Very well, Caesar. If all is agreed, then, legionary Rufinus should head to the barracks and rest and bathe. The coming days will be busy for him.�
As the emperor nodded, Paternus turned to him.
�Go to the Praetorian barracks and find Perennis and the men who escorted you. They will see to everything. I must stay and apprise the emperor of the full details of the campaign.
On her couch, Lucilla rolled her eyes. �Father, if you insist on talking battle with Paternus, I beg leave to return to the villa. I fear a headache is looming.�
Aurelius waved his daughter away with an indulgent smile and Lucilla stood, pausing, looked down meaningfully at her husband. The Syrian suddenly became aware that everything had gone quiet and looked up in surprise.
�Are you coming?� she snapped acidly.
�Of course, my dove� he replied with an ingratiating smile and hauled himself from the couch, turning to the emperor. �Caesar.�
Commodus squared his shoulders.
�If you will excuse me too, father, I feel the distinct need of a bath. I have spent too much of the day in sword practice. I�m sure I will hear all the pertinent news in due course?�
Aurelius nodded to his son, some apparent disapproval of the young man�s martial activities giving the look a dark overtone, and the young co-emperor clapped his hand on Rufinus� shoulder plate again, turning him away from the emperor.
�Come. I myself am feeling weary and grimy. We will make use of the bath house before you return to the Praetorian barracks.�
Rufinus� heart skipped a beat again as he felt himself being urged from the room. At the door, opened on cue by the olive-coloured slave, he paused and bowed as Lucilla and her husband passed them, neither sparing him a look. Behind them hurried the slave girl, so close he could almost touch her. Her scent was something spicy and sweet, heady and aromatic. She glanced at him for a fleeting moment and his world warmed; and then she was gone.
Nervously, Rufinus waited until Commodus gestured for him to exit, following on behind. The co-emperor wore a mischievous grin. The two men passed though the antechamber and out into the basilica, where the huge statue of Mars towered over them. Rufinus� gaze fell on the figures of Lucilla and her entourage as they crossed the enormous hall. He almost jumped as Commodus� hand appeared on his shoulder again and drew him to a stop, turning him to face the God.
�You would do best to avert your eyes from my sister�s slaves. You will find no comfort there.� His grin widened even further. �Though she is fascinating, I have to concur.�
Rufinus� gaze fell to the marble tiles once more.
�Legionary Rufinus, I cannot have a conversation with a man who will not meet my gaze.�
�Caesar� he answered weakly, looking up into those piercing, intelligent eyes.
�You may be a lion on the field of battle, but in the snake-pit that is the imperial court, you are yet a sacrificial lamb.� He frowned. �I mix my animal metaphors, but you follow my meaning. What do you make of all of this?�
Once more, Rufinus� vocal chords seized and he felt himself choke. Commodus� smile disappeared and his face became stern.
�Out with it!�
The same steel as before: almost identical to the commanding tone of Marcus Aurelius as he had cautioned his daughter. A tone that could make a statue snap to attention.
�Caesar, I really do not know. I have been told that all men of power play games. I fear I am a piece to be played, though I am not sure to whom I belong.�
Suddenly all the sternness and steel was gone and the young co-emperor was smiling again. �Very astute, Rufinus. But the game has not yet begun and the players are busy assembling their pieces. My father�s health declines at an ever-increasing rate and the auguries are not good. By all rights there should be no issue when the old charmer rises to join his illustrious forebears. I am already his co-emperor and the succession to my sole rule is clear. However, camps are forming, as they inevitably will.�
He quickly glanced over his shoulder. Lucilla and her companions had gone. With a sigh, he turned and gestured for Rufinus to follow.
�Sadly, there will be trouble. I expect difficulties from a number of sources when the day comes, though I hope the Praetorians will remain secure. Paternus is as loyal as any man to my father and I hope that his loyalty will continue on seamlessly with me, but I am not so naive as to assume it.� He shook his head. �Such gloomy thoughts are for other times. Tonight should be a night for celebration. This seemingly-eternal war is finally over and we will soon return to civilization. We have heroes to honour and wounds to lick. Come. Let us to the baths.�
As the pair walked on, Rufinus became aware that Commodus was watching him out of the corner of his eye.
�Caesar?�
The man laughed. �You really killed five of them on your own?�
�Yes, my lord.�
�Perhaps you are wasted even in the Guard. I should perhaps have you a slave that I could watch in the arena.�
Rufinus� heart tightened and he tried to speak, though all that emerged was a slight strangled noise. The young emperor laughed. �Fear not. I mean you no ill, Rufinus, though I am an aficionado of the games, and I would love to see you fight.�
Somehow, he found his voice somewhere deep inside again. �I box for my century, Caesar. Such fights are less� fatal, but skill is skill.�
�Indeed. I shall have to watch you fight. I do not believe the Praetorians involve themselves in such activities, though perhaps it is time they did.�
The two men walked out into the courtyard of the headquarters and, on the threshold of the basilica�s grand entrance, Rufinus caught just an echo of the slave-girl�s heady fragrance. Not strong, but enough to make his head feel light.
It was almost surreal. Two days ago he was a duplicarius legionary in the Tenth Gemina, standing in the shield wall and watching half the population of the barbarian steppe run at them, roaring defiance and hatred. He had flinched at being addressed directly by a centurion and told to raise his shield in line. Now here he was in the crisp early evening air with the clear sky denying the threat of fresh snow that everyone expected, striding across the courtyard at the power centre of the Danubian front alongside Commodus himself, golden son of the emperor and co-ruler of Rome. Each time he remembered who it was that walked beside him, he felt a little jolt of fear and had to glance across at the man to reassure himself he was truly awake.
Commodus had clearly noticed and understood. �This makes you uncomfortable?�
For the first time this evening, Rufinus� voice presented itself correctly for the reply without hiding behind croaks and groans and he was extremely grateful. �I fear it is inappropriate, Caesar?�
�Inappropriate?�
�You should travel with your family, sire, with an escort of the guard. With�� he suddenly connected the beautiful woman on the extra couch; �with your wife, Caesar.�
Commodus threw back his head and let out a genuine laugh. �I am not entirely sure Bruttia should attend the bath house of a legionary fortress. Certainly the event would raise eyebrows and suspicions, don�t you think?�
Rufinus felt irritation rise unbidden. The young emperor was playing with him. �With respect, Caesar, you know what I mean.�
Again the smile slid from Commodus� face and Rufinus worried he�d stepped too far out of line. This was exactly the sort of thing that made situations like these so unbearable. It was impossible with no experience of court life to know where to draw the line. Besides, with Commodus, he suspected the line had a tendency to move from time to time. Finally, the golden-haired man smiled.
�It does a leader good to speak with the people he purports to rule, don�t you think, Rufinus? Some say I am destined for the purple through my lineage and divine origins.� He gestured to the bronze mounted statue of Marcus Aurelius in military garb. �I for one am sceptical about my family�s divine origins. And don�t forget that emperors have come from families that worked hard for Rome�s benefit rather than simply descending from a �divine� line: Vespasian the farmer, Nerva the senator and Trajan the soldier, to name but three. To rule Rome one does not have to have fallen from the womb of Venus. One simply needs strength of arm, strength of will and the wisdom to temper the two.�
Despite everything, Rufinus found himself nodding. The notion that any man could be emperor if he had the simple ability to rule had been Nerva�s great new tenet for the purple and had ushered in an era of unsurpassed prosperity. There was a great deal of sense in what the man said.
�What is to become of me, Caesar?� he asked suddenly.
Commodus pursed his lips. �You are to be assigned to the guard, of course. Not the cavalry, though. There is always a waiting list for the Praetorian cavalry as it�s the clear step into the imperial horse guard. I have a mind to ask that you be assigned to my escort. I have a century of Praetorians that travel with me. It is possible that you would blossom among them.�
�It would be an honour, Caesar.�
He had actually been wondering what would happen to him in terms of his masters and allegiance; his role in the great game that Commodus believed was soon to begin. The possibility of serving the young man directly, however, answered such questions to an extent.
�However,� Commodus continued, �that is a matter I will have to discuss with Paternus, Perennis and my father. Sometimes even an emperor must defer to others.�
Rufinus looked up and realised they had reached the bath house already. His mind had been so centred on the conversation that he had barely noticed as they had left the headquarters and strode across the wide street.
The young co-emperor pushed the heavy wooden door inwards and strode inside, Rufinus following along behind. The dressing room within was a welcome sight for the tired legionary. It had been long months since he had set his eyes upon the blue walls with their painted dolphins, fish and various divine beings. The niches for the clothes were half-occupied, so there would still be room in the pools. His boots steamed as he stepped onto the heated floor, the icy water that clung to the hob nails evaporating immediately.
Though the chamber was empty, they could hear the shouts, laughs and splashes of the men in the numerous other rooms. Rufinus stopped near the entrance and waited patiently, his arms by his side in imitation of an attentive military stance. Commodus, having strode to the side of the room and located a free alcove, and already beginning to remove his military tunic and baldric, turned to him and laughed. Dropping his sword and tunic onto the stone plinth, he began to unfasten his enclosed, decorative leather boots.
�A number of my friends still swear by caligae as the great military footwear. They say that the empire was forged with such sandals and what was good enough for men like Agricola should be good enough for a soldier in the modern age. Those same idiots spend their time in Rome wrapped in a toga and have no concept of the unpleasant reality of passing through snow and swamp in sandals.�
Slipping off the boots, he carefully stood them with his clothes and whipped off his breeches, standing in only his subligaculum, bronzed and muscular.
�I am even considering adopting the full-length trousers of the Celts, despite the connotations. Good Roman breeches leave too much flesh exposed in these harsh climes.�
He glanced at Rufinus, who was still standing to attention and fully dressed, and rolled his eyes. �For the love of Venus, Rufinus, will you relax and disrobe. In the baths all men are equal, after all.�
With a grin and a flourish, he let his underwear drop to the floor. �Almost all men, anyway!�
Rufinus tried not to look at the naked, grinning form of Commodus as he hobbled over to the nearest free alcove and began to remove his armour and clothing. His muscles screamed at him as he stretched to reach his feet, and an overwhelming desire to sink into warm water overcame the desires to eat and sleep, both of which were starting to infect his thoughts.
By the time he had shoved his armour and clothes into the alcove, which was not quite large enough to accommodate such bulky kit, Commodus was wrapped in a towel at the waist and held out another for him. With a nod of thanks, Rufinus took the proffered towel and wrapped it around his waist.
�I have to admit that I�ve been looking forward to a shave and a haircut for a number of weeks, Caesar.�
Commodus� mouth turned up into a humorous sneer. �Only babies and women have clear faces, Rufinus. Your beard and hair are perfectly suitable. They remind me of me!�
Rufinus swallowed nervously. He hated beards. They were itchy and uncomfortable. They made it hard to eat broth without saving half a pint for a future day. When your hair became wet it was like wearing an extra helmet and took more than an hour to dry. And at times he was beginning to worry that things were living in his hair and beard.
�I prefer to be shaved and shorn after the fashion of the old days, Caesar.�
�Well the matter is moot for now, Rufinus. The barber only works the baths until sundown. You will have to remain hirsute and Godlike for at least another night. Come.�
With a powerful stride, Commodus stepped through the door and into the cold room with its large pool in the centre and two small half-moon plunge-pools at the edge. Doors led off to the steam rooms and the hot pools, the exercise yard and the outdoor pool. Shouts and laughter echoed from every aperture.
Two soldiers who were ducked beneath the cold water in the central pool burst through the surface, laughing at one another and looked up to see the new arrivals.
It took only a moment for the two men to fall silent and bow their heads in deference. Rufinus frowned. If he had been them and a blond, bearded man in a towel had entered, he would never have guessed the man was the young emperor of Rome. It seemed that Commodus� visit to the fortress baths was far from his first.
�Behold! Commodus intoned in an oratorical fashion, striking a flashy pose. �Thus enters Hercules in all his golden glory to brighten the dull evenings of the men of the First legion!�
Still grinning like a lunatic, the emperor swung his hips in an expert move that allowed his towel to drop to the floor without changing his heroic pose. The two legionaries cheered and Commodus took a single step and leapt into the water, flailing his arms and landing heavily with a splash.
Rufinus watched with a mixture of awed pride in the man whom he served, and a niggling worry at what he perceived to be a changeable personality. Commodus was clearly a great man, but would likely be quick to anger.
With a sigh, aware that he was now sliding down a career slope to an uncertain fate but also that there was no point in worrying about things over which he had no control, Rufinus also dropped his towel and walked over to the table where the oil and strigils lay. Commodus may be clean enough to jump straight in but, without a good scrape first, Rufinus would likely leave a grey slick in the water.
The world had turned upside down for him for the second time in a few days.
His hand reached for the strigil.

IV � The giving and taking of great things

RUFINUS fastened the bronze-plated belt around his waist. It was far fancier than his old one and had cost enough that he really didn�t want to calculate how many weeks of slogging he would have to endure to pay for it. Add to that the replacement helmet and shield and the five sesterces that he owed Acastus for hammering out and smoothing the major marks on his armour, and it started to look like a small fortune. He�d even paid out a disturbing sum for a new cloak, given the state of his old one.
It was all doubly irritating given that, not long after the ceremony was over, he would be transferred to the Praetorian Guard and much of his equipment, including his fresh replacements, would be inappropriate and sold back to the legion�s quartermaster. He may well have paid a princely sum for a cloak that he would wear only once.
Still, it was not every day a man was awarded a decoration by the hand of the emperor himself, and being arrayed in the finest kit available seemed the least he should do, regardless of cost and inconvenience.
The organisation and upgrading of kit had given him something to do this past five days, though, and for that he was extremely grateful.
Those events that had taken place on his return to Vindobona with the guardsmen almost a week ago seemed now like a dream that had flitted away upon waking with the first tendrils of a new dawn. One evening of near panic-inducing nerves upon being introduced to the most powerful people in the world, a burst of most unseemly familiarity from the man who would soon rule the empire, and then it had evaporated like mist and left a mundane normality that had rendered Rufinus flat and slightly confused.
Only six days ago, Commodus had escorted him to the bathhouse and treated him with deference and respect for a short time before turning his capricious attentions elsewhere. As soon as the young co-emperor had spotted a pair of tribunes he knew well floundering in the water, an instant clique had formed and, once again, Rufinus had found himself alone.
In a way, he�d been grateful. To be singled out by men of such power was a thing both wonderful and terrifying, and the chance to relax a little, lower his guard and enjoy the simple acts of cleansing and recuperating had been well-received.
It had mattered little to him that he had no clean kit with him at the baths. With Commodus� attentions suitably diverted he had slunk away quietly, borrowing one of the bath-house�s robes and carrying his kit in weary arms to the Praetorian barracks. A few eyebrows had risen at the manner of his arrival but, once Mercator�s name was given and the friendly guardsman came strolling out to meet him, all had settled again.
His escort had arranged for freshly-laundered russet tunic and breeches to be set out for him, along with dry boots and even fresh undergarments. Shown to the room that had been put aside for him, he had not even bothered disrobing before sinking gratefully into the relative softness and comfort of a fortress bunk.
He�d spent two days occupying that room on his own, a bunk-filled space designed for eight, his only company being the guardsmen who had been his escort, and even then only on the rare occasions that their duties had allowed. The oak-beamed room with its four double bunks, armour racks, table and chairs and small hearth for warmth was surprisingly dingy even at the height of the day�s sun, and the room depressed him.
With the Tenth legion still out in the field, Rufinus had no duties and no compatriots in Vindobona and the next morning had brought with it a level of boredom and ennui hitherto unknown to him, kicking his heels in the bright coldness of early Martius. By now, spring would be making herself felt on the shores of the Mare Nostrum, in Hispania and Italia; flowers bursting into bloom and animals gambolling on the hillsides. Here in the barbarian north, blankets of fresh snow still covered much of the landscape and the cold, crisp, white sky with peripheral cloud promised further blizzards.
He made a point of visiting the baths again several times, partially through the sheer bliss of being able to remain clean, but mostly in the continued hope of a haircut and shave. In an almost farcical turn of events, though, every visit seemed to coincide with the resident barber being out on some �important business� or other and so he remained hirsute and itchy, despite his best efforts.
The second afternoon, as he�d sat alone in the room, humming a little ditty from his childhood while polishing out a rust spot on one of his back plates, Mercator had dropped by with the first news from higher up in two days: The legions had decamped in Marcomannic lands and were returning to base, leaving their small occupying garrisons to control the freshly conquered territory. In response, the First Adiutrix were moving out of the fortress and constructing a temporary camp on the far bank.
Rufinus could only imagine how popular they all were among the First at the moment, having to vacate their comfortable barracks of the past few months for life under leather tents in snow and mud. Still, the war was over. Soon most of the legions drawn in for the campaign would be returning to their home fortresses in Pannonia and Noricum and as far distant as Germania and Thracia. The inconvenience of sharing one fortress would soon have passed. The Tenth could settle back into garrison life at Vindobona� he, of course, could be anywhere if the Praetorian Guard were taking him into their ranks; most likely back to the great thriving heart of the empire.
Vindobona had immediately exploded into a chaos of reorganisation as men who had occupied barrack blocks for months were required to collect together their kit and march out across the Danubius. As had become the norm, there was no task or assignment for Rufinus and he found himself ejected from the Praetorian quarters and sent to his old room in the strangely empty fortress, a single man occupying quarters for five thousand.
Two more days had passed with an increased sense of solitude, the First busy in their temporary camp across the river while the few Praetorian cohorts manned the walls and gates of the fortress, awaiting the return of the Tenth to retake its position as garrison. It had been strange to return to barracks, comforting in some small way, with the familiar walls covered in lewd graffiti, but made more hollow and peculiar by the loneliness that accompanied it and the knowledge that as soon as his transfer was made official, he would be leaving the room again forever.
Such a sense of solitude should have disappeared when the Tenth returned, marching in triumph down along the thoroughfare cut into the woods across the river, buccinae blaring out, flags waving, men cheering. It did not.
The various returning legions scattered to create temporary camps around the periphery of Vindobona while the Tenth marched into the fortress, the camp prefect performing a brief ceremony and receiving the passwords from the Praetorian tribune as his men filtered out through the fortress, already taking guard positions.
Rufinus had waited with a sense of anticipation and excitement for the other men in his contubernium to return to the room: men he had last seen in the woods of Marcomannia rushing to the signal before he stumbled across an ambush that had turned his life upside down. He had such things to tell them: he had met emperors, bathed in senior officer� baths, ridden with the Praetorian cavalry. He yearned also to hear of the aftermath of the battle; the night after such a great action was always filled with drink and reverie as the survivors celebrated their continued fortune. Some of the best and funniest stories were born in such conditions.
They returned: five tired, dirty soldiers wandered into the room, chatting in a small group, telling stories and anecdotes and paying no attention to the desperately lonely man sitting on the bunk awaiting them. Only one of them even met Rufinus� gaze before they dumped their kit and went to find food or the baths without extending an invitation to their long-term roommate.
Deflated and unhappy, Rufinus had wandered out and among the men of his legion as they went about the business of settling back into quarters long abandoned, putting to rights the changes made by their temporary occupants. He�d always been a reasonably popular man, except with those that had foolishly bet against him in fights. Now, though, hardly anyone seemed inclined to speak to him and few even made eye contact.
As he�d travelled around the fortress, moving like a ghost, unnoticed amid the chaos, the clouds gradually lowered and the first flakes of damp, soggy snow settled on his shoulders. Even the weather seemed to have turned against him.
A little judicious listening-in on supposedly private conversations had led him to the conclusion that he was no longer considered a legionary by the Tenth. Having been taken by the Praetorians and seemingly treated as though he were somehow different, the men of the Tenth had already labelled him �one of them�. His continued absence had reinforced their opinions, and it looked like there was little Rufinus would be able to do to return things to normal. He had been taken by Praetorians and was no longer welcome among the Tenth.
And so the last day had been thoroughly soul-destroying, with men he had long counted friends ignoring his very existence. Even the centurions and optios seemed already to have more or less forgotten about him, and his name failed to appear on any duty rosters. To prevent the boredom and depression overcoming him completely, Rufinus had devoted all his time to his kit and preparations.
And now here he was, sliding his gladius into its scabbard and reaching for his helmet with the stiff, red horsehair crest. The room was empty; the entire block was empty, the rest of the men already on their way to the assembly. He�d have been the first man out had he not suffered a last moment panic, misplacing his sword, though a small, bitter part of his mind suggested to him that his former companions might have hidden it simply to aggravate him.
The blade had turned up eventually, propped in a corner behind the piles of mud-spattered kit strapped to their marching poles.
With a sigh, he jammed the helm on his head and turned to leave, tying the chin-straps together as he left. Across the fortress, the buccinae rang out with the second call. By the third such blast the legion had to be in position, and punishments would be handed out for failure to attend in time. Grasping the heavy, rectangular crimson shield by the door frame, he strode out into the bright, crisp, cold morning and jogged along the street. The snow had let up early this morning as the sun began to show on the horizon, almost as if the emperor had commanded a good day for the gathering of the eagles.
Other men were still filing out of their quarters here and there, rushing for muster, jamming on helmets and struggling to carry their kit while fastening cloaks. The fresh snow in the streets of the fortress had already become a soggy slush, brown and unpleasant, which soaked into the boots and numbed the toes no matter how thick one�s socks were.
Out onto the Via Praetoria he jogged, turning with the other tardy men, rushing toward the headquarters and its gathering. There the Tenth would finish mustering before marching out to present themselves as part of Aurelius� victorious army. Past the granary, the hospital and the bathhouse Rufinus hurried, finding himself in a cluster of men pushing their way through the entrance to the great complex. As they burst through into the courtyard within, men rushed to find their place and fall in with their centuries.
Ducking past two panicked-looking legionaries, Rufinus slowed his pace and made for his unit, the centurion giving both he and the three other latecomers a black look. The third and final blast rang out from the legion�s chief musician and the men were in position, the last few still settling into place, looking miserably forward to a few days of unpleasant duties for their tardiness, mucking out latrines or similar. At least, if the proposed transfer actually occurred, he would avoid such punishments.
Barely was the assembly complete before the centurions began to bellow out calls and the buccinae blared again, the legion turning to move off by cohort and century in full parade form and at a slow march toward the gathering.
Slowly, with a sedate and impressive pace, eagle, flags and standards glinting and fluttering, the Tenth Gemina filed out of the great gate of the headquarters, along the Via Principalis and out of the fortress. The legatus and his tribunes led the column, riding immaculately-groomed horses, their cloaks flapping in the breeze, each cohort and century following on in line.
As the legion traversed the causeway that crossed the fortress� defensive ditches and moved into the street of the civil settlement, folk leaned out of windows and doors and cheered. Families stood beneath the wooden verandas of their buildings watching with awe and glee as the victorious Tenth passed by. Out of the corner of his eye, before they fully emerged from the defences and into the street, Rufinus caught sight of another legion marching across the open ground before the fortress, having just crossed the river. That was either the First Adiutrix or the Third Italica: the two legions encamped within the land that would soon become the province of Marcomannia, across the Danubius.
Every part of the emperor�s glorious army was parading today.
Past houses and tabernae, workshops and stables they marched to the cheers of the crowd, boots churning the endless slush and slurry of the streets, eyes on the sky, praying to a hundred different Gods to hold the weather off until they had returned to the cover of the barracks.
Past the new gleaming marble temple of Roma and Victory they marched, past the temple of Epona: a Goddess worshipped almost exclusively by the indigenous folk and cavalry troopers, past the animal market, the great granaries, the infamous �Grape Field� tavern than had robbed so many soldiers of their pay and their senses in varying degrees, past the side road to the main docks with its endless stream of heavily-laden carts and wagons: past the thriving heart of civil Vindobona.
Finally, ahead stood the high, gracefully arched exterior of the new theatre, not yet opened, though nearing completion and due to be dedicated to the glorious name of Marcus Aurelius in Aprilis. Yet another avenue of celebration for the final quashing of the tribes across the river.
At the edge of Vindobona, the theatre stood some thirty feet high in its most complete section, covered with wooden scaffolding and hanging ropes like a shredded spider web. The wooden boards and platforms were packed with workers and civilians all trying to get a view of the great parade ground that had been designated on the wasteland opposite, the snow shovelled off early in the morning in preparation.
Already three of the legions had arrived at the great space and were standing to attention. Crowds of civilians heaved and jostled at the periphery, occasional over-excited members leaning out toward the assembled soldiers, though none were stupid enough to actually approach the army. This may be a great parade and spectacle, but every man and woman in Vindobona knew quite well how battle-hardened and prepared for trouble the assembled forces were. With the emperor present, even the slightest move forward from the crowd could be construed as a potential threat and the Praetorians were prepared to deal with any such infraction.
The imperial family, along with the senior commanders and a few of the more important civil officers in the city stood on a raised wooden dais at the riverward side of the ground, backed by a palisade that displayed trophies of captured Marcomannic and Quadi weapons, armour and shields, all interspersed with expensive furs.
The personal slaves of the most important attendees stood patiently at the foot of the platform, looking for all the world like a human shield between the nobles and the massed ranks of the legions. Rufinus tried, as he moved into position, to spot a certain young lady among them, but they were too numerous and distant.
Two groups of captive enemy noblemen stood chained, defeated and dejected, at each end of the great podium, on display for the public to jeer and spit at, Praetorians with drawn weapons watching them keenly. The braver of the townsfolk threw rotten vegetables at the fallen Quadi and Marcomanni warlords, even small stones. Only the braver, though, for the possibility of accidentally striking one of the Praetorian guards was ever-present.
In addition to the Praetorians on the platform, guarding the prisoners and gathered in small contubernia at strategic points for crowd control, the bulk of the guard surrounded the entire structure and its occupants: gleaming white forms, attentive and impressive, alert for any threat to their emperor and his companions.
Slowly and with stately pace, the Tenth moved to its assigned position and, as he gratefully came to a stop, settling his shield into position along with the rest, right hand by his side, Rufinus scanned the area. The sound of the crowd cheering and shouting back away from the assembled troops, some sitting in precarious positions on the scaffolding, managed to almost drown out the creaks and clanks of the assembled legions. As the last men of the Tenth moved into place, already the Third Italica was visible between the buildings back on the main street as they moved toward the assembly.
The imperial family stood on the platform, their feet at shoulder height to the men. Lucilla and her husband had contrived somehow to look even more irritated and bored than they had that evening in the headquarters, while Aurelius and his son stood in full armour, glittering and impressive. Close by, Paternus watched the assembling units with a professional eye, while tribune Perennis stood at his shoulder with his usual glower.
The assembled legionaries watched their co-emperors with a sense of awe and respect that was almost palpable, much as Rufinus had always done. The men of the legions saw only a great gesture of unity and the tight imperial family bond, as Commodus turned to his father and clasped his wrist in the age old gesture of comradeship, leaning in to speak in his father�s ear. Rufinus, his eyes now opened to the truth, had seen not a gesture of family closeness, but a desperate move of support. Doubtless none of the ordinary soldiers had noticed the slight stumble in the emperor�s step and the look of concern that briefly passed across Commodus� face as he moved in to prevent his father from falling.
Strangely, while Paternus seemed to have noticed the stumble and had turned his concerned gaze on his master, Perennis, at his shoulder, shot a look at the back of Paternus� head that was filled with so great a malice and hatred that Rufinus was amazed no one else seemed to have spotted it. Did he loathe his commander that much?
As the remaining legions moved into position on the square, followed by the few auxiliary units that had been granted the privilege of sharing in the parade, Rufinus kept his keen gaze locked on the dais.
The emperor had quickly recovered and was smiling at his legions, though Commodus never moved more than a foot or two from his father�s side, keeping his hands free and his arms unfolded in case he might need to make a quick move. In a similar manner, Paternus had straightened his own arms and his fingers flexed regularly as though he too were prepared to make a desperate lunge for the emperor.
Tribune Perennis continued to flick his evil gaze to and fro, occasionally fixing it on a man who somehow especially irked him. Rufinus found himself staring at the second in command of the Praetorians, trying to weigh him up.
Initially, he had thought that the man simply coveted Paternus� position and harboured a grudge. The more he watched, however, the more he was beginning to come to the conclusion that there was no special enmity between the two Praetorian officers, but more that Perennis simply hated everyone on a roughly equal basis, and was incapable of forming anything other than a disapproving frown on those sour features.
Whatever the truth, if Commodus had indeed spoken to them and requested that Rufinus be placed in the co-Emperor�s guard, that evil-looking officer would soon be his direct commander and he would clearly be a man to be careful around. A new worry to add to the myriad fears and discomforts flitting around his skull.
Pondering on the interaction between the two officers turned his thoughts back to the night of his arrival and his first presentation to the imperial family, a recollection that, in turn and inevitably, brought to mind the form of the fascinating young slave girl who had accompanied Lucilla. He was now closer to the stage and its occupants. Trying subtly, and without moving his head enough to draw the ire of the nearby optio, Rufinus craned to look over the shoulders of the men in front but, try as he might, he couldn�t spot her enthralling form at the base of the podium with the other slaves.
With a sigh, he drifted off into a very private reverie that threatened to colour his cheeks again.
The Third Italica was now settled into place and another legion beyond them was entering the square. As Rufinus� mind continued to wander along peaceful and pleasant corridors, following that spicy intoxicating scent to its warm, soft, imagined conclusion, the rest of the army settled into position.
He almost jumped as the general background hubbub was shattered by a deafening fanfare from the various horns of the legions and the guard.
Blinking and trying to draw his mind back from the soft linen sheets of his imaginary surroundings to the reality of the cold parade ground, he straightened his head and concentrated on the podium. The emperor took a step forward and threw out a traditional military salute in a move calculated to play the crowd. At the instigation of the senior centurions, the legions raised cheers for their emperors, whistling and pounding their free hands on the wooden shield surfaces in a deafening thunderous cacophony, all accompanied by the roaring applause of the civilians around the periphery.
Slowly the noise reached a crescendo and then died away as Marcus Aurelius, a paternal smile across his features, held out his hands in a gesture to calm the crowd.
�Victory!� he bellowed, and then settled back to wait once more as the noise rose to another deafening clamour.
Again, he held out his hands and waited.
�The Marcomanni and the Quadi, who have long held designs on the rich and gentle, yielding lands of Rome, who burned this very city and killed and raped its people so recently, are finally cowed!�
Again a roar rose, this time more from the civilians than the military. Once again the emperor waited with an indulgent smile.
�Now begins the struggle for peace. Decades, we have been forced to fight again and again to preserve this border, a third of Rome�s military gathered on the Danubius year after year. Now we begin the process of colonization. If we are to prevent the tribes from ever again threatening Vindobona, we must draw them into our bosom, make them appreciate what it is to be part of the empire.�
He paused and turned to smile at his son. There was a look on Commodus� face that Rufinus couldn�t quite identify, but it perturbed him. Was it disapproval? Aurelius continued in a clear, oratorical tone.
�But this is work for the future and no cause for such a gathering. Today we celebrate the victory of Rome and her valiant warriors. People of Vindobona, I give you the sons of Hercules; masters of the world; thunder that shakes the walls of Hades themselves! I give you the legions of Rome!�
The clamour was once again deafening as the legions crashed their heels together, saluting their emperor with a noise that echoed through the woods for miles, the people of the city roaring their gratitude and approval.
The emperor, a genuine smile still plastered across his face, stepped back and, watching intently, Rufinus could see his chest heaving with the effort of such public speech. Commodus quickly whispered something in his father�s ear, something that led the emperor to shake his head. He would not be deterred from today�s glory.
Gradually, the noise abated once more and Aurelius turned to his left. Commodus, standing to that side, stepped back slightly, leaving the emperor facing Paternus.
�Rome and her people owe a great debt of gratitude to the commander of the Praetorian guard, Publius Tarrutenius Paternus, general of the army and the man who finally ended the war for you, driving the iron tip of the eagle standard into the very heart of the Quadi.�
Rufinus was surprised to see the prefect hunch over a little as though in embarrassment. Clearly he had not been expecting to be presented in such fashion. The crowd cheered this reluctant hero and Rufinus� respect for the Praetorian commander rose a little, bringing the question of Perennis and his sour looks once more to the fore.
�As is the tradition at the conclusion of a successful campaign, it is the most pleasant duty of the army�s commanders to recognise and award bravery where it is most due.�
Standing back, he gestured to one of his adjutants who stood nearby, a man wearing an officer�s armour, with the military knot tied across his burnished, decorative breastplate. The pale, tall man with a stretched face and tightly-curled beard stepped forward to the front of the dais as four Praetorians rushed forth with a small wooden set of steps that they placed before the platform for quick access from the front.
Taking a small wax tablet from his waist, the officer snapped open the case and peered at the names held within. Taking a deep breath, he addressed the massed crowds.
�Marcus Julius Proculus: signifer of the fourth century, second cohort of the Second Italica, step forth!�
To the cheers of his fellow legionaries, the man stepped out of line, the heavy bronze and silver standard firm in his powerful grasp, the huge wolf pelt wrapped around his shoulders and draped over his helm, heavy and hot. The man moved with a slight limp and the extra bulk beneath one leg of his breeches spoke eloquently of the wound he must have received in the recent action.
Rufinus concentrated. Likely his own name would come up soon and he would want to know what was expected of him. The standard bearer from the Second Italica marched out to the front and approached the platform close to the stairs that had been recently placed. Rufinus was impressed with the man�s calm and steadiness as he mounted the wooden platform, given his recent injury and the extreme weight under which he laboured.
He also noted with care that the stairs fell slightly short of the dais in height and that the last step was half as deep again as the others. Given his history of hapless accidents and falls, it was important in such a situation to note every potential problem.
He watched the signifer�s presentation, only half-heartedly listening as the man was acclaimed for managing, despite his own burdens, to take up the legion�s eagle when its bearer fell in the battle and use it to dispatch three barbarian warriors before falling back into his own lines.
Rufinus watched as the man stood, straight and proud. He watched as the staff officer stepped forward and hung a third phalera on the man�s harness, already proudly displaying two awards won in previous actions. A cheer went up among the assembled legionaries and civilians and, as the signifer stepped back, he and the officer saluted one another before he turned and made his way safely back down the steps and fell into position with his unit.
Another potential problem, Rufinus thought, would be stepping back after receiving the award. The signifer had been perhaps a little more than a foot from the edge of the dais at that point. Only his own flawed judgement and the will of Fortuna would stand between him and a long back step that would see him crash down bodily to the dirt of the parade ground.
Deep in thought, he�d missed the second name being called out, though a legionary stepped out of the lines of the Third Italica and approached the steps. Built like an ox and shield-less, his splinted arm slung against his chest, he approached the stage. Rufinus found himself, with immense irritation, realising that the man was newly shaven and had perfectly neat, short hair. Almost as if to purposefully mock him, an errant curl of black, shiny hair suddenly sprung from beneath the rim of his helmet and dangled before his left eye, momentarily obscuring the irritatingly clean-shaven ox of a man.
The big fellow stood powerful as he was acclaimed for being the first man to reach the Quadi supply wagons, having been at the forefront of the wedge that had broken their lines. He received his glinting torc that was pinned to his shoulder plates, returned the officer�s salute and made his way back to his unit.
And on it went. Man after man stepped out from the lines of the legions, even one from an auxiliary unit, and stood proudly on the stage, erect and powerful as Mars himself while their martial accomplishments were announced, every one of which sounded far more impressive than pulling an officer bodily from his horse into the muck. Each one received their phalera or torc or armband, some with financial bonuses, some attaining field promotions or duplicarius status. Two men who were near to their retirement age and had acquitted themselves particularly well were granted their honesta missio early, receiving a small plot of land in the area and a sizeable fiduciary settlement.
Twenty seven men rewarded for their part in the battle, Rufinus mused, adding with a little rancour that only two of them were unshaven and unkempt and that both of them were heavily wounded and had probably only been released from the legion hospital this morning without the opportunity to visit the never-present barber.
Of course, he could have shaved with his pugio and trimmed his own hair, but he�d done that once, early on in the campaign and after staunching the nine flows of blood from his tortured face, he�d endured two weeks of being called �duck-head� after his unfortunate new hairstyle. Clearly he could only rely of the skills of a professional. Duck-head would not be likely to receive anything but scorn from the emperor.
�Gnaeus Marcius Rustius Rufinus, duplicarius legionary of the Third Century, First Cohort of the Tenth Gemina! Attend!�
Rufinus had begun to drift off into a reverie in which he was clean shaven and lying in soft linen sheets with�
His mind reeled as he suddenly snapped back to reality, trying to push aside the images that were rising in the more private parts of his mind. He took a step sideways, trod on the back of a legionary�s boot and stumbled into him with a gentle crash. A helpful man nearby caught the rim of his shield as it fell and handed it back to him.
Straightening, his cheeks burning the same colour as his tunic, he grasped the shield and stepped into the open space between cohorts. The optio, a man who knew him very well and had sparred with him in the ring countless times, glared with open disappointment at this display of ineptitude.
Despite keeping his eyes locked on the path before him and the helmet restricting his view, Rufinus was horribly aware that every pair of eyes on this side of Vindobona was watching him intently. His cheeks flared anew and he began to feel hot and slightly faint. Swallowing nervously, he realised that his throat had become parched.
Slowly, he marched across the dusty ground toward the steps, trying desperately to bring his body back under control. Throwing himself through scratchy woodland in deep snow with only a sword and dagger and facing half a dozen vile barbarians in combat held no fears when compared to the possibility of excruciating embarrassment in front of the imperial family and the entire army.
He paused for only a moment at the foot of the wooden steps, just as a passing gull deposited its business on the wooden plank right in front of him. They said it was lucky when birds shit on you, but he was still rather glad this one had missed, in the circumstances, particularly given the astonishing quantity.
Slowly and with as much grace as he could muster, he climbed the stairs and stepped out onto the dais. The adjutant had paced back and was saluting him. Close by, Paternus and Perennis were also standing erect and saluting with full military stance. Paternus� face was unreadable; Perennis� was not, though Rufinus dearly wished it was.
The emperor had once more stepped forth from the rear of the platform, Commodus close by his side. Marcus Aurelius had a serene, regal expression, made all the more powerful by the pale, drawn skin and his glittering, dark eyes. A sudden gust of fresh air ruffled the emperor�s blond curls and he held up his hand. Rufinus thought he�d felt a first flake of fresh snow on the breeze.
Commodus, the same mischievous, even child-like, glint in his eyes, smiled widely at Rufinus. �The barber continues to evade you, then?� he said quietly enough that no one beyond the stage would hear the words.
Rufinus felt the blush on his cheeks again and managed a weak, hopefully deferential, smile. Commodus laughed and saluted, stepping back next to his father. Marcus Aurelius, father of Rome and ruler of the world, stepped one pace forward and Rufinus straightened.
�Any battle� the emperor said, his voice smooth and calm and yet carrying across the square as though he had bellowed, �has its heroes and its cowards. Today we have honoured men who have shown selflessness and bravery in Godlike quantities; we have rewarded those who had a personal hand in the victory of Rome over the barbarian. There remains one acknowledgement left to make.�
The army was silent, the only noise the clink and clank of metal across the square, the gentle distant murmur of the civilians speculating over the reason for the emperor�s personal involvement, the caw and chirp of birds and the nearby rush and gurgle of the Danubius as it made its way to the distant Euxine Sea.
Aurelius held out his hand to one side. A lesser staff officer standing to the rear of the dais placed something in it and the emperor turned back to face the front of the dais and the crowd beyond.
�Single-handedly felling five enemy warriors while lacking much of one�s armour and equipment is an exploit worthy of note� he announced. �If every legionary could fight with such lion-like strength and courage, a single legion would be sufficient to conquer the lands of the barbarian back to the impassable torrents that encircle the world. As is only appropriate for such valour, and upon the recommendation of his legatus, I hereby award legionary Rufinus with this phalera. May it be the first of many!�
Aurelius stepped toward him and Rufinus held his breath as the shiny, burnished disc bearing the image of a roaring lion was pinned to his shoulder plate�s buckle. The emperor struggled for a moment, his shaking fingers completing the task with some difficulty. The great man�s breath smelled strange and sickly-sweet, almost like rotting flesh. It was all Rufinus could do not to reel away from it. Finally, the aging emperor finished his task and stood back.
�Such reward is fitting for an act of this magnitude. One might say, however, that it is a paltry thing when the rest of this man�s actions are taken into account.�
The officer at the rear of the dais stepped forward once more and handed something else to Aurelius, who took the item and gripped it. Rufinus� eyes widened.
The emperor stepped forward, grasping the silver shaft of a spear, perhaps six feet in length. The tip was pointed but without the head that would accompany its battle-ready counterparts. A simple silver rod, tapered at the end. Rufinus� head spun. Even if it were really an iron shaft, merely coated with gleaming silver, it would be worth a year�s pay.
But it was worth more than that; this award was worth far more than the sum of its construction, worth more than most men�s lives.
�The hasta pura!� the emperor intoned, raising the silver shaft so that all could behold it, the cold winter sunlight glinting off it as the orb made a sudden rare appearance between the clouds. �Granted to a man who saves the life of a notable citizen. Granted in this case to a selfless legionary who, by his courageous actions, prevented the untimely death of my Praetorian prefect, the general in the field!�
The silver shaft was held out to him, the hand that gripped it beginning to shake a little with the effort. Rufinus stared at it for only a moment and then reached out and grasped it, more to prevent the emperor losing his grip than anything else. Aurelius stepped back, a look of relief passing across his face.
Rufinus stared at the brilliant, gleaming spear in his hand. He only became aware of the roar of cheers, whistles and calls as it began to subside, Paternus having stepped forward, holding out his arms to quieten the crowd.
�It is my pleasure�� he began, but fell silent again, largely unheard over the cheering, waiting for quiet. As the last whistles died away, he straightened again. �It is my pleasure to announce the transfer of legionary Rustius Rufinus to the Praetorian Guard, in which he shall henceforth serve.�
The second cheer was less enthusiastic, though Paternus either ignored the fact or failed to notice it as Perennis stepped forward to his side. Reaching out, Paternus took the shield from the flushing legionary before him and set it aside on the wooden stage. As Perennis passed his commander a folded white tunic and breeches, he reached out and draped them over Rufinus� shoulders. Turning once again, the Praetorian tribune passed his master a shield of hexagonal design, bearing the scorpion emblem of the Praetorians. Paternus held the shield out so that Rufinus could grasp the handle, which he did with no small trepidation.
As the cheering continued, Paternus leaned forward.
�Now step to the back of the dais behind tribune Perennis and stay there looking impressive.�
His mind still reeling, Rufinus did as he was bade, stepping back behind the Praetorian officers, where a small knot of guards stood on duty. He was relieved to see Mercator grinning at him from the rear ranks.
He returned the guardsman�s smile with a genuine, slightly embarrassed one of his own, but his heart skipped a beat as Mercator�s grin instantly vanished from his face to be replaced by a rictus of fear, his mouth an �O� of shock. The world slowed and time became thick as honey. Every guardsman�s eyes had risen to look past Rufinus, over his shoulder. The horror evident on Mercator�s face was mirrored in every other expression.
Rufinus turned, almost infinitely slowly, already horrible sure of what it was he was going to see. As he spun, the prized silver spear falling, forgotten, from his grasp, the men of the Praetorian Guard were already reacting, breaking into leaden slow runs.
Rufinus stared at the falling form, sunlight glinting off the golden curls as they dropped through the air so slowly.
Commodus, his eyes wide, his face suddenly ashen, was leaning forward and down, too late to help. Paternus, close by, was also diving for the wooden boards.
The still form of Marcus Aurelius hit the floor of the dais with a thud and suddenly everything sped once again into a blur of activity. Commodus, Paternus and Lucilla were down, crouched by the emperor�s body, only the lower legs and their magnificent boots visible from this angle. Perennis was yelling a series of commands to the guards as the Praetorian�s medic ran forth with his leather bag. The legions below were in chaos, the crowds moaning in panic.
As the world revolved around him, spinning faster and faster out of control, Rufinus stood, aghast and alone on the platform as he watched his emperor die.

V � Grief in many forms

RUFINUS looked around nervously and shrugged out of the slightly sweat-stained crimson tunic, letting it fall to the floor in an undignified manner. Taking a deep breath, he struggled into the freshly-pressed white tunic of the Praetorians and carefully pulled it down so that there were no rucks or creases that would irritate beneath armour before gathering the crimson mess and hanging it over his scabbard and baldric.
It had been a mad, horrible half hour.
On the platform in front of the population of Vindobona, the Praetorian medic had announced that the emperor was still breathing, though unresponsive. Commodus, his eyes already red-rimmed with tears and worry, had refused all aid in raising his father from the floor � in truth the frail old man must only have weighed the same as a child despite the armour � and had lifted him onto the makeshift stretcher that had been formed from Rufinus� former legionary shield along with three cloaks for comfort. The air was charged with fear and shock, a strange tingle adding to the cold winds that had sprung up, threatening the return of the endless snow.
As Aurelius had been carried from the dais, head rocking back and forth and legs, from the knees down, dangling over the bottom of the shield, Paternus had stepped to the front of the stage, taking on the duty of crowd control. With a clear, strong voice, he informed everyone that the emperor was not dead but was suffering with an illness brought on by the conditions here and that the strain of the morning had adversely affected him. The legions were to return to their barracks and await further announcements. There should be no panic. If the emperor was still too weak to speak publicly, Commodus would make an announcement in the forum later in the day. People should go about their business and send the Gods wishes for the emperor�s speedy recovery.
Rufinus had seen the old man hit the wooden planks and had known instantly that no matter how much he still breathed, Marcus Aurelius had passed from the world in that moment, his body now an empty shell containing the world�s power with no will or thought.
As Aurelius had been stretchered from the dais to the becurtained litter that stood behind the screen with its crew of four burly Germanic slaves, Commodus had rushed alongside, his hand never leaving his father�s still, pale form. Rufinus had watched with interest as Lucilla had turned and followed on, her husband in tow. There was a curious look on her face that he could swear was an uncomfortable mixture of grief and relief. At least the oily Syrian who shuffled behind her had managed to produce a facial expression that conveyed something other than aloof boredom for a change.
The Praetorian Guard had gathered in a protective cordon around the imperial family as the medici of three legions and several of their more senior orderlies rushed to intercept. Moving off, they had conveyed the panicked, grief-stricken party from the parade ground, along the thoroughfare and back to the fortress.
Rufinus, shock and confusion wrapping him in their bewildering folds, stood on the dais, a pillar of stillness while the world seethed this way and that all around him. In response to Paternus� bellowed orders, the legions had begun to move away from the square, the Tenth among them. No one from his former legion had bothered shouting for him. Was he still in the Tenth? His shield had been taken away and he�d been given a Praetorian uniform, but as yet he�d not been signed into the guard or allocated a unit.
In a strange limbo, unsure of where he was supposed to go or what was expected of him, Rufinus simply watched in sadness as the emperor disappeared along the main street, bobbing up and down in his enclosed litter, accompanied by family and close advisors, a solid wall of white and steel surrounding the whole group.
He looked down at the floor. A silver spear lay at his feet, forgotten in the sudden panic. It was one of the most prestigious awards that could be given to a soldier and, along with the phalera that hung from his shoulder and the promotion that would bring with it an almost unimaginable pay-rise, this should be the happiest occasion in his life.
He bent slowly to pick up the silver staff, catching the white linen tunic and breeches that slid from his shoulder as he did so.
�Come with me, and get that tunic on as soon as you can.�
He�d looked up to find Paternus, having finished addressing the assembly, gesturing for him to follow. The rest of the Praetorians present had moved off with the imperial party, leaving the legionary detachments to keep order as they moved out. That answered that, then. He was, at least unofficially, part of the Guard now.
It had taken quarter of an hour to reach the fortress, travelling now-deserted streets, the wailing of distraught citizens echoing from side roads and buildings. Like Rufinus, many would have seen the fall as the end of the emperor, regardless of any consoling words from the prefect of the Guard. And Marcus Aurelius could hardly have been counted among the long-gone emperors of Rome as anything less than a genius, a scholar, a victorious general; a great man in every respect. His passing would leave a hole in the world.
Paternus had spent the hurried journey in introspective silence and, despite a surprisingly desperate need for human contact in this strange, bewildering uncertainty, Rufinus allowed the man his space.
The fortress was eerily quiet, the Tenth legion already back in barracks and attending to their ordinary daily tasks as though one of the most world-shaking events had not just occurred. Passing through the gate, the prefect had led Rufinus, still struggling with carrying his hexagonal scorpion shield, silver spear and new uniform, up the Via Principalis and to the legatus� house, flanking the headquarters building.
Like almost every other man in the legion, Rufinus had never had cause to set foot in the house of the commanding officer. Occasionally a man was required to enter to deliver messages or packages, but the house was usually only visited by the commander, his family, their slaves and servants and other high-ranking officers or civil officials.
Where two men of the Tenth would routinely remain on guard, to either side of the commander�s front door, half a dozen Praetorians now stood, stony faced and proud. They came to attention and saluted as their commander approached with the strange new recruit in tow.
The huge residence, almost as large as the headquarters building itself, presented a blank face to the outside world, three sides consisting of solid walls, lacking any apertures, the fourth butting up against a series of small store rooms that faced the main street. Built around several gardens, the light that filled the airy household came from internal light wells. This house, nestled in the centre of a great legionary fortress, was roughly the same size as his father�s opulent villa back in Hispania and, if he had to be honest, a great deal better appointed.
The legatus lived comfortably.
And now Rufinus found himself in that great residence, nervously waiting in the atrium as Paternus spoke with the imperial major domo; shrugging on his white tunic as the prefect had told him to. He wondered briefly whether there would be time to change his breeches, but removing his trousers in the commanding officer�s house seemed too wrong to contemplate. Stripping to the waist had been strange enough.
Reasoning that few people would be concentrating on his thighs, he tucked the white breeches into his belt and picked up his segmented plate armour. It was a major chore to pull on without the help of a tent-mate, but he�d perfected a way of doing so that resulted in the fewest possible pinches and pieces of trapped skin and only occasionally failed and required a second attempt. Thrusting his arms through the shoulder sections, he closed the front and threaded the leather throng through the eyes to lace it up.
In all, and in what he considered a super-human feat, he�d managed to change his tunic and replace his armour in less than a couple of dozen heartbeats. Looking up, he realised that Paternus and the slave had disappeared and he felt a moment�s panic, standing alone in the open, colonnaded space with its ornamental fountain.
He was just pondering what to do when another slave appeared around the corner on the far side of the small atrium and bowed. Gesturing him to follow, the small, reedy man disappeared again. Hurriedly, Rufinus collected his shield and the gleaming silver spear from where they rested against the wall, next to the small shrine to the house�s protective spirits.
Dashing round the corner, he caught up with the slave, who led him along a corridor painted with exotic scenes of African beast hunts, round another corner and past a small open, veranda�d light well, along another vestibule lined with small pillars, each bearing a bust that resembled the others, and out into a magnificent garden that must have stretched most of the length of the house. The flowers and plants were lifeless and snow-covered, but the ornamentation and the statuary, the octagonal fountain and the small shrine were magnificent. Rufinus found himself wondering why legionary commanders were always so hungry to move on into politics in the city when they had the opportunity to live in places like this.
On they rushed, his eyes picking out every detail, trying to keep his mind off where they were heading and what might await him there.
A small suite of rooms led off the immense garden, more or less a miniature villa within the main complex. Once again, Praetorians stood by the entrance; they nodded at him as he approached, presumably already apprised of his presence. Somehow, despite their judiciously blank faces, they managed to convey a sense that they looked down on him. In some circumstances it would have been very disconcerting; in the current situation there were far more important things to think about.
The large chamber into which they strode was decorative and pleasant, gleaming white and gold marble underfoot accentuating the crimson-painted walls. Chairs and cabinets stood around the edge and a gurgling fountain complete with leaping dolphins and well-endowed Gods occupied the centre. Three doors led off into the more private areas, each with its complement of guardsmen. Today, the Praetorians were ever-present, leading him to wonder yet again where he was expected to be.
He�d hoped to find Paternus here, waiting to give him some sort of instruction, but was a little dismayed to find the room empty apart from the guards. The slave bowed to him and retreated from the room, leaving Rufinus once more alone and confused, unsure as to why he was here, other than the fact that the entire complement of the First Praetorian cohort, to which he would become attached, appeared to be on duty at the imperial residence.
Almost as if his thoughts summoned the man, a door opened to the right hand side and Perennis, the tribune of this cohort strode out.
�Guardsman Rufinus, good.�
Defying his words, the tribune�s face suggested that the young man�s presence was anything but good.
�Sir!� Rufinus snapped to attention, silver spear at his side.
�There�s a small bath house at the far end of the gardens. Get back there and get yourself suitably attired. Those red breeches are hardly appropriate for a member of my cohort. And find somewhere to secure that spear. This is the imperial household. We don�t carry unsheathed weapons, no matter what they�re made of!�
Rufinus saluted, irritation beginning to mount. Why was he even here? Should he not be standing by one of the doors with a sour expression like the rest of the cohort?
Perennis had turned his back and was marching towards a door when it swung open ahead of him. Rufinus, already half-turned on his heel to head for the baths, stopped in his tracks.
Commodus was drained and pale. Gone was his sprightly mischievousness, his boundless enthusiasm. His hand was clenched around something so tightly that the entire fist had gone white.
Perennis stopped dead. Behind Commodus came Paternus and a man in a white medicus� robe, shaking his head sadly.
�My father rises to sit with the Gods� the young emperor announced, his voice cracking with emotion. His fist opened to reveal the emperor�s signet ring, lines and grooves dug into his palm from where he�d been gripping it too tightly.
Rufinus lowered his eyes to the floor. Though he�d known it was coming this past half hour, the news still hit him like a physical blow.
Perennis, his face dark yet missing its usual bitterness, straightened and came to a smart salute, facing Commodus.
�Hail, Caesar, my emperor.�
Commodus barely met his gaze, but simply nodded as though the tribune had been announcing nothing of more import than grain prices. Walking slowly across the room with a slight wobble, he collapsed into one of the decorative chairs at the periphery and dropped his face into his hands.
Rufinus wondered whether this would be a good moment to slip from the room as he had been ordered. It felt wholly inappropriate for him to be here in this very private moment of grief. Still, another six guardsmen stood in the room, flanking the doors; he was hardly alone in his discomfort.
�How dare you!�
Every face turned to the open doorway in surprise. Lucilla was livid, her face a mask of fury, almost purple in colour beneath the thin layer of white lead. Her hand, pointing at Commodus, was shaking. Close behind her, her husband trailed, having the grace to look sheepish and embarrassed.
Commodus raised his face from his hands, red-rimmed eyes dark.
�What?�
�Father slips away into the abyss and you have the gall to stride out of the room and proclaim yourself to the purple, just because father let you share with him for a few years! You presume too much, little brother.�
The young emperor seemed to be genuinely baffled, the confusion cutting through his grief and making him sit up straight.
�The succession is clear, Lucilla. Father has been grooming me for years for this day. But I have claimed nothing yet. Today is not the time for such announcements. Today is a time to grieve!�
�You snivelling wreck. Look at you! All gone to pieces because father isn�t here to hold your hand any more. The empire can hardly function with a blubbering mess at its head.�
Rufinus drew in a sharp breath as he saw the sudden cold anger pass across Commodus� eyes.
�Have a care, sister. Grieve for father as you should.�
�There is no time for grief, you idiot. Rome cannot be without an emperor, even for a day. You should continue your role as it is, while I step in to replace father, as was intended when I was married to my beloved Verus.
Her second husband barely blinked at this insult. Clearly her low opinion of him was hardly news. He simply looked tired and uncomfortable, much how Rufinus felt and, for the first time, he started to feel a little sorry for the Syrian.
Commodus rose from his seat and crossed the room to stand before his sister. They were of a height and curiously similar when seen so close. Rufinus had the sudden epiphany that there had been many battles of wits between these two over the years and that they were roughly equally matched in both intelligence and will, though the elder sister appeared to have become detached from her emotions; something Commodus seemed unable to do.
�You think to take the purple with me? To guide me as that benighted bitch Agrippina guided Nero? As wicked Cleopatra steered Antonius to his doom? I think not, sister. Your claim to power died with that alcoholic lunatic, Verus. The succession is clear, and I will not sully this day with further argument.�
Lucilla�s eyes blazed and she stepped forward, her mouth opening, spittle at the corners, ready for a fresh tirade. Commodus turned and, seeing the look in his eye, Rufinus lowered his gaze urgently.
�Perennis� the young emperor said quietly and calmly, �draw your sword and, if my sister utters a single syllable, you will give her cause to regret it. Clear?�
Without comment or pause, Perennis took two steps toward the furious woman and drew his gladius with a bone-chilling rasp. Rufinus risked a quick glance. The tribune�s face was emotionless. He was clearly both quite capable and willing to carry out his master�s orders without a second thought, regardless of the earthshaking consequences.
The world hung in the balance for one heartbeat and another as a chill pervaded the room.
�Caesar?�
Paternus stepped between Perennis� gleaming blade and the furious Lucilla. �Caesar, this is not the way to honour your father�s so-fresh memory. There will be many challenges to meet, but not today.�
Commodus continued to glare at his sister for a long moment and finally turned his head to the Praetorian prefect. With visible effort, he calmed, his shoulders sagging.
�You are right, of course. Perennis, sheath the blade.�
Lucilla was shaking with rage, but silent.
�There will be much to do, but not yet. We must attend to father for a time, while good Paternus makes the arrangements for the funeral. At the fourth watch I will make the appropriate announcements in the forum. We will hold the funeral tomorrow morning, on the parade ground.�
He flashed a glance at his sister before turning back to the two Praetorian officers.
After which, Lucilla will be returning to Rome along with father�s ashes to see them safely interred, while I tie up the matters in Vindobona with the aid of father�s close advisors.�
Once more, Lucilla�s mouth opened but a warning hand went up from Commodus and Perennis� fist gripped his sword hilt and drew it out just a couple of finger-widths, enough to make a horrible metallic slithering sound. Silently, she glowered at her brother.
�Paternus,� he continued, �you will take most of the guard with you and escort her back to Rome. There will likely be troubles and a great deal to do and it will take your knowledge of my father�s business and all your legendary tact and diplomacy to see it done. I am relying on you to prepare Rome for our return. Perennis, I�m granting you the powers of Praetorian Prefect, alongside Paternus. You will remain in Vindobona with me and the First cohort until we are ready to return to the city.�
Rufinus felt his heart skip a beat. He was to stay in Vindobona for a time yet, in Commodus� personal guard. It would be a great honour � tempered, however, by having Perennis as his direct commander for the duration.
Lucilla turned and stormed away through one of the other doors, the guard by the side rushing to open it for her. Her husband hurried away behind her, giving the room a last apologetic look. Commodus stood still as a statue for a long moment, taking deep, ragged breaths. At least his anger had returned some colour to his pallid, grief-drained cheeks.
Paternus and Perennis shared a look and Rufinus realised just what had happened there. The prefect, the former emperor�s most trusted man, had just had half his power ripped away and passed to his underling. Somehow, through a superhuman effort, Paternus managed to maintain his steady, reasonable expression as he bowed and moved out into the garden.
Commodus watched him go and gestured wearily at Perennis.
�Make arrangements for a public announcement in the forum at the fourth watch. I�ll want the First cohort in dress uniform with me, so have everyone scrubbed up well.�
As Perennis nodded and strode out into the large garden, the emperor turned to the medicus who seemed to have been ignored throughout the confrontation and who stood by the door to the emperor�s resting place, his face ashen and embarrassed.
�Do what you must with my father to prepare him and then have the city�s chief priests sent here. I�ve not studied the matter, but I�m sure the priests will have to do something before father can take his place with the Gods.�
The medicus, grateful for the opportunity to flee this uncomfortable room, bowed and retreated through the door, closing it as he went.
Commodus stood still for a moment, pinching the bridge of his nose and squeezing his eyes shut.
�Jove, drive this damned headache away� he muttered and opened his eyes, apparently surprised to see the mismatched red and white guardsman standing in the centre of the room with a gleaming silver spear.
�Rufinus?� he said quietly. �I quite forgot that I�d sent for you, though for the life of me I can no longer remember why. My sister�s machinations seem to have driven every useful thought from my mind.�
Rufinus took a deep breath and looked up, wondering whether it was a terrible breech of etiquette to meet the emperor�s gaze. Commodus had a strange sad smile on his face.
�See to what horrors I have introduced you by dragging you into the guard? I told you that night on the way to the baths that camps were forming and that I had to be sure of where the loyalties of my men lie. What say you of loyalty, hero of the Quadi wars?�
Rufinus frowned. Somehow the dry throat and inability to speak that he�d felt that other night were no longer affecting him. He sighed.
�I am your man, Caesar.�
Commodus gave a sad little laugh and nodded.
�This is good. I will have need of such men in the coming months and years. Now get yourself back to barracks, get changed and requisition whatever you need. You will be needed in the forum this afternoon. And bring the �trinkets� too. Anything that helps put a positive note on this afternoon�s tidings is a good idea.�
Rufinus saluted and turned to leave, casting a last glance at the young emperor.
He was capricious and mischievous, flighty and changeable, but he was also intelligent, witty, thoughtful and, apparently, kind. What an emperor he could make.
Despite everything the day had brought, Rufinus couldn�t help but smile as he strode out into the newly-falling flakes of snow in the precious garden.
Quickly, aware of the press of time, he stepped around the doorway and hurried along the garden, a fresh dusting of white sprinkling his shoulders, and ducked back inside, following the reverse of the route that had brought him here. The corridor filled with the busts was blocked with people and an argument seemed to be in full flow.
Squinting into the gloom of the corridor after the bright white of the beautiful garden, he tried to pick out the details of the small crowd.
The figure of Paternus was clear enough, his hands resting on his hips in a pose of defiance. Two guardsmen, clad in white, stood at his shoulders, blocking the passageway. Beyond was a crowd of half a dozen men in tunics and togas. Rufinus paused and concentrated on the raised voices.
�Go back to your quarters and wait. The emperor will send for you when he needs you.�
A tumult of voices greeted Paternus� statement.
�So Aurelius is truly gone?�
�I need to see him!�
�Commodus will require my counsel desperately!�
�Let us past!�
�QUIET!� bellowed Paternus, the noise ceasing immediately at the steel in his voice. �Announcements will be made in due course. None of you, no matter how important, has any business with the imperial family until they request it! Go to your quarters before I have you forcibly ejected!�
Sounds of indignation and clearing of throats filled the corridor.
�GO!�
Half the group were already disappearing down the corridor, their sandals slapping on the marble, before the two guards behind Paternus put their hands meaningfully on their sword hilts, a move that sent the rest scurrying away.
�Idiots!� snapped the prefect as the men beside him relaxed again. �Come on.�
Rufinus, breathing slowly, hurried to catch up. �Sir?�
Paternus glanced over his shoulder and spotted the new guardsman.
�Rufinus? Where are you bound?�
�The emperor wishes me to return to barracks and get myself prepared for his announcement this afternoon.�
�Yes?�
Rufinus shrugged uncertainly. �Respectfully, sir, I�ve not been allocated quarters or told where to go?�
The prefect nodded wearily. �Go to the headquarters and find the Praetorian clerk�s office. He can sort you out.�
Rufinus bowed and then strode along behind them at a respectful distance. The four Praetorians passed through the light-well and into the richly-decorated corridor, only to find two more figures waiting half way along. Rufinus saw the prefect�s shoulders rise and slump as he sighed in resignation.
A young man, perhaps the same age as Commodus and wearing a deep blue tunic and expensive sandals, sat in a decorative chair by the wall, a look of sorrowful concern on his face. His dark hair was oiled and tightly curled, a two day growth of stubble on his face apparently an affectation rather than an accident. Blue eyes the colour of the sea below Tarraco stared out from beneath bushy black eyebrows that furrowed slightly.
Behind him stood a man considerably older, wearing tunic and breeches of plain grey, a practical cloak about his shoulders. His face was full and slightly chubby, lined with the cares of years and wrinkled around eyes that were disconcerting: a steely grey with a slight, peculiar shine. His brown, wavy hair was giving way to white at the temples and beginning to thin at the front, while his beard, fully grey, was clipped neatly. There was something about the man�s expression that instantly put Rufinus on his guard.
�Ah, Paternus. How is our young master bearing up at this most unfortunate time?�
The prefect fixed the speaker with a flinty look, meeting those shiny grey eyes as though negotiating with an enemy commander. Rufinus, close enough to hear Paternus� teeth grinding, paid careful attention. �Master Cleander. I should have known you would be hovering at the edge of today�s events, waiting to swoop down and take the richest pickings.�
The older man, a wealthy or important freedman judging by the dress, simply smiled indulgently. �Don�t play games with me, Paternus. You haven�t the wit. Is Commodus open to visitors or have you sealed his quarters shut as tightly as that arse of yours?�
Paternus� teeth were grinding again and suddenly the young man stood, holding his arms up placatingly.
�Gentlemen, this is hardly the time for such vitriol.� His voice was silken, smooth and quiet, like listening to well-played lyre music. Rufinus felt the hair stand up on the back of his neck in response.
Paternus turned his gaze on the slight young man and Rufinus was surprised to find that the baleful glare the prefect had cast at �Cleander� had been replaced by a look of such scornful contempt that it barely registered the speaker as human.
�I have no doubt you will squirm your way into his presence soon enough, but not yet. Give the family time to deal with today�s events before you start injecting your poisons.�
The young man�s face fell. He looked genuinely hurt by the comments and stepped back, lip quivering. Cleander smiled a slightly feral smile.
�Your hold over the empire is weakening, Paternus. Commodus will not indulge you as his father did.�
�What the emperor chooses to do in the wake of his loss is his affair and no more mine than it is yours. Get out of this house before I lose my temper.�
Cleander shook his head sadly and laid a hand on the tearful young man�s shoulder. �Come, Saoterus. Let us partake of food while we await the emperor�s summons.�
The pair stood and made their way back along the corridor, out into the atrium. Paternus stood for a moment, perhaps allowing time for them to disappear from sight before he moved on.
�Vultures! Aurelius isn�t even cold yet and they�re already gathering to hook their talons in the boy. Snakes, vultures and catamites, the lot of them. If half Aurelius� friends in the senate were here, these vermin wouldn�t dare poke their faces out into the light.�
Rufinus kept his mouth carefully closed and waited until Paternus sighed and walked on before continuing behind and trying to remain more or less invisible. Today�s events were becoming more and more complex with every turn and he was ill-prepared to deal with it all.
Silently, he followed them out through the corridors and rooms of the commander�s house, the prefect clearly seething as he strode on ahead, the other two guards remaining carefully quiet. A moment later they strode out into the grey of late morning, already half a hand-width of snow beneath their feet and more falling from the sky in increasing quantity with each passing moment.
Without pausing or exchanging words with him, Paternus and his two men turned away and walked off toward the Praetorian barracks. Rufinus, his senses numb, battered by the input they had received this morning, stood in the doorway, the flanking guards watching him warily. His gaze dropped to the floor where snow was settling on his boots. Three fresh sets of footprints led off in the wake of the commander and his guards. Two more, clearly that of the two freedman, disappeared the other way, out toward the main street.
Briefly, he considered following the pair, but such foolishness would likely only lead to yet more nerves and discomfort.
Shrugging, he strode out and made for the clerk�s office. He was a Praetorian now and his emperor had need of him.

PART TWO: ROMA
VI � Journeys and recollections

RUFINUS sighed wearily and slumped a little further in the saddle. The front horns of the leather seat had been rubbing his hips raw for five days now and every step the beast took was a fresh hell of scraping pain. The segmented plate armour, never a good choice for horseback travel, felt as heavy as Atlas� burden. The cohort was not a unit of Praetorian cavalry as such, but speed of travel was Commodus� highest priority and so the cohort had been mounted for the journey.
On the bright side, the weather, which had been warming for months now, had improved dramatically as soon as the column had descended the southern side of the Alpes and made for Italia. Now, the blue sky was beautifully accompanied by the buzz of bees, the chirp of birds and the scratching of cicadas in the long grass. The height of summer may have just passed while the emperor remained in Vindobona, but autumn in Rome promised to be warm and comfortable.
The column had joined the Via Flaminia at Ariminium on the Adriatic coast and then turned southwest for the almost two hundred mile crossing of the mountains. Fortunately they were travelling outside the snow and avalanche season, and there was a sense of weary gratitude among the men as they closed on the last leg of the journey. The grey-brown pall that hung in the air over the next rise indicated the presence of the greatest city in the world, a city that was the ancestral home of the Rustii, even if Rufinus himself had never set foot there.
The change in weather conditions over the past six months was echoed in the changes visible in the emperor and his entourage, and yet more in the newest member of the emperor�s guard. Gone were the shaggy black hair and itchy beard. Rufinus was, as he had always wished to be, neatly trimmed and manicured, clean-shaven and tidy.
Months had passed in Vindobona as the emperor developed the frontier and Rufinus settled into the routine of the guard, which was greatly different to that of the legions. The few men he had known since the beginning, those he had fought alongside in that snowy woodland dell, became good friends, particularly Mercator. The majority of the First cohort, however, would only exchange words with him as required by duty and a few, whose names had been permanently etched into his memory, had taken a serious dislike to him.
The troubles, instigated by three men in particular, had begun with the traditional �cold shoulder� and quickly moved on to petty tricks. Rufinus had taken it all stoically; such trickery was the norm with a new man in a unit. But the third week had seen an escalation that had driven the feud to unacceptable limits: the theft of his silver spear, the �hasta pura�, had finally broken his composure.
That evening, as the ringleader, Scopius, entered the latrine to relieve himself after his evening meal, Rufinus had slipped through the door behind him, closing and bolting it. A quarter of an hour later he had emerged, having revealed to Scopius in very physical terms his background in inter-unit boxing. The bulky, sneering guardsman who had plagued him for three weeks spent nine days in the hospital and would complain of his left knee during wet weather for the rest of his life. Unsurprisingly, the silver spear had mysteriously reappeared on Rufinus� bunk that same night.
The following months had settled into seething disaffection with no overt moves and the whole situation had calmed to an uncomfortable simmer. Indeed, the pasting Scopius had received, though no evidence as to the identity of his assailant could be found, had earned Rufinus a certain grudging respect among a number of the older veterans. Perhaps things would change now they were returning to their home.
The column, strung out along the Via Flaminia, was beginning to pass the first structures, sporadically dotted by the roadside and carefully constructed just far enough away from the great tombs, funerary monuments and columbaria of the rich and famous as to be respectful and proper. Small pockets of folk appeared outside their residences or places of work, gawping at the great column as it passed.
Guardsmen rode alongside the carriages that held the emperor and his companions, keeping the ordinary folk at a safe distance. Commodus� carriage was particularly fine and large, almost a moving palace, with two separate rooms, containing couches, tables, a bed, cushions and curtains, drawn by four oxen, each titanic in size. The two carriages that followed on close behind carried the new emperor�s circle of friends and advisors.
One of the commoners, standing in the shade of a veranda and wheezing after his labours, bellowed �Hail Caesar!� and threw up his straw hat into the air in an expansive gesture. The shout was taken up by the rest of the citizenry and soon became a deafening roar of acclaim that accompanied them toward the crest of the hill beyond which lay the Porta Fontinalis and the great city itself. The cry echoed round Rufinus� memory and brought back images of that northern city on the border of the empire:
Standing in the snow on a bitter afternoon a few days after his transfer, in the rich, grand forum of Vindobona, white tunic and gleaming armour lost among hundreds of identical figures, Rufinus had watched the passing of the only emperor he had ever known and had seen the young man who had co-ruled Rome for two years slide seamlessly into the role.
Silent and bleak, Commodus had stood with his family watching, apparently impassively, as his father passed from the world of men and grey-clad mourners with their tragic masks swayed around the square, wailing and sobbing. The watching crowd added their moans and cries of anguish, the whole cacophony brought to horrendous climax by the ear-rupturing addition of the legions� musicians, blaring out the funeral dirge.
Commodus was the first to take one of the blazing pitch-soaked torches and touch it to the pyre, watching as the flames ripped through the incendiary wadding between the timbers. Lucilla was close behind, followed by her husband, the Syrian Pompeianus, then Commodus� wife Bruttia � stunning even in her plain funeral garb. Paternus and Perennis added their flames, and then others: many more, one after the other, until the pyre became a great orange inferno, the features of the former emperor lost to the ravages of the fire.
As the pyre collapsed in on itself, taking with it the charring remains of Marcus Aurelius, the crowd�s moaning slowly turned from wails of despair to hollow calls of respectful loss and finally someone in the crowd had shouted �Hail Aurelius� Hail Caesar!� to the burning morass.
The rites and ceremonies over, Commodus had made a speech to the grieving populace, reminding them that the great man was not simply dead, but had been transformed and now watched over them in a far more powerful manner, from among the Gods. He had reminded the people that, despite the sadness of the day, there was still reason for them to celebrate, as the ever-present threat of the barbarians at their door had been broken. He had promised to rule as wisely as his father and to always hold the people of Vindobona and the province of Pannonia dear to his heart as the foundation of his tenure as emperor.
The army had �hailed Caesar� for his largess when he had announced their return to Rome, but Rufinus suspected no one would have cheered as loud as the defeated tribes. Commodus had brokered a deal with the captive leaders that was, in retrospect, marvellous for all concerned. Marcomannia was a poor, unproductive land and so, instead of Roman settlers trying to eke out a living in this barren land, trying to turn a profit and send their goods to Rome, the barbarians would retain their own lands, using them to supply Rome with grain, goods, gold and men. Rome would benefit, replenishing some of the finances lost in the wars, while the barbarian leaders showered the emperor with praise, gratitude and personal gifts, not only for their sudden and unexpected freedom, but for the right to retain control over their former lands.
Hail Caesar!
Here: a new salute; a first salute to a new leader; a man with youth, strength, vision and intelligence. The peasants and freedmen along the sides of the Via Flaminia bellowed their chant again and again, just like that cold day back in Vindobona. There had been two such cries that day, and for very different reasons.
Suddenly the column crested the hill and Rome came into view.
Rufinus drew in an astonished breath.
In Hispania he had lived near Tarraco, an Imperial provincial capital, replete with all the great public works one would expect; a seething, busy mass of endless crowds and deafening noise. He had visited the ports at Barcino and Ampurias as well as Saguntum and Dianium, and even travelled south once to visit the great sprawl of Carthago Nova, the city of Hannibal. He had, on his way to join the Tenth Gemina, passed through the ancient ports of Narbo and Massilia.
None of them were fit to play shadow to this: the centre of the world.
What initially surprised Rufinus was the sheer scale of the sprawl, which extended from the base of the hill they had just crested and off into the distance over humps and bumps and dips, off along the silvered snake of the Tiber and far enough that the edge between it and the countryside beyond blurred in the heat.
More surprising was his second realisation: that the city walls were as useless to Rome as a scroll to a blind man or, as his uncle Publius habitually said �useless as a woman to a Greek�. In the tales he�d heard of Rome, the walls and gates had figured impressively. The invading Gauls, so many centuries ago, had gained entrance to Rome through stealth and treachery, despite the great defences. Every merchant told of having his wares checked on occasion as he passed through this gate or that. What none of them had ever seen fit to mention was that the great, thick stone walls, in reddish stone blocks of enormous size and punctuated with heavy gates, guarded by thick, squat towers, were now somewhere in the depths of the city, poking out impotently above rooftops. The mass of the great urban sprawl had so outgrown the walls that by the time an enemy came to be stalled by them, he could have looted and burned more than half the city�s structures.
Rome had become too big for its own defences and, in Rufinus� opinion, that might easily be the city�s downfall someday. A slave girl, scraping the carbonised detritus from the curve of a large, bronze cooking pot, looked up and gave a half-hearted cheer, glancing nervously along the wall to where her master stood crying out his best wishes.
He was reminded momentarily of the morning after the funeral, when Lucilla had departed Vindobona, climbing into her carriage for the long journey back to Rome. As the emperor�s sister had placed her foot on the first step and allowed herself to be helped into the vehicle, the young slave girl whose very presence sent tingles down Rufinus� spine appeared, wrapped in a plain wool blanket that would have cost less than the leather tie that held her mistress� robe fastened.
Standing in line with his fellow Praetorians and trying not to catch the eye of the deranged bully Scopius who stood opposite, Rufinus had watched with a combination of excitement and sadness as the breath-taking and fascinating young woman paused before climbing aboard.
In that moment she had flashed a smile at him.
Directly at him!
He had been startled, and pleased, but the greater surprise was to follow: Tiberius Claudius Pompeianus, the Syrian husband of Lucilla, exited the building last of the entourage and Rufinus had to double-take. His eyes had not deceived him! The man was wearing his toga as usual, but the young soldier�s eyes were drawn instead to the small coronet on the Syrian�s head. A silver circlet rested on his brow, decorated with innumerable criss-crossed spines, not unlike a very regular thorn bush, or the defences formed around a marching camp using sudis stakes. It was a relatively plain and tasteful decoration, not like the gaudy, bejewelled trinkets worn by most nobles.
But it wasn�t the form the coronet took that had made Rufinus draw breath sharply. It was what it meant! The �grass crown� was the highest military award a general in the field could achieve. Great men who had paraded through the streets of Rome with their legions to triumphal acclaim would have readily given up all such pomp for the right to wear the grass crown. Bestowed upon a general for breaking a blockade and saving an army, the award was the only one given to a commander by the general consent of the forces.
In one blinding moment, Rufinus� opinion of the oily Syrian flipped on its back. The man had clearly served a term in military command and during that time had pulled off a victory which had earned him an acclaim given to only a handful of men in the history of Rome, including the great Scipio and divine Augustus himself!
Suddenly he�d realised that the continual look of bored irritation on the man�s face was no expression of vapid lack of wit, but rather the look of a caged lion, bound in marriage to a woman who hated him and yet wielded vastly superior power.
Someone ahead in the column shouted something about the Fontinalis gate that went unheard this far back, and the atmosphere among the men shifted subtly in a wave along the ordered lines. Despite the distance yet to go to the barracks, the feeling that the journey was finally over and that they had arrived in Rome hit every last man. The relief was almost tangible.
Ahead, the carriages rumbled on, picking up pace only slightly in the drivers� eagerness to reach their destination. As Rufinus scanned the vehicles, wondering what it was like travelling in such luxury and musing on whether his grandfather had owned such a vehicle in his days as a senator, the curtains in the rear carriage billowed.
A head of short black hair emerged, leaning dangerously far out to view the road ahead. The Praetorian riding alongside carefully stepped his horse left to stay out of the observer�s way. The head turned slowly and examined the route they had just travelled. The tight black locks and bushy black eyebrows above a dark, shadowed chin belonged to Saoterus, one of the cadre of young �advisors� that seemed to flock around Commodus since the death of his father.
Something hit Rufinus softly in the face, drawing his attention back to the present. He blinked. It was a rose petal. Handfuls of them, red, white, pink and yellow, were being cast onto the column by the people.
They were in Rome proper, marching between the crude housing of the poor at the edge of the city, packed along the roadsides, heedless of the ancient tombs that stood between them. The gate towers loomed ever closer, almost beckoning, now, beyond them structures looming from unknown heights.
Clearly, despite Commodus� fears for the early security of his throne and the five months he had been forced to tarry beyond the Alpes while everything was settled, nothing untoward had happened in the city and the people loved and welcomed their emperor, his guard and entourage with joy.
The noise in the outskirts of Rome, the area that had once been the sacred Campus Martius, continued to boom and wash over the column as they approached the heavy gate. The city had expanded so thoroughly beyond the ancient walls that many houses had been built directly up against them, using the heavy, cyclopean blocks as one side of the structure. But here at the gate a space had been left outside, which Rufinus could imagine was usually filled with beggars, stallholders, thieves and the ranting lunatics that occupied every city.
Not today, though. With the people of Rome held at bay by private forces of barely-controlled thugs, this open space was filled by a throng of figures in togas, mostly with broad purple stripes.
Rufinus gawped.
The senators of Rome had come out to welcome their new emperor.

VII � The wonders of Rome

THE din of the extramural crowd and the intonations of loyalty by the nervous senators in the square outside the Porta Fontinalis died away, muffled by the walls. Passing beneath the once-great defences, it had become apparent just how useless they were from a protective angle. The parapet was gone from much of the visible circuit; hardly a stretch of wall visible due to its reuse as the structural faces of modern housing. In places the walkway along the top had fallen away, leaving dangerous sections teetering over houses that stood blissfully unaware beneath.
The gate itself was nothing more than a large, slightly misshapen hole in the wall with no portals to close, graffiti covering the stonework extolling the virtues of one prostitute or another, casting aspersions on the masculinity of certain youths, or simply defacing the stone for the love of writing filth.
His first impressions of Rome had been informed simply by the press and busyness of the outskirts. He commanded a rough geography of the city, passed down from his father on wintry nights when the seemingly uncrossable gulf between them had been narrowed by the same unwatered wine that loosened the old man�s tongue and made him maudlin about the days of his youth. From what he remembered of his father�s words, the Campus Martius was home to some of the great monuments of the city: reminders of great men. The Baths of Agrippa, the Pantheon of Hadrianus, the Mausoleum of Augustus, the stadium of Domitianus; wonders too many to recount.
And he�d seen nothing of such symbols of imperial majesty. All he�d been able to lay eyes on outside the gate had been endless housing and shops, high insulae and narrow streets. And the dilapidated state of the once grand gate had done nothing to improve his impression.
Then the column had passed from under the dark arch, the clip-clop of the horses� hooves echoing deafeningly, into the bright sunlight of the heart of Rome. The route they had taken had brought them through the gate that stood closest to the centre of imperial power and they entered the city already at its core.
He gaped, his head turning this way and that. The men around him seemed merely relieved or bored, but then they had been stationed here before. None of this was new to them.
A street ran left, jumbled housing separating it from the wall. At the far end, a great curved structure stretched left to right, cutting through the city walls where. A massive carved column rose beyond, a gleaming bronze statue atop that could only be the great Traianus.
To the right, ramshackle brick insulae crowded the street, small stairways running up between them granting access to another row that stood above the first on the slope of the Capitoline, more beyond that, and more, towering over him until, at the top, rocky cliffs gave way to buttressed substructures of the grand, columned temple of Juno. Even the rear view of that most sacred place was breathtaking, framed in painted marble against the cloudless blue sky. Rufinus checked his horse, which was drifting left with his lack of attention.
�Keep your eyes on the Argentarius!� hissed Mercator.
�The what?�
�The road, you prat.�
Flushing slightly, Rufinus watched Rome unfold in splendid glory. The road they followed, worn flags uneven from centuries of use, followed the curve of the Capitoline hill, grand structures springing up to left and right. His father had verbally mapped the city many times, but his lectures were now mere words lost in the mists of memory. Marvels lay everywhere.
To the left, myriad stores in the arches of an arcade sold everything imaginable in a welter of colours and smells, from expensive Arabian frankincense to pungent German beer in heavy kegs; silks traded across the mountains of Parthia from the farthest reaches of the world, to jars of fish sauce imported from Hispania. Every arch had its merchant bellowing his wares, most pausing to cheer or stare as the imperial cavalcade passed by, before raising their voice to promote their goods once more.
To the right, the hillside veered away, staircases climbing between temples that rose halfway to the sky, bright and richly painted, on a scale that made the great provincial forum of Tarraco look like a barbarian village. The Clivus Argentarius opened out into a great square surrounded by public buildings, each one more magnificent than the last. Despite his noble roots from this very city, Rufinus had never felt more like a country bumpkin.
Across the forum with its soaring columns supporting gilded statues of generals, emperors and heroes of Rome, the cavalcade rumbled, passing on along a wide thoroughfare full of people who hurried to the shelter of the surrounding buildings as they passed. A circular temple bore all the hallmarks of a Vestal shrine, the smoke of the eternal flame twirling from the centre of the roof into the cerulean blue. Behind it: a massive, palatial structure that could only be the residence of the Vestal priestesses.
It was hard not to ogle like an idiot. A few moments further and the column turned right at a crossroads, marked by a grand triumphal arch, and up a long slope. Here, the crowds thinned out and the column ascended slowly, wagons slowing the pace due to the gradient. Gradually, the emperor and his escort reached the crest of the great hill and came to a halt in an open space surrounded by buildings every bit as high and impressive as the temples and basilicas of the forum.
As the column assembled and the men sat stiff, straight and formal, horses whinnying and snorting, sweating and shuffling, Rufinus became aware of a number of Praetorians on duty at doorways and gates. Given the grandeur of the great portal ahead, there was no doubt in Rufinus� mind that this was the palace that had been home to Marcus Aurelius during his brief sojourns in the city and would now be the residence of Commodus.
Seeing the vast magnificence of it all in the centre of a city of marvels filled with a million people, it seemed absurd that he had walked, talked and even bathed alongside the man who would now live here.
Almost as if summoned by the thought, the door of the main carriage swung open and Commodus stepped out and down the rungs to land lightly on the paving, a spring in his step. The young emperor looked around and his smile of sheer pleasure at being back in Rome was unmistakable.
Others clambered down from the carriages, looking more relieved than anything. Pompeianus was the last to exit and, while the rest of the nobles made for the great palace�s main portal on the heels of their master, the Syrian bowed to his brother-in law, the emperor, and turned, striding away into the city without an escort.
Men of the Fourth Praetorian cohort who stood on guard opened a large gate to one side of the main structure and slaves ran out, taking the reins of the beasts that hauled the carriages and leading them into ancillary areas.
Rufinus sat with the others, sweating in the heat as his horse swatted bothersome flies with its tail. Time passed as the column, now a simple cohort of mounted men in white with no passengers of import, awaited further instructions. Finally Prefect Perennis, having followed the emperor to the palace, returned, climbed onto his horse and flashed his grim face at the column before gesturing onward. Buccinae sounded and the unit moved off.
Wheeling in that great square before the imperial palace, the cohort trotted off back down the slope toward the triumphal arch at the base again. A right turn took them between a sprawling bath complex and a massive temple bigger than any he had seen. Just as he felt he was settling in, becoming inured to the constant barrage of glory that made him feel so provincial, his eyes fell upon the great Flavian arena and he marvelled anew.
The main amphitheatre of Rome curved away with delicate row upon row of arches. Rufinus was no newcomer to the games; he had seen some of the best slaves Hispania had to offer face one another and, on occasion, savage beasts in the arena at home. But the Tarraco amphitheatre, carved into the hillside and hanging above the blue waters of the Mare Nostrum, could hold sixteen thousand when full to bursting. The huge edifice before him now must hold four times that number; a truly mind-numbing prospect.
Further opportunities to marvel were torn from him, however, as the column turned before the great ellipse and trotted off up a wide street. The most notable difference as the cohort moved into the packed residential district of the Viminalis, hugging the slope, was the smell. A constant drone of flies accompanied the smell of dung, both horse and human, that clung to the drainage channels in the road, regardless of the combined efforts of bucket-men and the rain. The centre of the great city with its painted marble coating seemed to be largely faeces free, no doubt as a result of the great sewer that flowed beneath it and of the effort of public workers. Not so the rest of the city.
The ride up the long, straight road that cut through the heart of the district seemed interminable, the stink filling his nostrils and making him gag. His interest in his surroundings waned as the city became more and more slum-like, occasional grand entrances leading to palatial residences that remained well back from the grotty streets, enveloped in their own landscaped parks.
Finally, after an eye-watering quarter of an hour, the column approached their destination. A high, crenellated wall of brick loomed over the nearby houses, a respectable distance separating them. The camp of the Praetorian Guard, was enormous; the size of a legionary fortress and close enough to the city that it was, to all intents and purposes, part of it. The gates swung open for the approaching column and the First cohort passed within gratefully.
At another signal from Perennis and an accompanying blast from the musician, the column came to a halt on the dusty open area within. Rufinus reined in with the rest, his eyes taking in the barracks that would be his home for the next twenty years.
The main street stretched away from this gate to a counterpart some four hundred paces away, and was lined with huge blocks of white-plastered buildings, tiled with red and often sporting a veranda with a colonnade. It was considerably more grand and spacious than any legionary fortress, with wide avenues leading off. Men moved about on their business here and there, giving the fort its own seething life, like a small, enclosed military city. Somewhere roughly half way along, Rufinus could just make out the grand entrance to the headquarters building with its enormous marble pillars and triangular pediment full of carved figures.
A pair of identical temples faced each other near the gate through which they�d entered and a huge functional fountain with little in the way of ornamentation revealed that one of the city�s many aqueducts fed the camp before even reaching the urban sprawl.
His attention was drawn back to Perennis, who had dismounted, handing his reins to one of his senior officers. �See your mounts to the stables, report to the duty clerk, and then you can do as you please for the rest of the day. I recommend the baths be your first priority.�
The men grinned and sagged with relief.
�Don�t get too relaxed, though. I want you all formed up in full, clean kit an hour after seventh watch.�
Rufinus slumped in the saddle. An hour after the seventh watch would mean it would still be dark at first muster. And regardless of being given the evening as their own, the prefect clearly expected the whole cohort to clean and polish their gear tonight.
�Dismissed!�
As the prefect strode off toward the headquarters, Rufinus dismounted with the rest and led his horse, falling in at the back and following in their wake until they disappeared beneath a huge archway into a massive structure with only small, slit-like apertures in the facing walls. Passing beneath the arch, he saw that the building was constructed around a large central courtyard that smelled of warm horse shit.
His eyes locked on men ahead, he sighed with dismay as he felt his boot sink up to the ankle in a pile of manure. Pausing to look down at his stinking, shit-covered boot, he started as a fresh clod of brown mess slapped into his leg just below the knee.
He looked up in surprise. Three men were standing in the shadows beneath the arch, by the side wall. They had been clearing the entranceway of the inevitable conglomeration of manure and all had shovels, two leaning on them as they stood next to a huge pile of dung, the third grinning as he lifted his shovel back from the surprisingly accurate throw.
Rufinus stared in a bewilderment that slowly became infused with anger.
He�d never met them before and it was impossible, surely, for them to have picked out the one new man returning? The last time he�d been around another cohort, he�d been bearded and with flowing locks. He frowned.
The man who had flung the manure straightened and, with a mean grin, said �Welcome to Rome, �argentulum�.�
Argentulum! �Little silver� indeed!
Rufinus took a deep breath as he felt a wave of anger wash through him again. The hasta pura that was his great reward for actions in Marcomannia was wrapped in a section of spare tent leather and carried with his two pila. It would require a great leap in judgement for a guard to pick out the extra missile and identify him as the former legionary who had transferred into their ranks in Vindobona.
He was wondering why such malice was being levelled at him and how they had singled him out so easily, when he saw the figure of Scopius standing in the open courtyard beyond the arch, gripping his horse�s reins and massaging the nose that had never quite regained its proper shape after Rufinus had flattened it across his face. Scopius gave him a look of malignance and walked away, disappearing from sight.
Rufinus turned back to the three shit-shovellers and raised his eyebrows questioningly.
�Go on, argentulum. Fuck off and kiss Paternus� arse while we get on with real work.�
The two men next to the speaker sneered. Rufinus made a step toward them and all three took a shovel full of dung and hefted it.
�Come on lad. Piss off. Don�t start anything you can�t finish.�
Rufinus stopped for a moment, weighing the three men up and came to the conclusion that he could possibly take all three with little difficulty. He shook his head, took a deep breath and turned, walking his horse on toward the central courtyard. Now was not the time. Behind him the three men jeered and yelled names, flinging more dung in a futile gesture, given that they�d have to clean it back up.
With a sense of foreboding and weariness, he led the horse out into the large open area. The stables were massive with stalls for three hundred horses, more than enough mounts for the Praetorian cavalry force. Briefly he wondered whether they also played host to the riders of the imperial secret service who carried out the will of the emperor with authority greater than that of any mere military officer.
No. Such men would not quarter themselves with the Praetorian Guard. Their barracks would be elsewhere. He became aware that he was standing foolishly in the courtyard�s entrance with his horse waiting patiently while every other beast had already been led to their stall. Grumbling and aware that a dozen men were watching him with amusement, he spotted an empty stall and led his horse toward it.
A short while later he had settled the beast, stripped it of its tack and saddle, brushed it hastily down, hooked a feed bag over its head, and wandered back out into the bright sunshine with his kit. An optio, white helmet crest and feathers still pristine somehow despite all the dust, stood a few paces away, deep in conversation with Mercator. Rufinus paused, momentarily panicking that he had done something wrong. As Rufinus closed the stall door behind him, the officer broke off his chat and peered at him.
�You need to be assigned quarters and get familiar with the camp. Leave your kit with the horse for now. There�ll be little time for you to rest, lad, but try to fit in a bath.� His staff of office wavered toward the brown gloop that clung to Rufinus� leg. �You�ll need one after that almighty slip, and you�ll have to wash your uniform.�
For a moment, Rufinus faltered, trying to decide whether to bring up the matter of the three insolent dullards in the archway, but decided against it. An open confrontation could lead to disciplinary measures, but reporting them to an officer would end any hope of peace and would likely lose him the few friends he had.
�Mercator here has been uncharacteristically selfless and offered to show you around. I suggest you take him up on the offer.�
Ignoring the new recruit�s sharp salute, the optio turned back to the veteran. �Make sure he stays out of trouble, Mercator, and for the love of Venus get that shit washed off him. He smells like a mare�s rectum.�
Mercator grinned and clasped hands with the optio, who turned and strode off through a doorway. As Rufinus relaxed again, he fixed his friend with a helpless look.
�Three brainless bastards in the arch threw all this at me!�
Mercator nodded, his smile fading. �Your fame has preceded you. I�ve heard people muttering.�
�But none of them even know me!�
The veteran shrugged. �That�s what makes it easy for mouthy shitbags like Scopius to turn them against you. I fear you�ve not seen the end of unpopularity. In fact I�d be very careful in these first few months. These lads all know each other, and they know the camp and the city, while you�re hopelessly out of your depth.�
Rufinus sighed miserably. �How the hell has he set so many people against me so quickly?�
�Quickly?� said Mercator in surprise. �What makes you think he hasn�t been sending letters to his favourite thugs for five months? Scopius is not the sort of man to let the beating you gave him go unpunished.�
Rufinus looked up sharply. �The culprit was never found.�
�Piss off, Rufinus. We�re not daft. Your big mistake was stopping while he was still alive. You�re a good soldier; you should know never to leave an enemy alive behind you.�
Rufinus nodded. �To be honest I had to stop myself from finishing him off. Murder is the sort of thing that gets a man a very permanent punishment.�
Mercator simply nodded. �Well you bought yourself some time with Scopius in the north, but he�s back on his home turf. Keep one eye open even when you sleep. Come on. Let�s get you sorted.�
Rufinus sagged again as he followed his friend across the courtyard and towards the arch. �Stables of the Praetorian cavalry and courier services� Mercator announced, waving an arm expansively at the large building. �You�ll probably only see this place once in a handful of months, when you�re sent on courier duty. Stabling for three hundred and sixty horses, with accommodation above.�
Rufinus nodded professionally as the two men strolled back into the shade of the archway. The floor was once more clear of detritus, though a wet circle showed where a pile of dung had recently lain. The bulky thug and the dangerous one were resting on their shovels again next to the huge heap of manure while the insolent guard filled a bucket from a water trough to swill the cleared floor. All three men looked up as Rufinus entered, and then looked away sharply as Mercator met their glances with a steely gaze. Clearly the veteran had a reputation; a fact that suited Rufinus very well.
�Manlius� Mercator said quietly. �If I hear there�s been any more trouble from you, I shall make it my goal to spend every denarius I can lay my hands on paying for filthy, brutal German slaves to go to that brothel you like and have their violent way with that Judean whore you�re so fond of. Do I make myself clear?�
The mouthy guard, Manlius, frowned. �No need for you to get involved, Merc.�
�Every denarius, Manlius! Now get out of my sight.�
Turning his back, Mercator strode out into the camp. Rufinus momentarily caught the look in the thug�s eye and worried that the man might actually fling the bucket of rank water at the veteran. Instead, he turned a baleful glare on Rufinus, who sighed as he hurried out after his friend. It was possible that Mercator had just made things worse, for all his good intentions.
Hurrying along, he fell into step alongside the veteran and cleared his throat. �I might have to break a few skulls if I�m going to make it here.�
Mercator grinned. �Just don�t leave any evidence. And don�t have a go at one of the veterans. These little shits who�ve only been in a couple of years occasionally need knocking into line. You lay out a veteran though, and even Paternus� patronage won�t help you.�
Rufinus shrugged. �The veterans don�t seem to be the problem� he said, sagging again.
�Come on.�
The pair wandered back toward the main street, Mercator gesturing as they went. �Campaign stores. You�ll find all the tent sections, stakes, mess kits and so on there. Still need to see a quartermaster and get a chit if you ever want to draw anything, but a word to the wise: the quartermaster is called Allectus and he�s a good man. If you get a broken mess tin or a cracked marching pole or anything, have a word and he�ll probably sort you out a swap off the books, so long as you�re good to him.�
Rufinus nodded. Minor corruption was hardly new among quartermasters, but it was always good to know who to approach.
�That�s uniform storage. You�ll find everything there from spare socks to scarves, tunics and even baldrics.�
Another nod and they strode out into the cardo maximus where they had first dismounted. Mercator gestured left and right.
�Temple of Augustus and temple of Victory. Once a week you�ll be required to do duty in one or the other.� He lowered his tone. �It�s boring unless you�re very pious. If you�re lucky you�ll land duty when Passus is on. He tends to bring a jar of wine with him and there�s a dice school that runs in the back room.�
Mercator stopped and straightened with a sniff and a sour look. �Are you really bothered about a full tour now, or shall we get you rooms assigned and then head to the baths so you can stop smelling of shit?�
Rufinus nodded wearily. �I think so. If we�re going to be required to get up so early tomorrow, we should maybe get settled in. Why do you suppose the Prefect wants us mustered before dawn?�
Mercator shrugged. �First day back in the city. The emperor�s going to have to do a tour; show his face to the people, talk to the senate, get the blessings of Gods, do a bit of judicious donating to the most important priesthoods, announce a couple of meaningless but popular laws. You know the sort of thing.�
Rufinus nodded. Even the council members of the city ordo at Tarraco were lavish with gifts and public appearances when they were raised to office. To be made emperor would require a correspondingly huge display of largess, and the guard would accompany him on his tour.
The two men wandered along to the impressive headquarters building, where Rufinus was left examining the painted pediment which appeared to display a scene of the emperor Tiberius granting the camp to the Praetorian prefect, while Mercator disappeared inside for a while and organised matters with the clerks. When he returned, he was nodding, and gestured to a barracks two blocks down. He walked off, Rufinus falling in beside him again.
�This is the one� the veteran said with a wave of his hand, indicating the central of three identical huge blocks, built on two levels with a portico at the roadside. �Room twenty four will be the last one on the left. Turn left through the door and follow it round to the back.�
Rufinus nodded. �Where will you be?� The idea of spending his first night in this huge, unfamiliar fortress on his own was not an attractive one.
�I�m going to get someone to bring you your stuff from the stables and then I�m going back to my room for now. The baths are at the end of the Decumanus on the right, just before the south gate. Shall I meet you there in an hour? Then I�ll show you to the First cohort�s mess hall.�
Rufinus nodded. �See you there. Thank you, Mercator.�
With a wave, the veteran disappeared up a side street back toward the stables. Rufinus took a deep breath, looked up at the door, above which a sign read �Cohors I� and, bracing himself, walked inside. Ahead, through another arch, a peaceful courtyard formed the centre of the structure, a pleasant little garden, decorative pool and fountain, half a dozen stone benches occupied by sunbathing guardsmen. It seemed a million miles from the camp life he was used to.
The corridor led left and right and he followed the former branch, past a well and a staircase, turning at the corner for the rear of the building. The corridor ended abruptly at a blank wall, with the last two rooms opening off to either side. The door on the left was marked XXIV and, with a sigh of relief, he strode inside.
To his surprise, the room was quite spacious with a window that was currently shuttered against the hot sun. Most unusually it held only two beds and no upper bunks. The guard apparently had the unthinkable luxury of just two men to a room. As he wandered around the chamber, running his finger across the dusty table and examining the badly hearth and the other, slightly shabby furnishings, he wondered what his new room-mate would be like.
With another sigh, he threw himself back onto the bed and bounced. It was soft and comfortable, especially after the past two years of intermittent life in leather tents.
His mind flickered through shifting images as he recapped the amazing couple of hours since he had first spotted the roofs of Rome. It seemed astounding that he was now here, lying in his own room. While he�d have loved time to explore the city and find his bearings, tomorrow they would be escorting the emperor, so he would get his wish in part at least. With a sigh, he reluctantly raised himself from the cot and clambered to his feet to go in search of the nearest latrine before it became a matter of too much urgency. Whistling quietly, he walked out of the doorway.
The wooden marching pole caught him a heavy blow on the side of the head and sent him reeling, his head swimming. He reached up to his scalp as he bounced off the door jamb and his hand came away scarlet.
Slowly, his eyes swam into focus. Scopius and a pair of his cronies stood in the corridor, two with solid ash marching poles, the third with a wooden mallet. The two extra thugs he didn�t know, but Scopius was all too familiar, as was the look in his eyes.
�Time for your first lesson, shit-heel� the bully snapped and lunged forward.
Quick as a flash, already recovering from the blow to the head, Rufinus dodged the attack and danced out of the way. Gritting his teeth, he cracked his knuckles, forcing a feral grin.
�Alright, Scopius. Let�s do it.�

VIII � Glory and distress

MEN rushed into position across the turf, cursing and gesturing to their compatriots. The Praetorian Guard, along with various other military units, chariots and drivers, wagons of �spoils�, roped lines of captive �tribal chieftains� � all very much a charade, and even four elephants, a great grey beasts from south of Aegyptus with a horn on its nose, four lions and half a dozen camelopards. It was a spectacle the like of which Rufinus had never thought to witness.
Despite the supposed austerity of the triumph, with the priestly colleges to add the appropriate tone of piousness and zeal, the emperor had even acquired a troupe of acrobats from Armenia who danced on the back of horses, ate fire, leapt through burning hoops and suffered needles to be thrust through their cheeks, apparently without harm.
The veterans and officers of the First cohort rode or marched alongside and behind the chariot that would carry Commodus himself and the freedman Saoterus, who had rarely left the emperor�s side in the week since they had returned. Mercator was there, perhaps six feet from his master.
Far ahead, standing mopping their collective brow in the shade of the great mausoleum of Hadrianus, the white and purple toga-clad figures of the senate were involved in their own chats and intrigues, along with the magistrates and senior officials of the city. They would lead the column. Behind them, the musicians of the city�s cohorts, Praetorian, Urban and even the Vigiles and Speculatores, tested their instruments, issuing a sound like nothing more than a herd of wounded oxen. Next came the carts laden with so-called treasure from Marcomannia: great chests of coin and gold and priceless paraphernalia, all � Rufinus was sure � of Roman manufacture and bearing the marks of the palace. If the defeated tribes lived up to their side of the treaty, they would be sending large chests of treasure to Rome on an annual basis but even the victorious Commodus had not expected a beaten people to manage to organise the gathering and delivery of such a princely sum in half a year from a ravaged and destroyed land.
Following the treasure carts would come the bizarre and motley collection of entertainers. During the first gathering this morning, Rufinus had found himself with a couple of moments free and had tried to speak to one of the Armenians in the troupe, but his Latin had been so rough and heavily accented that it was almost impossible to communicate and he had quickly given up.
The priests, with their sacrificial animals roped together, stood sombre and disapproving behind the cavorting easterners, a peculiar juxtaposition. Indeed, the oxen and bulls, goats and cages of birds flapped, stamped and shook nervously, an exotic parade of wildlife following on a little closely for the doomed creatures� liking.
More carts lined up behind, the column already stretching around the corner of the mausoleum�s base and lining up across the grass toward the Tiber where it curved and looped back to the northwest. These carts bore the very same trophies of arms, armour and banners that had hung on the back wall of the dais when Rufinus had received his decorations in Vindobona.
And then came Rufinus.
A far cry from the glorious position of Mercator and his compatriots, surrounding the golden child of Rome, Rufinus and his seven sour-looking companions stood at attention, one eye on the spectacle, the other on the pathetic, dirty and degraded collection of mismatched Thracian, British and even Sarmatian slaves roped together, playing the part of the captured leaders.
He looked at the other seven guards. They were not all recent arrivals, though four clearly were. The other three were miserable, sour looking veterans who smelled of cheap wine in the sort of quantities that no amount of bathing this morning had been able to clear. Apparently those out of favour and awaiting hearings for disciplinary action were on a par with the new recruits, duty-wise.
At least it was an easy task. Even in the worst of circumstances, the slaves were unarmed and unarmoured, bound at the wrists and roped together both there and by the neck. In this particular case, though, there was an added incentive to behave. The prefect had made it clear, in some cases through a translator, that any man that played his part well this afternoon would be retained in an easy position in the palace, and the most outstanding would be granted his freedom.
Rufinus glanced over his shoulder at the main section of the procession. Behind the lictors, bearing their fasces, the emperor�s chariot sat awaiting its occupants, four magnificent black stallions champing at the bit. Behind the chariot and the officers and senior commanders, stretched the ranks of Praetorians, two cohorts of the urban guard, Speculatores, Frumentarii, Imperial Horseguard, and even the marines of the Misenum fleet that had arrived in the port of Ostia yesterday. It was a magnificent show of power, given the absence of even a single legion, let alone the ones that had actually been involved in the war.
There was the sound of a prolonged fart from among the ragged slaves roped behind Rufinus and he wrinkled his nose in disgust. They smelled bad enough when they weren�t flatulating!
Turning, he cast his eyes over the thirty four dejected slaves and the eight guards standing in two lines boxing them in. Amazingly, several of the captives gave him a defiant glare.
Gingerly, Rufinus reached up and probed the cheek below his left eye. Even a week after the punch-up, he was tender in so many places that every movement of his body, no matter how small, caused him to draw sharp breath as the pain writhed and lanced through him.
It had been a short brawl, really, that afternoon outside his new room.
Had it been an official match in the ring, there would have been jeers and catcalls at its brevity. After an initial blow that had taken him by surprise, Rufinus had quickly recovered and made the fight his own. Scopius had been careful in selecting his accomplices this time, though, and both men had been strong and fast.
Though short, it had also been a hard fight, and he�d heaved a sigh of relief as the first man folded up, his eyes rolling into his head and the imprint of the door jamb on his forehead. The second guard had fought with renewed vigour and had broken two of Rufinus� ribs before he managed to smash the man�s head onto the flagged floor and drive the wits from him.
True to form, after the first blow, Scopius had stayed back and let his thugs take the brunt of the fighting. As the second man passed into unconsciousness, Rufinus had looked up, gripping his painful side, blood swimming in his eyes, his ear burning and leg wobbling, threatening to give way, only to see the back of the retreating Scopius as the man escaped the scene entirely unharmed.
Exhausted, Rufinus had collapsed and passed out, gratefully. When he came to, a jovial little guardsman with a slight Greek accent had been crouching over him, a look of concern on his face. His new room-mate, Icarion, had come back from his training session to find the three unconscious guards lying on the floor outside his room. He�d been wondering what to do about them when Mercator had arrived, having finished his tasks early, to fetch Rufinus to the bath, and the pair had brought him slowly and painfully around.
The guards� medicus had given them an appropriately sceptical and despairing look as they explained how the wounded Rufinus had been thrown from his horse. The medic had raised an eyebrow as he lifted the tunic and examined the red and purple ribcage, and had asked �how many times?�
The man had shown little surprise when, while finishing off tending Rufinus and salving his wounds, two more guardsmen had been shown in, one of whom was still unconscious and being stretchered. The other had fixed Rufinus with a baleful glare.
Revenge would come soon enough, when Rufinus could think of how best to accomplish it. Where the bruised thugs were today, he didn�t know, but for certain they had better duties than he. Icarion � only the second Praetorian to appear on the list of men Rufinus actually trusted � was back near the chariot, alongside Mercator.
Clearly, despite the small number of free bunks, Rufinus had been lucky in his assignment � or more likely Mercator had contrived to provide him with the best possible situation. Icarion hailed from Thessalonica. The son of a wealthy silk importer, he had tired of the mercantile life within half a year and signed on to the Fourth Scythica Legion, posted to Zeugma, on the Parthian border. There, he had fought in the campaigns of Lucius Verus, the former husband of Lucilla, winning great renown and honour during the sack of Ctesiphon. Along with the torc and phalera he had received, he also carried a locket on a chain around his neck that contained a piece of the Parthian royal palace he�d carved off with his gladius.
Though small and reedy, Icarion had proved to possess a steely strength that few would expect, an iron will, and a speed that would make him a dangerous opponent. These powerful soldierly qualities, however, were wrapped up tight in a pleasant, engaging personality that displayed a genuine love of life. Icarion was infectious. Just being in the room with him improved a man�s mood.
But that was no help today, with the Greek out of sight back among those with the honour of protecting the emperor himself.
A shout went up from an officer somewhere to the rear and was echoed along the line by every centurion, decurion and optio, every soldier in the column snapping to attention. The noise was like the roaring of the sea.
A carriage rolled to a halt a few paces from the column and the door opened before the wheels were even stationary. Commodus took two steps down and then lightly dropped the last three feet to the turf and stretched.
His armour was almost laughable from a military point of view. The great, burnished, golden breastplate, embossed with a complex image of Hercules struggling with the Lernaean hydra, would hardly stop a sharp stick, let alone a sword. Still, the purpose of the armour was not to protect the emperor, but to impress the crowd, something it would do with gusto. The leather strips that hung in twin rows from shoulders and waist, were brilliant white, bordered with imperial purple and with fringes of the same colour. The emperor�s cloak was a deep Tyrian purple, embroidered in gold with designs of Hercules� other eleven tasks. The cloak alone would cost five years� wages for the average soldier.
As the young emperor flexed his stiff muscles, grinning like a boy with a new toy, the figure of Saoterus descended carefully, his tightly curled, oiled black hair glistening in the sunlight, his chin dark with carefully-trimmed stubble. The emperor�s young favourite wore a simple tunic and cloak of undyed linen, deliberately plain to help draw all eyes to his master. Pausing, Saoterus reached into the carriage and retrieved a gilded crown of laurels and a military sceptre of plain white and handed the sceptre to his master.
Commodus examined the baton for a moment and then clasped it in both hands behind his back, rocking on his heels.
�Good morning, gentlemen. I trust everyone is well?�
He grinned as a ripple of good humour ran along the column.
�As a commander, many times I�ve had to order a column of men to march. It�s always a tiring affair, I know, and usually with a scuffle at the end of it. I hope the same will not be true today!�
Another ripple of laughter.
�Today is a triumph granted me by the senate, in their infinite wisdom. Would that my father were still alive to receive it, given that the campaign was his work. And so I would have you all remember, while I bask in the adulation of the crowd, that I accept all acclaim not only in my name, but in the name of Caesar Marcus Aurelius Antoninus Augustus, who will be watching today from his seat among the Gods.�
A roar of approval ran through the column and Commodus waited patiently, still rocking on his heels, for the clamour to die away.
�There is more to today than imperial grandeur, though. You are the backbone of imperial power, you men who shed blood for the security of Rome. You are the arches upon which the empire is constructed. And so, today is as much about each of you as it is about my father and I.�
Thousands of burnished steel figures cheered once more and Commodus smiled indulgently. �Revel in the adoration of the crowd and, while it is not possible for each of you to receive personal blessings and honours, rest assured that I have arranged for a small gift for each of you that will be distributed by your officers this evening, when the triumph is over and the city revels.
Another cheer, louder than ever. Coin, no matter the quantity, was a guaranteed way to secure the love and loyalty of the army. The emperor�s name would be toasted in every bar, gambling den and whorehouse from the Capitol to the outskirts� last building tonight.
Raising his free hand, the sceptre in his left, Commodus saluted the crowd as he bounced lightly across the grass and leapt up into the chariot. Saoterus strode across and climbed up behind him. Turning his head, Rufinus could just see the two men high in the chariot, beyond the crowd of slaves and the column of lictors. Saoterus already had his arm extended, holding the golden victory wreath above the emperor�s head. Then figures moved, obscuring the view of the great man.
Rufinus couldn�t help but wonder how long it would be before the last ounce of strength left the man�s arm and the wreath fell to his side. Saoterus was hardly a strong man in the first place, and the procession would take hours.
Suddenly, horns were sounding, officers were barking out orders, animals were snorting, horses whinnying, slaves groaning and Armenians clambering into position.
The column began to move, haltingly at first as the various sections tried to fall into step, struggling in some cases with their animal charges. In a few moments though, the entire procession was on the move at a stately pace, slow enough to allow an adoring public plenty of time to marvel at the display and throw their affections at their master. By the time the carts full of trophies had rounded the corner of the great mausoleum, Rufinus, his companions and slave charges behind them, the senators that led the column were already on the Pons Aelius, the great bridge constructed five decades ago and linking the emperor�s tomb to the city.
It was strange how standing in the lee of the huge funerary monument had muted the sound of the urban sprawl. As soon as he rounded the corner, Rufinus� ears caught the clamour of a city in the throes of celebration across the river. With a last look at the roped slaves behind him, Rufinus straightened, his head high, and fell into the steady pace of the processional march.
In front of him, as they descended the gentle slope to the bridge, the luckier guardsmen selected to man the trophy wagons held their heads proud. Just to add a further dimension of irritation to Rufinus� day, the soldier little more than three feet in front of him had polished his segmented armour to such mirror brightness that every time one of the plates caught the sun, it blinded Rufinus, leaving dancing yellow and green squares in front of his eyes that slowly turned purple and obscured half his vision. Rufinus looked wistfully at the single, white fluffy cloud that hung on the western horizon, mocking him. A slightly overcast day would clearly have been too much to ask!
He blinked away a fresh green rectangle of sunlight and turned his head to see one of the other men on slave duty giving him a very odd look. Filing the face away on a list of people who needed to be watched, he tried to enjoy the day.
Slowly, grandiosely, the column passed across the beautiful marble bridge of Hadrianus and into the Campus Martius. Once upon a time, this had been the field where the army had camped when at Rome, forbidden by law to enter the city as a force under arms. Indeed, it was from this very place, when it was simple turf, that the triumphs of old in the days of Pompeius, Crassus and Caesar had begun.
Now, the entire area was solid city, packed with housing and shops, criss-crossed by narrow streets and sporting some of the grandest monuments of the city. Rufinus began to feel a little excitement returning as he thought about such things. He�d been so busy with preparations and settling in to life in the Castra Praetoria that he�d had no time to explore the city as he�d initially hoped. The only time he�d been able to leave the fortress had been that first full day, escorting the emperor to the senate and the temples, but even then he�d only seen the Palatine and Capitoline hills and the forum, and only where Commodus had needed to be. And his whole body had ached all the long day as though he�d fallen from a wall, making it a fairly miserable experience.
Now, the route entered the streets, members of the urban cohorts who were not taking part in the procession lining the way at strategic intervals to maintain control. The people of Rome, from the very poor to the stinking rich, would line the streets today to shower praise upon their new emperor. Here, it was almost entirely the former. Beggars, poor workers and occasional merchants, along with their families, crowded the pavements and colonnades on each side of the route, packed into alleys and side streets, standing on crates and boxes for a better view.
The buildings to either side of the street, high three-storied insulae for the most part, hid the wonders of Domitianus� great circus as the procession moved forward but, straining to look over the mess of carts, animals, cavorting acrobats and suchlike in front of him, Rufinus kept catching a tantalising glimpse of the great curved parapet of a theatre. Rufinus grinned despite himself. His father�s geography had been a little confusing for a boy who�d never seen the city, but that had to be either Domitianus� Odeon or one of the theatres: that of Pompeius or of Balbus. Marvels he could hardly wait for were so close he would be almost able to touch them as he passed.
Slowly, the procession moved on. Rufinus had been struck by at least three thrown flowers before they reached the first of the great structures. He was still unable to get his bearings enough to identify the buildings, but in quick succession he passed a grand theatrical building of marble columns and great arches, followed by an even greater version, half as high again and large enough to house half the army, and yet another semi-circular structure, almost as grand, facing temples and shrines and decorative fountains across the road.
The column ahead turned and a huge open area of paving, surrounded by high structures and dotted with temples and fountains, opened up before them. Separating the marching column from the square was an arch unlike anything he�d seen before: the three grand triumphal arches of Tarraco, the commemorative one in Massilia, or even the ones in the forum of Rome itself. This arch was breathtaking. Elegantly constructed of columns and coffered arcs, the triple-arched gate rose delicate and slender, almost to the heights of the huge buildings around it, bestriding the street as a statement of imperial glory.
The Porta Triumphalis.
From this point on, the route was sacred, unchanged since the time of the first generals, dragging the leaders of once-great powers such as Carthage through the streets to the jeers and missiles of the crowd.
Rufinus found that he was holding his breath as they passed beneath the beautiful construction and out into the open space. For just a moment, the shadow of the gate as they passed beneath fell on the soldier in front, his burnished armour taking a tiny, momentary breather from its efforts to blind him.
Rufinus blinked gratefully.
He blinked again.
In that perfectly polished steel plate, he could see his own awestruck face, framed by the helmet and with proud white crest. He could also see the hairy, shabby slave leaping for him, glinting knife in hand. With a desperate squawk he ducked to the left and the blade stabbed through the empty space where his neck had been a moment earlier.
Chaos should, by all rights, have broken out at that moment, but the men in front, their hearing muffled by their helmets and further stifled by the din of the screaming crowd, marched on, unaware of what was unfolding behind them. The lictors and the imperial party behind were far enough back beyond the group of slaves and the accompanying guards that they could hardly be expected to notice this.
But what struck Rufinus, as he ducked and turned, was the fact that not one of the seven guards sharing his duty even moved, watching intently as the action took place before them. He shouted for them to help as he recovered his balance and turned, watching the slave in shock. The man was no longer roped to his fellows and had now turned with a Roman, military-issue dagger in hand, to sever the ropes restraining the man next to him.
Rufinus stared down in horror at his belt, from which the slave must have somehow managed to draw his dagger, but his own pugio was still there and sheathed!
Now two slaves, one of them armed, were leaping at him, and still the other seven Praetorians did nothing! They simply kept pace as though this were some childish diversion, their disapproving gazes locked on him.
�Scopius!� he snarled to no one in particular, snatching the hilt of his gladius and drawing it with a rasp. The two men were on him now, though, and he failed to pull the blade free as one slave�s grip went to his own hands and forced the hilt back down. Desperately, Rufinus swung up his free arm and blocked the blow of the pugio as it came down. It was desperate, though; a poor block driven by urgent need and without the time or room for planning.
The pugio failed to connect with his face as intended, but left a long score of angry red across his forearm and the blood ran free.
Rufinus felt panic begin to rise as the two barbarians were on him, grappling and punching, grasping and ripping. He felt his helmet wrenched back, the vertebrae in his neck crunching worryingly at the pressure.
His sword arm was pinned to his side by one man while the other, the dagger drawn back for another blow, moved in with more care and accuracy this time, making for the gap between his helmet and the collar of his armour. One blow there would end it all.
Two things made Rufinus successful as a boxer.
Firstly: his skill. He knew exactly how to make his plays, how to react to almost any move the opposition might try, even how to plan a bout so that he could see ten moves ahead how to finish the man off. A great ability to have, for sure, though of very little use when faced with a sudden and brutal surprise attack that left him no time to plan.
Secondly: the fact that, despite his family�s lofty origins, Rufinus had grown up one of three brothers in a provincial town, had developed on his own merits, largely due to a father�s declining interest in him that followed swiftly upon the death of Lucius, and had joined the army as a low-ranker. All these things had conspired to make Rufinus a dirty fighter with an easily-salved conscience.
His left foot stamped down hard, the hob-nails breaking most of the bones in the slave�s foot. The barbarian screamed and released his grip on Rufinus� arm and, in that tiniest sliver of time, Rufinus� hand grasped the man�s groin and used it as a handle to haul him round and use him to block the pugio strike.
The military knife, so accurately on line for his windpipe, now plunged deep into the other slave�s back between the shoulder blades: a killing blow which would likely now be a mercy for the dirty man with the smashed foot and the ruined groin.
Rufinus the boxer had control again.
But just as he let the screaming, dying barbarian, who was convulsing in agony, fall away in order to face the second, knife-wielding slave, the other guardsmen on slave duty were finally pitching in, two of them grabbing the knifeman and snapping his neck back, killing him instantly.
The pugio fell away from a spasming hand and was kicked somewhere unseen in the scuffle of multiple feet.
Rufinus� mind whirled. Why were they so suddenly getting involved when a moment earlier they had been happy to watch him decapitated?
The answer swam into focus as it cast a shadow across him. A decurion, an officer of the Praetorian cavalry in full dress uniform, with a chest covered in decorations, reined in his horse. �What is the meaning for this disruption?� he snarled at them.
The column had stopped now. Though brief, the scuffle had caused a blockage in the route, and the column ahead had begun to separate from the rear section at the point of the fight. Rufinus, his neck aching unbearably, lifted his arm, blood streaming from the knife cut and dripping from his fingers, and pointed at the two men on the ground.
�They had a knife, sir! A Roman knife!�
The officer narrowed his eyes. �What�s your name, soldier?�
�Gnaeus Marcius Rustius Rufinus, sir. Of the First cohort.�
�Well, Gnaeus whatever-your-name-is Rufinus: report to the prefect�s office as soon as we return to barracks tonight!�
Rufinus sagged as he saluted, the blood running down his raised arm and into his armpit.
�You two!� the decurion snapped at the guardsmen who had finally come to his aid. �Bind these two and tie the rope to my saddle.�
Rufinus, bleeding, tired and not a little angry, watched as the two bodies were tied to the decurion�s saddle horn. As soon as the knot was tightened, the officer barked orders for them all to fall back into position and gave an arm signal back to the imperial party. Horns sounded and the column began to move again, little more than a couple of dozen heartbeats after it had stopped.
Rather than re-joining his unit, the decurion rode slowly alongside the slave group, the corpses of the two would-be assassins bouncing across the flags and cobbles, teeth breaking free and pinging away across the road from ruined faces, limbs snapping and stretching as they made their grisly way, even in death, to the triumph�s conclusion, a long trail of blood winding out behind them.
Rufinus took the opportunity, as the decurion looked away for a moment, to peer at his companion guardsmen. Not one would meet his gaze. Somehow, the incident had failed to perturb the crowd. Indeed, they had cheered all the louder as the scuffle concluded and jeered and mocked the slaves as the two dead men were re-tied, mutilated and dishonoured. A good fight would always be popular, as Rufinus knew from his lucrative little side-line, and one where enemies of the state died? Perfect.
Rufinus swallowed nervously as the column wound on into the great square. This was no unhappy accident. A slave, who should have been safely roped up, had instead been armed with a Roman weapon and left to cut his own bonds. The notion that he had somehow acquired the knife during the march was simply ludicrous. And the other guardsmen had simply watched, waiting for him to die, and had only acted in his defence when suddenly in danger of discovery by an officer. Convenient how they had managed to both instantly kill the would-be assassin, and to lose the only evidence.
Corruption among the Guard! He had somehow been saddled with seven accompanying soldiers who were either deeply involved in a plot to do away with him, or had been persuaded to distance themselves and fail to come to his aid.
Given the lack of questionable witnesses and the absence of the dagger, it would likely be assumed by his superiors that his attention to the slaves that were his duty had been too lax and that he was therefore at least indirectly responsible for the escape and the attack. He would be made the scapegoat for the whole affair, as sure as blood was red. Not even his decorations, his record, or his passing acquaintance with men of power would help him there.
He could hardly imagine what the punishment might be for holding up an imperial triumph, even for only a moment. It wouldn�t be light. Almost certainly the emperor had been told the name of Rufinus. Would that help, or would it make things yet worse? With a sigh, Rufinus held his arm a little further out as he walked, allowing the slow drip of blood to smack onto the paving stones rather than further soaking his already blood-stained white tunic.
He�d meant what he said in the midst of the fight, though: Scopius.
There was no way to link him to the incident. The man had clearly planned well. Even if the seven apparently deaf-and-blind bastards who had left him to his fate could be persuaded to talk, the chances were Scopius had used someone else as a go-between. And their testimony would hardly be listened to by the officers anyway if they had a comfortable scapegoat.
Rufinus ground his teeth. Scopius had upped the stakes now.
Bullying was one thing. Petty theft, tricks and trouble and even the attempts at irregular beatings were almost to be expected; certainly, he could deal with them. This, though, was an entirely different matter. Scopius had plainly had in mind no goal other than simple murder. And even though that murder had been thwarted and Rufinus lived on, the punishment he would face tomorrow would be severe.
Hopefully not fatal, he suddenly thought with a start.
Dark thoughts continued to assail him as he marched on past the circus maximus, a wonder he had waited a lifetime to set eyes upon; now all but forgotten.
Rufinus would bear whatever punishment was meted out with stoic fortitude. Even if they demanded he be beaten with clubs by his colleagues, the dreaded �fustuarium�, he would somehow survive it. He would clench his teeth as he listened to his bones break, and live through it. He was not afraid of death; serving in the legions soon drove that fear from a man.
But he would not die before he had the opportunity to even the score with Scopius.
The rest of the day passed successfully for the emperor, the crowd cheering and singing as the column passed along the Via Sacra and approached the capitol, where the priests at the great temple of Jupiter blessed him, surrounded by the blood of the dozen sacrifices and the energy of the Roman people.
For Rufinus it passed in dark foreboding and seething, fiery notions of vicious revenge. The more the day wore on, the worse his plans became, sinking to sinister, gory levels that would horrify even the criminal gangs known to operate in the depths of the city.
By sunset, when the great triumph was over and the guardsmen were marching back to the Castra Praetoria, a thousand mental revenges had come and gone, each more painful than the last, but no real plan had coalesced. Even in his silent, cold fury, his eyelid twitching as he marched, Rufinus could recognise that he was simply too angry and aggravated to think such things through to a logical conclusion.
The time for revenge would come, as soon as current problems had been resolved. In less than an hour�s time he would likely know the fate that awaited him. The procession, following the triumph�s glorious end, had broken up on its return to the square before the imperial palace. The animals had been led off to their cages by the keepers, likely to await their first, and last, appearance in the arena; the goods were all taken in through the palace�s side gate; the senators had already dispersed at the capitol.
The slaves, following the display of violent disobedience, had been marched away to the ludus magnus, where they would await either gladiatorial training or simple execution. There would be none of the promised mercy now.
And the Praetorians had wearily stomped home, Rufinus gingerly touching the crusted scab across his arm, latest among the many injuries he had sustained since his arrival in Rome.
A quick stop to drop his kit into the room, and Rufinus had stepped back out of the barracks, preparing himself for the inevitable confrontation at the headquarters. Outside, Mercator and Icarion stood together in the doorway, muttering angrily under their breath.
��Scuse me�
Mercator shook his head. �I�m afraid not.�
Next to him, Icarion nodded, and Rufinus bridled.
�I�m already in enough shit without delaying presenting myself to Perennis.�
Mercator was still shaking his head. �Not yet. I�ve seen that look before, in the eyes of other lunatics. You go in in that mood and you�ll say something that�ll make it ten times worse.�
Rufinus glared at him. �Ten times worse than dead?� he snapped.
Icarion smiled nervously. �No death sentence if you wait quarter of an hour. Probably wouldn�t even be considered anyway � a few lashes at worst, I�d say. There�s no evidence against you. Merc and I already told the decurion we�d like to testify to the prefect as character witnesses and to confirm that certain unnameable parties are bearing a grudge against you.�
Rufinus shook his head, though the anger was starting to fade in the face of his friends� professions of loyalty.
�Can�t name Scopius. I need to deal with him myself.�
Icarion narrowed his eyes in worry, but Mercator nodded. �Fair enough. We�ll stay out of it unless you ask for us, but calm down first anyway. Go over to the fountain and dip your head to cool off. But don�t get that nasty scratch clean. That�s a nice little mark to support your defence. Quarter of an hour at the most, then you can go.�
Rufinus frowned. �Why all this quarter of an hour business?�
Icarion smiled. �Because Perennis has been sent for by the emperor. In quarter of an hour he�ll be hurrying for the Palatine, and you can take your case to Paternus. Perennis isn�t a bad man, you know, but he doesn�t suffer trouble. Paternus can be a bit softer.�
Rufinus nodded, thankful for their help. Taking a deep breath, he strode to the road-side fountain and, leaning over, thrust in his head, pulling it back out in a spray of water droplets that twinkled in the dying sunlight. The rush of refreshing cold water, backed by the soothing words and presence of the two veterans, washed away his anger and doused the fire in his blood.
Now was the time to be calm, diplomatic and careful. Only by staying on the right side of the law could be hope to get away with what he was planning to do next.
Time for Scopius to pay a visit to Hades.

IX � Discipline, discoveries and surprises

THE �Emperor�s Largess�. The phrase threatened to make Rufinus laugh. Looking up with some difficulty, he could see the leaden grey sky and felt the first drop of rain spatter on his forehead. Somewhere not too distant, thunder rumbled ominously. Apparently even Jupiter disapproved.
Paternus had been torn, the intense irritation at being forced to discipline one of his personal projects weighing against his strict desire to maintain camp discipline. There had been no evidence to prove that Rufinus had done anything wrong. The ropes on the slaves had clearly been cut with a knife and the wound on the guardsman�s arm did a lot to back Rufinus� story. Sadly, there was only such scant, circumstantial evidence to acquit him, too. Without the solid evidence of the pugio and only the confused and less-than-helpful accounts of the other guardsmen, little could be done to support Rufinus.
A grey-area. Unresolved, but requiring some show of discipline.
Rufinus opened his mouth as ordered and felt the leather strop as it was inserted between his back teeth. With a heavy sigh, he bit down on it.
After an hour�s interview, bordering on interrogation, Rufinus had been sent to the hospital to have his wound checked, cleaned and bound by the medical staff, while Paternus deliberated. Called to the prefect�s office once more a couple of hours later as the camp began to settle for the night, Rufinus had been worried at the presence of Perennis, who had returned from the emperor�s side and had clearly been involved in the deliberations with his counterpart.
The two prefects had agreed that something must be done but that, given the lack of evidence and the high likelihood of Rufinus� innocence, it should be nothing too severe or shameful. Indeed, Commodus himself had urged Perennis to go easy on the man, muttering about the untrustworthiness, deviousness and duplicity of the barbarian type.
The �emperor�s largess�, Perennis had called it.
A dozen strikes with a vine staff, to be carried out in a closed location and with no audience. A token punishment to go down in the records, in the name of order and discipline.
Somewhere behind him, Rufinus could hear the centurion swishing his vine staff through the air, getting in a few practice swings. Three more drops of water pinged off Rufinus� face and he closed his eyes. The strap between his teeth was a requirement for the punishment, though hardly necessary. Had he been given lashes, particularly with the barbed whip, then he might be in danger of biting off his tongue, yes, but not a dozen whacks with the stick.
He�d suffered far more damage than the vine staff could inflict just defending his title in the ring at Vindobona.
The silence was the most unsettling thing. Rufinus was well aware that there were almost a dozen men present in the small courtyard of the hospital, all officers: both prefects, the medicus and one of his senior orderlies, centurions and optios. The location had clearly been chosen partially for the privacy it offered, and partially for the proximity of medical assistance afterwards.
�Begin!� Paternus� voice.
Five more drips of rain and another rumble: slightly closer. The grey, roiling clouds flashed white for a moment some way to the north of the city.
Despite his being prepared, Rufinus still bit down hard on the leather strap as the first blow landed. A centurion�s cane was carefully sized and weighted. It was never meant for use as a weapon. It was a goad: a switch with which to smack the legs of recalcitrant legionaries as they marched into battle. An irritant that left a sting. Far from strong enough to break bones, though it would certainly bruise and might break the skin if wielded with enough force. The centurion behind him was clearly applying all of his muscle.
Rufinus� knuckles whitened where they gripped the wooden crossbar on the punishment post. He forced himself to relax and breathe for a moment and then tensed, just in time for the second blow. This time, he was better prepared and simply winced through the pain.
With a crash, the clouds finally opened and poured their contents on the city. The preceding night had been sticky and muggy and had left everyone out of sorts. It was commonly assumed that this morning would bring a storm that would clear the air again. It seemed the common assumers were correct.
The third blow landed painfully, Rufinus once more unprepared as his thoughts had turned idiotically to the weather. Rain began to bounce from the flagged floor of the courtyard, battering at the stone as though in an effort to break through it.
The fourth blow broke the skin, though the pain was still easily manageable. The trickle of blood running down his back would be lost among rivulets of fresh rainwater.
Five.
Rufinus found himself playing a little game as he bit down hard, preparing for the next blow. Five. Five? Fifth legion Alaudae? They had gone when the Flavians came to power, one of the last supporters of that idiot Nero. Five. Five miles from the family villa perched above the blue sea on a rocky headland to the triumphal arch of Licinius Sura that marked the boundary of Tarraco�s urban region. Five? Five turns of the glass was how long his first inter-century match had lasted, when he had first had his nose broken. Five�
The sixth blow took him by surprise again and he realised with irritation that he had grunted in pain.
The game continued. Sixth legion. They were up in Britannia somewhere, enduring the Gods-awful cold and damp that was said to be worse even than Marcomannia. Six years he had been serving with the legions. Sextilis: the sixth month as it had once been. Officially it was now �Augustus�, of course, renamed in honour of the great man himself.
He gritted his teeth on the strap.
Seven.
And so the game went on for another twenty or so heartbeats, his mind filling in the space between blows with numerical minutiae. His skin had been split perhaps four or five times, and there would be a heavy discolouration of his back. The twelfth blow dealt, the officers waited until he rose with a creak, straightening, and saluted him. He returned the salute, drawing in a sharp breath against the pain as he did so.
The observers dispersed and hurried in out of the rain. Rufinus dawdled, despite the obvious discomfort of the medics, the feel of the spattering rain drops massaging his beaten back surprisingly pleasant. With a sigh, he strode over to the bench where his equipment rested, his tunic already sodden and dripping.
�We must tend to the wounds.�
Rufinus shook his head, reaching out and retrieving the soaked garment. �It�s just a few small cuts. I�ve had a lot worse.�
The medicus restrained his hand as he tried to lift the tunic over his head. �I frankly don�t give a shit what you think. I need to salve and bind your back; even if you don�t want it, it�s my bloody duty and I won�t have anyone accusing me of abusing a patient after punishment. Now get inside and lie face down on the surgery table.�
Rufinus noted the flinty eyed glare, shrugged painfully and followed the medicus inside. The tending of his wounds was a quick job and, less than quarter of an hour later, the bruised guardsman walked out from the shelter of the hospital doorway and into the wide street. The freshly laundered tunic the medicus had arranged for him began to darken as the rain soaked into it. The thunder had passed overhead a moment ago and now grumbled over the palatine as if to admonish the emperor. The rain, however, was far from past.
Opposite, under the colonnade of a large building, two men stood, sheltering from the weather. As Rufinus emerged, they waved at him and he hurried across to join Mercator and Icarion beneath the columned frontage. Every step brought fresh aches and pains. He had suffered beating and attacks in one form or another so many times recently that one set of wounds had not had the chance to recover before the next lot superimposed itself. Though none of the injuries he�d suffered were dangerous or life-threatening, he would dearly love a few weeks� breather to recover.
�You alright?�
Rufinus nodded. �No thanks to the �emperor�s largess�.�
He frowned as he saw his two friends� faces contort in an effort to prevent breaking into a smile.
�What?�
�You�re not going to like it.�
�Like what?� Rufinus hissed irritably.
�Word sort of leaked out and people are calling officer�s canes the �emperor�s largess�. Sorry, but it is funny.�
�Piss off.� Rufinus levelled an evil glare at the pair, which failed to have the desired effect as their smiles broke out.
�Come on. Let�s go get some food.�
Rufinus shook his head. �I�ve got other things to attend to. Need to check something, then think on my next move.�
Icarion furrowed his brow. �Don�t do anything stupid.�
�I�ve no intention of doing. What I do will be very well planned and far from stupid. Best the pair of you know nothing about it.�
Icarion opened his mouth to speak, a look of concern on his face, but Mercator nodded emphatically and grasped the small Greek by the shoulder. �We�ll be in the cohort�s mess hall when you�re done with your plotting. Neither of us is on duty �til late afternoon, so come find us.� Rufinus nodded and smiled weakly. Mercator touched his shoulder gingerly, taking care not to apply any pressure just in case. �Glad you�re alright, anyway.�
Rufinus took a deep breath and waved farewell as the pair strode off before turning and making for the headquarters building. The ornamental, pedimented entrance provided a brief respite from the pounding rain, and inside he kept to the surrounding portico until he found the door he sought.
The quartermaster�s office stood welcoming with glowing light and open door, and Rufinus made his way inside, grateful to be in the dry. The office was small and tightly packed with scroll racks and shelves, the latter stacked neatly with wax tablets. A short man with reddish hair sat scratching hurriedly at a fresh wax sheet. He looked up as Rufinus entered.
�Can I be of assistance, soldier?�
�Armicustos Allectus? Mercator said you might be able to help me?� Rufinus said quietly.
The man narrowed his eyes. �You�d be the new lad Merc�s spoken of, then. Spot of bother you landed yourself in, eh?� He pursed his lips at the soldier�s sour expression and shrugged. �What do you need?�
�I think someone had to replace a missing dagger in the past week or so. Can you check?�
Allectus nodded, and Rufinus waited patiently as the red-haired quartermaster dug through piles of pressed-wood pages in a large cabinet. As the man scoured the racks, he murmured �It�s a little irregular. I don�t usually give out such details, but Merc�s told me of your predicament, so I think we can brush this under the mat so to speak. You can owe me a favour. Have to be quick, though� I was just on my way out.�
A few more clunks and shuffling of piles, and he straightened. �Here we go� he said, retrieving one sheet and dropping it on to the desk between two lamps. Rufinus squinted at the page. The small, spidery script was almost illegible to him in this light.
�Can you see what it says?�
Allectus nodded and peered closely at it. �There�s been three different draws of pugio this past week. A man called Urbicus needed a replacement. Brought in his old one, broken near the hilt due to a fault in the steel.�
Rufinus nodded.
�Then there was a substitution for a lost one, full replacement charge applied, to a man called Scopius.�
Rufinus nodded at the confirmation.
�There�s another one to Numerianus. Partial cost applied as it was damaged during training.�
�Thank you,� Rufinus said quietly. I�ve got enough now.�
Allectus straightened, grasped the sheet and replaced it in the cabinet, in its proper position. �Anything else?�
Rufinus shook his head and smiled. �That�s it. Thank you for your help.�
Allectus nodded again. �No problem. Just for you � and for Merc. Off the book enquiry.� Pausing, he frowned. �I take it you�re off duty, Rufinus?�
�For now.�
�Care to help me out� Allectus smiled. �Favour for a favour? I�m two men down on my cart escort. Perennis commandeered the men I had assigned.�
Rufinus was about to decline as politely as he could manage. Still sore from the punishment, he was looking forward to some recuperative cot-time, but quite apart from now owing Allectus a favour, Mercator had suggested that the quartermaster was a useful person to get on the good side of, and a stroll out across the city might be as good as a rest in barracks.
�Give me a moment to run and kit myself out.�
�Good man.�
Smiling grimly at his confirmation that Scopius had lost a dagger, Rufinus exited the office and strode along the street to his block, where he quickly dipped into his room, pulled on his armour with a hiss of pain and some wincing, threw on his sword baldric, and then collected his helm and shield, fiddling with the armour ties as he made his way back to the quartermaster�s.
By the time he reached the headquarters once more, Allectus was already out front with an empty cart hooked up to a snorting donkey. A guardsman he didn�t know was watching with a bored expression as the quartermaster checked the yoke.
�Where are we going?� he asked. �I can�t be back late.�
�Just a quick run to the Castra Peregrina to collect a supply load. Won�t take long, and I�ve signed you out in the admin office. Given the rain, the faster we get going the better, I�d say. Come on.�
Rufinus nodded and fell in next to the quartermaster who was unarmoured beneath his heavy rain-cape as he goaded the beast into motion. The other guard gave him a tedious look and fell into step as the column crawled laboriously down the main thoroughfare and passed into the shadow of the gatehouse. Blessedly out of the downpour, Rufinus waited for the briefest of pauses as the guardsmen on duty glanced at Allectus� orders without paying any real attention. The duties of clerks and couriers were so regular and mundane that only the most thorough of men even gave them a second glance. Indeed, the other guard took the job of leading the cart and didn�t even slow his plodding charge down, continuing to roll toward and through the opening gate even as the quartermaster presented his chit.
Rufinus felt the patter of rain as they passed once more into the open ways of the city. This short road ran only a few hundred paces from the camp before meeting the great Vicus Patricius, which led down to the heart of the city, and as soon as they were moving downhill Allectus moved from goading the beast to applying the braking pole as necessary.
The quartermaster began to tell the other guard a surprisingly lewd story about his cousin on her first visit to Rome, but eliciting little reaction from the man turned his wit on Rufinus. The young man smiled and glanced around, only half-listening as the cart passed along the street and turned the corner. Rufinus� sharp eyes suddenly picked out three shapes moving among the crowd and the unbelievable sexual exploits of Allectus� cousin faded into the background.
He stared at Perennis as the prefect strode down the wide street, the two men he had commandeered from the quartermaster at his shoulders. Scopius! The sight of his nemesis with the prefect raised unpleasant questions and he turned to the guard at the other side of the cart to see if the man had noticed. Apparently not � he still bore the same stupendously bored expression.
His heart drumming out a fast beat, Rufinus turned back to look at the prefect, but the three Praetorians had disappeared. The long, wide road descended the slope almost continually from the outskirts on the Viminalis hill to the forum � one of the longest thoroughfares in the city. Squinting, Rufinus� heart sank. No figures in guard uniforms could be seen. He sagged.
�Where are we going again?� He asked Allectus wearily.
�Castra Peregrina. They�ve some supplies to transfer to us, apparently.�
�The castra what?�
�Castra Peregrina� repeated Allectus, frowning. �You don�t know the city well, do you?�
�Not had much time to look around yet. What�s the Castra Peregrina?�
Allectus� face took on an exaggerated look of suspicion and slyness. �Home of the spies and assassins, my friend. Spooky place.�
Rufinus stared at the small man, who suddenly burst out laughing and shoved his shoulder playfully. �It�s the barracks for the Frumentarii and the Speculatores. Very few people get inside and even they only get to visit the offices or stores. What goes on in there behind locked doors no one but them and the emperor knows.�
Rufinus nodded. The Frumentarii particularly had a reputation for questionable activity that had spread throughout the army. They were to be found in uniform, for sure � certainly in the city, but people said they hid among other units, gathering information for the emperor. You never knew who or where they were. The man serving alongside you could be one of them, or any merchant you spoke to in the street.
�Where is it?� he asked, irritation at having lost the guards mollified a little by this sudden interesting turn.
�You know the Caelian hill well?�
�Not really.�
Allectus sighed. �Well from here, we go around the great amphitheatre, up past the temple of Divine Claudius on its left hand side, where the nymphaeum is, and keep following that road. We�ll pass under the Claudian aqueduct at the top of the hill and then the road comes between two high walls. Right side is the local station of the vigiles; left is the Castra Peregrina.�
Rufinus frowned as he tried to picture the route in terms of what he had managed to see of the city � not a great deal � combined with his father�s scant descriptions. Still, the directions sounded straightforward enough.
�I think�� he began, but stopped dead. Ahead, a glimpse of glinting armour had drawn his attention, and he could now see white tunics. �The Castra Peregrina�s easy to find?�
�If you can find the amphitheatre and the great temple, then yes.�
�And how long will it take to load the new supplies?� Rufinus watched the white figures as they dipped behind a crowd and then reappeared, gaining distance on the cart.
Allectus frowned. �Perhaps half an hour. Certainly by fourth watch we�ll be heading back. Why? I�ve signed you out.�
Rufinus felt guilt wash through him. Allectus had been nothing but friendly and helpful, and he hated risking this potential friendship � and his entire career � but the sight of Perennis and Scopius together in the streets was too suspicious to let pass.
�I�m really sorry, Allectus.�
�For what?� the man asked suspiciously, but Rufinus had already burst into a run, away from the cart to the side of the road, where he ducked and charged between two small groups of people, catching a blur of silver and white ahead.
The rain battering down on him, soaking him to the bone and saturating his white crest so that it sagged idiotically, Rufinus hurried along the paving as fast as he could, dipping between the members of the public who had braved the weather. Beggars reached out from shadows at the side, from urine-soaked alleys between buildings, desperately calling for alms, their stumps and rotten, gangrene-eaten limbs in horrifying evidence. Paying them no heed, Rufinus kept his eyes locked on the white figures moving down the street�s centre. Slowly, he was catching up with them; they seemed unhurried, talking in a conspiratorial huddle as they moved.
Suddenly the thought struck him that, as they in their white tunics and armour stood out among the colourful crowd, so would he for the very same reasons. Frowning, he hurried on, hunching down slightly to keep himself partially-hidden behind the traders� stalls that stood at the street side, leather covers keeping the rain from their wares.
Rufinus� world blurred. His hob-nailed boot had slid on the shiny, wet surface of an uneven cobble, and the hapless guard found himself falling forward, his helmeted head slamming into the wooden strut supporting a stall. A gallon of water sprayed from the jostled leather roof and further soaked him as he struggled upright to the amusement of the people nearby, collecting his shield.
His ears were ringing and his forehead felt badly bruised where it had jammed into the rim of his helmet. As his eyes swam into focus, he could just see the figures in white further down the street. Shaking his head, he refocused on the stall and the merchant, who was yelling at him with a spittle-flecked chin.
�Sorry� he said sheepishly and, frowning, added �how much are your cloaks?�
The merchant glared at him and said, after a moment�s thought: �to you? Thirty sesterces!�
Rufinus deliberated for only a moment before whipping the money from the purse at his belt and grasping the low-quality, almost threadbare, brown wool cloak from the stall. He�d expected more deference to a guardsman from the common folk, but was more than used to being treated less than respectfully.
Without further delay, he jogged on past the market, ripping the ostentatious crest from his helm, tucking it under his belt, hauling the cloak over him and pulling it tight. The sensation of crushing his sodden armour to his skin beneath the dry wool was unpleasant to say the least. He tried to keep his shield concealed beneath the cloak and briefly considered disposing of it and asking Allectus for a replacement later, but he had probably burned that bridge already, so he struggled on with his bulky equipment beneath the voluminous sodden drab wool.
On he hurried, down the slope of the street, watching the pavement beneath his feet for slippery cobbles and keeping an eye on the three figures ahead. Moments passed and the press of people thickened as they approached the heart of the city. A brief glance back revealed that Allectus and his cart were far enough behind that they had vanished from sight. For a long moment, he lost track of the three figures in white and shining silver and worried that they had ducked into a doorway unnoticed.
As he reached a short, flat stretch of the road, his head swung this way and that, trying to locate his quarry. A sudden flash of reflective steel caught his eye and he ducked back to peer down a side street he had almost passed. Perennis and his two men had turned off the main street and were making for the bulk of the baths of Traianus.
A social outing? Surely not.
Hurrying along the shiny, wet street, the wool cloak becoming heavy as it soaked through, Rufinus tried to keep step with the three men, just thirty paces or so back among the crowds of people.
He had been paying so much attention to the slippery paving beneath his feet, trying not to make a spectacle of himself, that he was almost on them before he realised that they had stopped. Not far from the grand, triple arched entrance to the baths where former bathers huddled, reluctant to move out into the rain, the three men stood in a huddle.
Realising that they were scanning the street, Rufinus dropped his shield to the ground at the street�s edge and sat heavily on it, his heart pounding as he pulled the sodden cloak tight around him, holding out his arm in the manner of a beggar. Scopius� gaze passed over his hooded form as it peered suspiciously at the entire street, and Rufinus was surprised that the man couldn�t hear his heart beating even from there.
What were they doing?
The crowd parted as they passed the three men like a river round an island. It didn�t do to jostle a Praetorian � unless he was a young, accident prone one, apparently.
Rufinus was beginning to wonder whether he should move, his backside becoming soaked, freezing and numb on the uncomfortable wet shield, when the guard he didn�t know pointed away down the street and said something to Perennis. The three turned to look and Rufinus followed their gaze.
His heart lurched.
Lucilla, the emperor�s sister, was striding down the road towards them, her sandals sending up small splashes of rainwater, while the most radiant, most unexpected figure in the world hurried along behind her, holding a wide parasol above and keeping the rain from touching the noblewoman.
Rufinus stared, his mind whirling. The crowd was parting as she moved and he realised that the most powerful woman in the empire was not alone. A dozen or more heavy thugs with mail shirts and swords belted at their waists accompanied her like a moving wall of sour-faced muscle, keeping the public a good ten feet from their mistress.
Lucilla? Why was she here? Meeting with Perennis in a crowded part of the city, away from both Praetorian camp and palace? Suspicious and peculiar.
Sadly, any hope of a logical thought process involving the strangely clandestine meeting was driven from his head by the intoxicating presence of the slave girl who had supplied him with endless pleasant dreams in the cold nights of Vindobona. However much he wanted to focus on the emperor�s sister, his eyes refused to be drawn from the girl�s alabaster face, framed by lush, black hair, the smile on her lips making his skin tingle.
Then, suddenly, she was lost from sight as the two parties met and Lucilla�s hired men fanned out, giving them plenty of room and obscuring Rufinus� vision. For an irritating moment, he sat playing the part of miserable beggar while a big man with braided hair effectively blocked his view of everything interesting.
He was lost in an inner reverie when he realised the man had moved and, slowly and carefully, so as not to be too obvious, he stood, managing with only partial success to secrete the shield beneath the cloak as he rose. The party had entered one of the shop fronts that lined the wall of the baths � a tavern according to the sign, four of the thugs standing at the entrance and blocking access. As Rufinus watched, the other occupants were unceremoniously ejected by the mail-clad hirelings.
A moment longer Rufinus stood, loitering in the doorway and wondering what to do next. Was there a way he could overhear the meeting?
Clearly not.
With a start, he realised that he had been staring at the tavern and that one of the thugs had met his gaze. Uncomfortably, he looked away, hiding his face quickly in the folds of the cloak. The big man�s hand dropped to the hilt of his sword and he stepped out of the doorway. Panic rising, Rufinus turned and hurried away along the street, only glancing back as he reached the far corner of the bath complex. He had not been followed. Taking a deep breath, he walked on, putting distance between himself and the strange meeting before tucking the ragged sodden cloak into his belt, replacing his crest and hefting his shield into place.
As he dropped down a sloping street he�d not seen before and emerged near the ludus magnus, where ragged captives were forged into magnificent gladiators, his mind turned over all this new information. No matter how he thought about it, he could come up with no answer as to why Perennis might meet with Lucilla in such a manner that boded well for anyone.
One good thing had come out of it, though: he knew now that Perennis� name would likely motivate Scopius into doing whatever he needed.
Nodding to himself, the bare bones of a plan beginning to form in his head, he recalled Allectus� instructions and ran through them in his head. He would have to hope he could persuade the quartermaster not to report his absence. Making for the high, curved marble facade of the great Flavian amphitheatre, he passed the huge structure and headed for the impressive square bulk of the temple of Claudius on the hill opposite. A large, monumental nymphaeum stretched along the side wall of the temple, marching up the slope of the hill, great curved niches sporting statues of Gods and heroes. Sadly, the fountains seemed not to be flowing at the moment, though plenty of water ran in torrents down the stonework, graciously supplied by the lead-grey clouds.
Nodding appreciatively as he scurried past, he made for the crest of the hill, where he could see the great arches of an aqueduct crossing the road, an impressive monument to the skill of the engineers that had supplied Rome with its enviable water supply.
The crowds thinned out as he moved away from the city�s centre. Excited now at the prospect of a peek into a hidden military world that even most officers would never see, he hurried beneath the arches of the great aqueduct and out the other side, his eyes fixed on the high walls of the Castra Peregrina, where even now he could see Allectus� cart passing through the gate. Amazingly, given the slowness of the carts, he had caught up with them before they�d arrived.
�Watch out!�
Something hit Rufinus in the side and knocked him flat. As he lay floundering on the ground, he looked up. A man in a legionary tunic with a stylus behind his ear and a curly, blond beard lay on top of him, a great wooden pulley swinging back and forth on a rope roughly where his head had been.
As Rufinus� mind swam, the assaulting man stood and grasped his arm, hauling him upright and raising his other hand to restrain the swinging block.
�Sorry about that, sir. Civilian labourers. Ten of �em ain�t worth a single legionary, eh?�
Rufinus stared at the man and then turned his head to take in the aqueduct. The structure was clearly undergoing some kind of repair, wooden scaffolding climbing the piers of the great bridge, covered in men, buckets of mixed mortar, piles of bricks and coils of rope. Part of the water channel at the top of the structure was dissembled, though most of it had already been put back into place with fresh mortar.
Rufinus turned back to the man. �Sorry. Miles away. What�s going on?�
The military engineer shrugged. �Repairs. Channel had blocked in a couple of places and the water pressure at the palace had dropped. We�ve had a mandate for a week�s work to clear it, but it only took three days, so we�re clearing out the crap from the settling basin while we�re at it.�
Rufinus� gaze followed the pointed finger and took in a large, square, featureless structure that stood astride the aqueduct just to the east of the road crossing, the water channel passing into the far side and then emerging once more at this one.
�Sorry. Don�t know what you�re talking about?�
�Settling basin?� the engineer repeated, slowly and patiently, as though he�d had this sort of conversation a thousand times. In Rufinus� experience, no one liked to talk about their work more than an engineer. Obsessives, the lot of them. �Settling basin separates out all the dross from the flow so that only fresh water reaches the terminus, but the basin fills up over time and occasionally needs clearing.�
Rufinus eyed the large square, brick building. �So you�re busy clearing it out now? It�s full of mud and stuff?�
The man laughed. �No. Done it. Too fast for these people, me. If I�d had some of my lads from the Third with me, we�d have done it in half a day, mind.� He took a deep breath. �No more work after this. Tomorrow we finish the outer facing and take down the scaffold, and then the day after, we can remove the block and let it flow again. I daresay the emperor�ll be pleased. They�ve had to rely on the three springs on the Palatine for the past few days for their fresh water. You see��
But Rufinus wasn�t listening any more. His eyes strayed back and forth across the building. A thought occurred to him. �Is there a smithy anywhere nearby? A hardware store?
The man shrugged. �No idea, but I expect so.�
Rufinus nodded. �Thanks for saving me a blow to the head. Had enough of those recently.�
Ignoring the strange look on the man�s face, he turned his back and strode off toward Allectus� cart as it entered the camp of the Frumentarii.
His plan was coming together nicely, with the aid of Fortuna.

X � The dark places of men�s souls

PITCH blackness. A curiously echoing silence was broken by a low groan.
�Ah� the beast awakens.�
More grumbling, then a clank and a squawk.
Flick � flick � flick.
Sparks flew like shooting stars, dispersing wildly.
A glowing ember on dried grass became a small flame.
Rufinus� face swam into focus, demonic � lit from beneath with an eerie red-orange light.
The figure in the darkness recoiled with another clank and more groans.
Rufinus busied himself lighting the four small terracotta oil lamps, three in an arc around them on the floor, the fourth on a ledge in the wall.
Scopius groaned again.
Wherever he was, the place was cavernous and dark as Nero�s heart. There was a faint smell of mould and decay and a cold, dank chill ran up the burly guardsman�s spine. The light still wasn�t enough to illuminate their surroundings, even with four oil lamps flickering. Not trusting his voice enough to speak, Scopius stared at the cloaked figure of Rufinus, white tunic flashing occasionally beneath the cheap wool of the covering.
His eyes strayed back down to his own figure. Naked as the day he was born. No wonder he was cold. No apparent wounding, mind. His eyes fell upon the heavy iron shackle on his wrist and followed the chain up to the deeply embedded iron ring in the green, slimy wall. His heart started to pound in his chest and his blood ran cold.
�How did I get here?�
Rufinus, finished with the lamps, returned to crouch opposite the naked guardsman.
�Guile, subterfuge, and a few judicious prayers to both Fortuna and Nemesis.�
�I had a message from the prefect? Went to the Lucullan mausoleum by the second milestone?�
�Sadly, it was not Perennis who sent your orders. I�m glad you�re awake. I was about to have to rouse you � I was beginning to worry the branch I used was too heavy; that it had smashed your brains, such as they are.
Scopius narrowed his eyes. �You know you�ll die for this, argentulum?�
Rufinus shook his head. �I don�t think so. No one�s seen us together. I left about an hour ago on a courier job to the Castra Peregrina, while the last time you were seen was early this morning when you left camp and headed out of the city toward Praeneste. All very neat, really.�
With an unpleasant rasp, Rufinus drew a dagger from his belt. Scopius stared at it. The blade was not a military one, but a plain, straight knife with one sharp edge. Placing the point on the dank, green floor, Rufinus idly twirled the weapon in his fingers. Scopius sneered.
�Torture? And you hold yourself so high and mighty. You�re worse than any of us!�
Rufinus smiled a predator�s smile. �I do not do anything lightly, Scopius. I don�t even take barbarian life unless driven to it by necessity. I certainly wouldn�t torture even a Goth, let alone a Roman, no matter how base, loathsome and deserving of it he might be. But I�ve had to push my boundaries a little in your case. You�re a disease, Scopius.�
Again, the naked guardsman�s eyes narrowed.
Somewhere high above in the dark, cavernous space, a heavy thud sounded, echoing repeatedly.
�What was that?�
�The spirits of vengeance winging their way towards us.�
For the first time a hint of fear appeared in the guardsman�s eyes. Before, they had been filled with a mixture of disbelief, anger and scorn. Scopius swallowed loudly.
�Look� this is something we can sort out between ourselves, Rufinus!�
�I agree entirely, Scopius. That�s what we�re doing now.�
The naked man reached up and grasped the chain leading from his wrist. �But this?�
Rufinus nodded. �I hope you like it. It cost me an arm and a leg from a reputable ironworker on the Aventine. Strong enough to restrain an ox, the man reckoned, so I wouldn�t bother pulling too hard.�
A look of defeat bled into Scopius� eyes.
�What did I do to you? A few pranks was all!�
Rufinus blinked, genuinely taken aback. �Trying to beat me to death? Blackening my name and having me disciplined and dishonoured in front of the officers for things that you did? A knife in the back by a barbarian is a prank?�
Scopius shrank back. Rufinus was grateful that confirmation of the man�s guilt was plastered across his features. For a moment he�d doubted whether he�d been thorough enough; whether he was right. His resolve had almost given. He had to stay strong.
�There comes a time, Scopius, when this sort of thing has to stop. I�d hoped back in Vindobona that the lesson I taught you had stuck and we�d have no further troubles. I would happily have gone through my entire life paying you no further attention, but you�re not capable of letting things lie, are you?�
Rufinus twirled the knife in his fingers once and shuffled a step closer, laying the blade on the floor out of the reach of the restrained man, where it glinted and threatened in the prisoner�s field of view.
�That�s the problem with bullies. You�ll never truly learn. We teach you a lesson and it just escalates the whole thing. I have to end it here, because who knows what you�ll try next? I cannot spend my days looking over my shoulder for the next knife or checking my bedclothes for scorpions.�
�Then fight me like a man!� Scopius snarled, leaping for Rufinus� throat and stopping a foot out of reach as the chain jerked tight. He dropped to the floor, trying to reach for the knife, but it remained just out of reach.
Rufinus shook his head sadly. �I could kill you in a fair fight, but I have better plans for you.�
�Scum!� Scopius spat. �You�re going to murder me? What makes you better than me, then? Don�t fool yourself, boy. You�re no hero.�
Rufinus laughed lightly, a sound that was cut short by a heavy echoing boom far above. Scopius looked up in fear again.
�What is that?�
�That�s option three.�
Scopius stared in confusion at his captor and Rufinus grinned.
�I never claimed to be a hero. I�m a soldier. I like to think that I�m a good and fair man, but it�s Paternus and Commodus who make me out to be a hero.�
Again a look of panic flashed into Scopius eyes, intensifying as a deep groan like straining timbers far away echoed in the chamber.
�So what are you going to do?� he asked, his voice cracking.
Rufinus shrugged. �I�m going to give you a chance to redeem yourself, and buy yourself option one and two.�
With a smile he stood and walked slowly around the dark space, staying on the edge of the circle of low light.
�Tell me everything about Perennis and Lucilla and you expand your options.�
Scopius frowned. �What is option three?�
Rufinus smiled and shook his head.
�Alright. Let�s approach this from another direction. Option three: I leave. Then those bangs and groans stop and you hear a roar. That will be the engineers removing the final block from the Aqua Claudia and letting the water flow again. It�ll begin to pour into this settling basin and will, I think, fill the building in a little less than quarter of an hour before flowing on to the Palatine.�
Scopius� eyes widened.
�Needless to say, the shackles will hold you here and you�ll just have to see if you can hold your breath for a couple of years until the next time the basin�s scheduled for emptying.�
Scopius began to scrabble at the shackle.
�No use doing that. The cuff is solid. Had to bang it closed with a big mallet, �cause there�s no lock. It�s on for good.�
Scopius was making strange squeaking noises now as he scrabbled at the cuff.
�Option two is a little better. You tell me what I want to know and I leave this knife with you. Take it and cut across your neck or thigh or wrist. The pain will be quite short and I�m pretty sure you�ll bleed out before you can drown.�
Now, Scopius was panting, trying to force his hand through the ring; it would clearly never fit, and the skin bled as he worked.
�Option one is also reliant on your information buying the knife from me. You cut off that hand and you�ll still have one free to escape the coming torrents. I think that�s a test of true courage, don�t you? Are you willing to disfigure yourself and end your military career in order to save your life? Do you have the guts? I really don�t think so.�
Scopius, exhausted, stopped scrabbling, eying the knife glinting just out of reach with mixed feelings.
�Tell me about Perennis and Lucilla� Rufinus repeated calmly.
�I don�t know what you�re talking about!�
Rufinus shook his head and tutted. Somewhere high above there was another echoing creak and bang. �That�s not true. The secretive meeting at the baths two days ago? I was there, Scopius. I saw you.�
Scopius stared down at the ring around his wrist and then up at the man before him, panic in his eyes. �I don�t know. They�ve met a couple of times. None of the guards are allowed in when they speak. They use us to keep people away and then they go have their arguments in private!�
Rufinus frowned. �Arguments?�
Scopius nodded wildly. �Whatever they�re meeting for, there�s always raised voices. Most of the time, the prefect comes out in a real mood. They disagree about something.�
Rufinus nodded to himself. That, at least, was good news. The panic in Scopius� voice confirmed this was undeniably the truth. Perennis disagreeing with Lucilla could only be good.
There was another loud crack above and a strange feeling of building pressure. Rufinus looked down at the naked man before him. Scopius was crying and shaking uncontrollably; tears and snot mingling on his lip, his eyes reddened circles.
�Please, Rufinus!�
�I gave you your options. Scopius. Is there anything else you can tell me?�
He watched the tears streaming down the man�s face; saw the terror in his eyes, and felt the resolve crumbling in his heart. Scopius had tried to kill him several times. The man was a snake. He deserved to die. Letting him live would just cause problems later. Big ones.
But what he said earlier was true. He�d always considered himself a good and fair man. He�d made libations in his quest for revenge at the temple of Nemesis; even the Gods were on his side. There would be no retribution for the death of this animal. And yet the resolve was melting away like snow in the sun.
He could kill a man in combat, easily. But this? Could he really watch the man wait for his doom? Was he comfortable being a murderer?
Rufinus bit his tongue hard.
Turning, he strode out of the circle of light. Behind him, Scopius screamed in panic, blabbering wildly, begging him not to leave.
�I�m not leaving, Scopius!�
In the darkness, Rufinus� hand fell on the shaft of the huge, iron-headed mallet he�d used to close the shackle. Gripping the three-foot shaft, he lifted it and carried it back to the lit area.
Scopius looked up at the approaching man with the huge hammer and screamed.
�Oh be quiet. It�s not to stove your head in.�
With a deep breath, he stepped past Scopius and inserted the long, ash handle in the iron ring protruding from the wall. Gritting his teeth, he pushed with every ounce of strength. In a count of thirty the wall of the cistern groaned and the loop made a pinging noise. Redoubling his efforts, Rufinus looked up nervously. Another groan echoed through the cavernous structure and the pressure in his ears increased.
With a shattering metallic din, the ring burst from the wall and Scopius fell forward onto his face, blubbering and shaking. The pressure was continuing to build and a distant roar was now faintly audible.
Throwing the hammer aside, Rufinus grasped the naked guardsman by the shoulder and hauled him off the floor, throwing him over his shoulder with relative ease. Desperately now, he left the circle of low, orange light, and made for the steep staircase down which he had entered the basin. With the blubbing man slung on his back, he felt the first stone step with his toe, almost tripping over it.
The roar was becoming ever louder, the pressure building to headache-inducing levels. Rufinus cursed himself. He�d left it too late. Had he been harder in his resolve, he�d already be outside by now and Scopius would be busy watching in panic as the water flowed into the tank.
But no. Here he was, staggering up the slimy steps with the man he hated most in the world on his back, trying to get out as fast as possible.
A thunderous crash of water burst out of the unseen darkness above, leaving the channel of the aqueduct and flowing in to fill the basin. The sheer force and quantity took Rufinus by surprise. His estimate had clearly been wrong. A couple of hundred heartbeats at most and this whole place would be full. The spray battered at his face and the surfaces around him, further endangering his ascent.
Sudden agony ripped through Rufinus and he staggered against the wall in shock, Scopius falling from his shoulders. He stared down at the naked guardsman, who quickly came up into a crouch and then straightened, the sharp-edged knife bloody in his hands. Again, Rufinus cursed himself. Why hadn�t he retrieved the knife before freeing Scopius? He reached up gingerly to the wound: a deep cut that crossed his right shoulder. Lucky. The blow had been poor in the dark. A couple of fingers to the right and he�d have cut Rufinus� vein, causing him to bleed out in moments. Damn lucky, all things considered.
Rufinus hissed in pain as the man lunged for him again, and he rolled out of the way along the slimy, green wall of the structure, almost losing his balance and tumbling back down the stairs in the darkness. The cloak was a hindrance now, though not as much as the stygian blackness.
Grateful that, despite the murk, he had chosen to wear soft leather shoes for their stealth rather than the easily audible hobnailed boots, Rufinus danced lightly up three steps, trying to decide whether to deal with Scopius or make a run for it.
The thunderous waterfall rumbled overhead, closer with each step. The exit to the aqueduct top was only a few feet from where the channel emptied into the basin, giving him a clear direction to aim by sound alone.
�Where are you, Argentulum?� called a sing-song voice a few steps below, followed by the slash of a blade through empty air, barely audible over the din of water. Rufinus could feel the blood running down his neck and back. There was plenty of it; the cut had been deep and intended as a killing blow.
Silently, he took another step up.
A skittering noise down half a dozen steps announced that Scopius had almost lost his footing. It also gave Rufinus a rough location and helped him make up his mind. To run back down the stairs was just to plunge deeper into danger, all for the sake of trying to finish the maniac off. Better to run away and leave him to his fate.
Rufinus nodded to himself in the darkness and turned back to face the ascent.
The turn saved his life.
Of the four oil lamps below, the three that lay on the floor had now been extinguished by the rising water. The fourth, standing on a stone ledge some three feet high, had so far escaped. The light twinkled in the oppressive gloom but, as Rufinus turned, was suddenly blotted out by a black mass.
As the knife came for him, Rufinus lunged out with both arms at whatever it was that had obscured the lamp. Scopius, ever the plotter, had thrown a few pebbles down the stairs to attract his quarry�s attention.
The bully yelped at the sudden and unexpected double-handed blow, his bare foot slipping on the slimy step, right hand still gripping the knife tightly as his left grasped desperately, seeking something to hold on to that might prevent his fall. One naked leg flailed out over the dark abyss, the churning water far below perhaps a foot deep now. His groping hand fastened on the wool of Rufinus� cloak and he clung tight. Rufinus felt the sudden yank of the man�s desperate weight almost pull him off his feet, threatening to cast the pair of them into the hole together.
�Always be prepared to lose a little ground�, his boxing mentor had drilled into him time and again. You can afford to give a little in order to gain the upper hand. Officers said it too: sometimes you had to lose a battle to win the war. Give and take.
Reaching out quietly in the darkness, he grasped the flailing, knife-wielding hand and guided it towards his own face and down a few finger-widths. Scopius was so distracted, single-mindedly concentrating on holding on and not falling away, that he barely fought the enforced movement of his knife-hand. In fact, having it grasped helped, allowing him to start pulling his feet back in.
Rufinus flicked with the knife, just enough to sever the tie that held the cloak closed round his neck, and then let go of the knife hand.
He couldn�t see Scopius� face, but he could imagine the look as the bully suddenly lurched back, a ragged handful of useless cloak ripping away in his hand. His foot skittered a moment and he fell.
There was a brief clonk as part of the falling man struck the staircase on the way out into the open abyss. If he was lucky, it was his head.
Rufinus stood for a moment, heaving in ragged breaths, his shoulder twitching and spasming with the pain. From twenty feet below there was a splash and a crunch. The water was perhaps three feet deep now; not deep enough to cushion Scopius� fall.
Rufinus shook his head to divest himself of some of the water that coated his face and hair, wincing at the pain in his shoulder as he did so. The only noise was the thunderous roar of the water. Scopius had gone, whether during the fall, on impact, or beneath the rising water it didn�t matter.
What mattered was that, despite all his plans and his resolve, when it came down to it, he had proved to be a better person that he�d expected, choosing a higher path. And still the bastard had gone, done away through his own anger and unwillingness to let it go. It was hard to deny the workings of Nemesis. He would have to raise an altar to her with next month�s pay.
Wearily, and with a great sense of relief, Rufinus pushed the slab at the top of the steps, next to the aqueduct channel that poured gallon after gallon of water into the tank. He felt a brief pang of guilt that the poisonous bastard floating in the gloom might foul the water supply to the palace for a time, but there was only so much a man could do.
The air outside was so fresh after the wet, mouldy miasma of the huge basin, that it tasted sweet. The sun was shining bright, following the brutal thunder storm earlier in the week. With a smile, Rufinus clambered out onto the basin�s roof and looked at the covered aqueduct channel that ran past the temple of Claudius towards the Palatine.
It was a good day to be alive.
Dabbing gently at the deep wound on his shoulder, Rufinus winced and made for the set of iron rungs driven into the outer edge of the structure that served as access for workmen. The people in the street rushing about their business barely gave him a second glance. A scruffy, muck-covered man clambering down the works access for the aqueduct would hardly be an unusual sight, despite the once-white tunic, stained with green mould and spattered with blood.
Dropping the last six feet to the pavement, Rufinus paused and looked up at the sun. Still plenty of time. He had an hour before he was due back at the Castra Praetoria, and he could be there in half an hour at a steady pace. Had he had a little longer, he�d have gone to use the baths on the way back.
Hurrying quickly beneath the arches of the aqueduct, he looked up with a quirky smile as he heard the gentle rumble of the water now flowing freely along the channel. His mind furnished him with a vivid image of a bloated, white Scopius wedged up against the entrance of the channel, buffeted by the current rushing around him.
He sighed with relief as he realised he was only able to feel happy with the day because he had let go of vengeance, and culpability had passed to Scopius with the lunatic�s final, fatal attempt at murder. He suspected that, had he gone through with his plan as intended, that bloated, white image would float before his eyes every night until the day he died.
Thank you, Nemesis.
The street ahead sloped down toward the great Flavian amphitheatre, the high arches of the temple of Divine Claudius to the left, rising above the monumental nymphaeum, now bursting into life with the water of which it had so recently been deprived. Rufinus, his imagination charged by recent events and the adrenaline still pumping through his veins, fancied he could see the faintest pink tint to the water as it flowed between the statues and down to the trough below.
With the quirky smile returning, he turned away from the street and strode down a narrow alleyway between two insulae, the owners of a cookware store and a vegetable shop who occupied the frontages watching him with only passing curiosity.
The alleyway was entirely unremarkable, no different from any other urine-soaked passage in the city, marked out only by the sign above for �Benitus: Livery�. Behind the insulae that lined the main street, the alleyway opened into a large yard, surrounded by low, wooden structures. The smell of horse manure and sweat was almost overpowering, the sound of snorting beasts and shouting workers rising above the background hubbub of the city. At the far side a pair of wide gates gave cart access out onto a lesser street.
Scouring the yard, Rufinus spotted the young boy of seven or eight years with a gnarled, twisted arm and an eager, bright face framed by wavy white-blond hair.
�Peteos?�
The boy turned and, catching sight of Rufinus, grinned and ran across to him.
�Everything set?�
�Yessir. All ready. You come.�
Smiling benignly at the boy and clutching the cut on his shoulder, Rufinus followed his guide across the yard and into one of the individual stable buildings reserved for the more discerning customer who did not want their steed quartered with common beasts. Such stalls were cleaned regularly and straw and hay only brought in as required. In the private, enclosed stall, Peteos gestured to the bench as he reached up with a stick and pushed open the narrow shutters high in three walls, allowing light to penetrate the gloom.
Rufinus nodded with satisfaction.
Freshly-purchased and laundered white tunic and breeches lay folded on the bench, his military boots beneath. His armour, helmet, shield and sword stood, polished to mirror brightness, on the hay rack. Even his scarf and cloak appeared to have been laundered � a service he hadn�t even asked for. The boy had done well.
Wandering over, he examined the tunic and breeches. They were not quite of a military cut and not entirely the right shade, but would be more than adequate in the circumstances.
�I won�t ask how you managed to wash, dry and press the cloak and scarf in a little over an hour.� He grinned. �And the thing I asked you to keep safe?�
Peteos nodded and removed a wax-tablet in its wooden case from the folds of his tunic. The seal bearing the mark of the commander of the Speculatores was intact and unbroken. Having already collected it from the Castra Peregrina, any loss of official documentation between there and the Praetorian barracks would be entirely his problem.
�You�ve done well, Peteos. Icarion was right about you. Thank you.�
The boy grinned and Rufinus took the purse from his belt, counting out the agreed number of coins and then adding a further half dozen for excellent service.
�I don�t suppose you have anything I can use to wad this, do you?�
Peteos� eyes widened as Rufinus lifted his hand away, revealing the bleeding mess on his shoulder.
�I find cloth. Half moment.�
As the boy scurried off, Rufinus divested himself of the smelly, dirty garments he wore, sighing with disappointment at the thought of losing such good, expensive, soft boots. With a deep breath, he dropped everything but his undergarments into the bag Peteos had left him.
Wandering across the stall, he reached into the water trough, rubbing the slime and blood from his arms and back, leaning forward so that the now-slowed trickle of blood dripped onto the floor. Quickly he dipped his head and face, rubbing off the muck and hissing at the pain the movement brought.
A few moments later he was as clean as he could get. Turning to retrieve the fresh-laundered white clothes, he saw Peteos scurrying back into the room, a wad of linen in his hands. Rufinus frowned as the boy unravelled them.
�This is good quality stuff; like our medicus uses. Where do you get these things?�
The boy grinned lop-sidedly and his hazel eyes twinkled. �Peteos know people.�
Knowing better than to press the matter, Rufinus sank to the bench as the Greek lad padded the wound and coiled the dressing around neck, chest and shoulder.
�You�ve done this before.�
Peteos simply smiled enigmatically and tied off the dressing. �You remember Peteos, yes?�
�Oh yes.� With a grateful smile, Rufinus counted him out another half dozen coins. People like the boy were worth keeping sweet, lest he be needed again.
Rising, Rufinus dressed in the refreshingly clean and dry white clothing and then struggled into his armour with Peteos� help, buckling on his weapons and plopping the helm on his head.
�Thank you again, my young friend.�
As the boy bowed, he retrieved his shield and the wax tablet, which he tucked into his tunic.
With a relaxed smile, he strode out into the city, returning on schedule from his courier job.
Yes� it was definitely a good day to be alive.

XI � Consequences

RUFINUS stood nervously, feet shuffling on the dusty ground of the courtyard. The two guardsmen on duty by the entrance to the basilica watched him with vague interest. Almost an hour he had now been waiting in the heat and blinding sun. At least he was only in tunic and breeches and not fully armed and equipped.
Over that time, clerks had come and gone from the many offices around the periphery and the main portals to the north and south, guardsmen had gone about their business, deliveries had been made. And all the time, the lone white-tunic�d Rufinus had stood and sweltered as he watched them.
He had kept his thoughts as carefully blank as his face, not prepared to consider the possible repercussions of his actions. Brooding on things never helped. A movement in the corner of his eye caught his attention. Yet again a clerk had left the basilica, but this one was making directly for him. He swallowed, his throat dry and scratchy.
�Guardsman Rustius Rufinus? Follow me.�
Turning without further comment, the man strode back the way he�d come, leaving Rufinus to hurry across the dusty ground and catch up. He fell in line at the man�s heel as they passed under the great ornate pediment and into the blessed shade and cool of the hall with its high windows and marble floor.
Across the basilica they strode, past the chapel of the standards and to the office next to it. Without needing instruction, Rufinus stopped at the doorway, the clerk motioning him to wait as he entered.
�Guardsman Rustius Rufinus, sir.�
There was a murmur of assent and the clerk reappeared, gesturing to Rufinus to enter before rushing off about his own business. Rufinus took a deep breath, adjusted his tunic, and entered.
His heart sank. In the best of possible worlds, the coming interview would be carried out by Paternus with Mercator or Icarion present to give some level of support.
Instead, the sour-faced, monobrowed form of Perennis sat behind the desk, his fingers steepled on the oak surface, alone in the room.
�Rufinus. Good.� His tone suggested that it was anything but good.
Aware of what could be riding on the next quarter of an hour, Rufinus strode to the centre of the room, as full of confidence and innocent respectability as he could manage, came to attention and snapped off the sharpest salute of his life, marred only slightly by the hiss of pain and the tensing as his neck and shoulder twinged.
�Very smart. I suppose you expect me to be impressed and swayed by your military precision, your stance and the clear nobility of your line? Is that it, Rufinus?�
Carefully maintaining his blank expression and keeping his eyes straight, locked on a point half way up the wall behind the prefect�s left shoulder, Rufinus cleared his throat. �No sir.�
Perennis leaned back in his chair, cupping his chin with a hand while the forefinger of the other drummed out a military beat on the desk�s edge. �I am unimpressed. You will be well aware, I have no doubt, that I opposed your raising to the guard when I served beneath Paternus, though I relented when he asked me to indulge his foibles.�
Rufinus remained still, though the sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach only deepened. Perennis was no friend of his and the prefect may well use this as an opportunity to undo the actions of his counterpart. A return to legionary life seemed unthinkable now. Strange how things had changed so much in seven months.
�However,� Perennis said, the beat of his tapping finger changing slightly to a more insistent thump, �it is not fitting for a senior officer in the service of the emperor to let his personal feelings cloud his judgement in a situation that would, in civilian life, warrant a trial.�
The cold ball of worry in Rufinus� stomach juddered. Was that a hint of hope? It seemed too unlikely to reach for.
�Some investigation has turned up a long-standing feud between yourself and a guardsman named Scopius. I am led to believe that this �trouble� has been going on since the day you were reassigned in Vindobona. As such, it is hard to believe that you have absolutely no connection to the man�s disappearance?�
Again, Rufinus kept his gaze locked on the wall, immobile.
�Barring anything that might turn up in today�s investigations and interviews, Scopius will go into the lists as that most ignominious of things: a deserter. It would not be the first desertion in the history of the guard, for certain, but generally they�re new recruits who quickly discover they�re not up to the job, frail old men who are tantalisingly close to retirement and don�t want to risk their neck in a fight, or unfortunates whose personal circumstances tear at the heartstrings. Even then, desertions are rare. I doubt we have one a year.�
He narrowed his eyes and the fingers ceased drumming, both hands coming down palm flat on the table with a slap.
�We never, and I mean never, have desertions with no discernible cause among longstanding guardsmen who have served for half a dozen years and fought in the front lines. Scopius was perhaps not the sharpest gladius in the stores, but he was a solid soldier. That he might choose to simply walk away is laughable.�
The prefect�s eyes strayed down to a wooden tablet on the desk before him. �It would appear that Scopius was last seen signing out of the fortress with a permission chit from myself, clearly forged, and heading along the road for Praeneste. Cavalry troopers have done a recce for me as far as that town and have found no evidence of the man. As I said, Scopius was a solid soldier, but I would hardly say he was clever enough to disappear so thoroughly.�
Rufinus remained still, his breathing tightly controlled.
�Although records attest to your presence in camp on the morning of his departure, I note that you somehow acquired courier duty within the city for the afternoon? That�s not a task commonly given to recent recruits, particularly when it involves private correspondence with the officers in the Castra Peregrina. And somehow you managed to return to camp wounded?�
Finally, silence descended as Perennis clearly expected some sort of comment. Clearing his throat, Rufinus spoke steadily.
�I was attacked by opportunistic brigands on the Caelian hill, sir. One of them managed to get in a lucky blow. It was all reported on my return.�
Perennis� gaze remained cold and suspicious. �Brave footpads to attack an armed and armoured Praetorian in a public place in bright daylight in Rome? One might say hardly credible, even? I gather an investigation by the local station of vigiles has turned up no sign of the bodies. Curious, wouldn�t you say?�
Rufinus kept his peace, not sure of whether to answer.
�And you decided to visit a local doctor and have the wound bound before returning to the camp?�
�I worried about blood loss, sir, and thought it best.�
Perennis sneered. �There is no evidence that you had any involvement in the disappearance of Scopius and, as such, I am unable to bring any disciplinary measures to bear, much as I would love nothing more.�
A weight fell away from Rufinus at the statement. He would go free. Scopius was gone and he�d got away with it, even under the scrutiny and investigation of the martinet Perennis. He tried very hard not to let a smile of relief break out on his face.
�However,� the prefect said sharply, bringing his attention back to the conversation and a knot of tension to his stomach. �I cannot in good conscience have you go swanning about in camp knowing you�ve got away with whatever it is you did. Return to your quarters for now, Rufinus, and stay put. You are confined to barracks until I can find an appropriately remote and unpleasant place to post you where you can cause no further trouble.�
Rufinus remained impassive, his heart racing. A posting away from Rome? It seemed ridiculous, and yet there were plenty of duties away from the city carried out by the guard.
�And I think I will have to have you transferred out of the First cohort. I am not comfortable having you under my command. I think we�ll let Paternus deal with your troublesome presence in future. You are dismissed, Rufinus.�
The guardsman, close to shaking, threw out a salute and turned, marching from the room without looking back.
Across the courtyard he marched, his mind racing with the elation of freedom, tainted by the faint worry of what duty Perennis would find for him and that he would be leaving his friends� cohort. Beneath the shady arch he strode, out into the main street, past the two men guarding the main entrance. Mercator and Icarion stood leaning on a fountain opposite. Their faces broke out into a broad grin as they saw the young guardsman approach.
�What happened then? You�re free to go, I presume?�
�No evidence means no guilt� added Icarion with a laugh.
Rufinus furrowed his brow as he approached the shady colonnade at the street side. �I don�t think I�m entirely out of the shit yet. Perennis is trying to find some way to punish me through duty or posting and he�s moving me out of the First cohort. I could be on a ship or in a marble quarry this time next week.�
Mercator shrugged. �Better than some outcomes. I�d love to know what you did with the little prick, though. Better I don�t, of course, but I�d still love to.�
�When we�re old and grey, if we�re still alive, I�ll tell you the tale.�
�Come on. Let�s go get a drink.�
Rufinus shook his head. �Can�t, I�m afraid. Confined to quarters until further notice.�
His friends grinned. �That doesn�t mean we can�t come to yours.� Mercator laughed. �Icarion lives there, after all! I�ll get some wine I�ll see you there shortly.�
Still grinning, the veteran turned to head toward the small thermopolium, a food and drink store that serviced the camp, operated by retired Praetorian veterans with the prefects� permission.
He stopped suddenly in his tracks. �Oh ho. What�s this?�
Turning to head off to their barracks, Rufinus and Icarion looked around in interest to see a group of mounted Praetorians emerge from the camp�s city gate. The lead figure was Paternus, resplendent in burnished cuirass and plumed helmet. In amongst the white figures of the Praetorian cavalrymen rode three men in togas, the lengthy garments hoisted up with difficulty to allow ease of riding.
�Civilians in the Castra Praetoria?� Icarion mused. �That�s uncommon.�
The three stood still, watching the unusual party as it rode to the centre of the camp, to the headquarters building. With a terse command, Paternus dismissed the cavalry troopers, who saluted and dispersed, taking their horses to the stables. The prefect and his guests dismounted, handing their reins to a trooper who had remained for their horses, and then stretched, stamping their feet to bring life back.
Aware that the soldiers around the fort were generally going about their business while the three of them stood and gawped, inviting comment, Mercator grasped his friends by the shoulders and turned them away before they landed in trouble.
�Hold!� called Paternus, rubbing his hands together. �Guardsman Rufinus?�
Rufinus� heart leapt. Being singled out by an officer was rarely a good thing and he�d really had enough of a grilling by Praetorian prefects for one day. The three men turned and saluted, coming to attention.
�I thought so. Come with me, Rufinus.�
The three guardsmen exchanged surprised glances, Rufinus wrestling with conflicting commands from the two prefects. He had to obey Paternus, clearly, but what If Perennis should send to his quarters in his absence and find that he had gone?
Sighing, he fell in and followed Paternus and the civilians who were already making for the prefect�s domus beyond the headquarters. As he walked, he took the opportunity to study the three civilians. They were not young men, all clearly patrician. He mused over the three all the way to the villa�s entrance. He�d spent so little of the past seven years around civilians that it seemed odd to be walking alongside them.
The two guards on duty by Paternus� door snapped to attention as their commander approached, saluting with a crash. The prefect acknowledged them and strolled on into the house. A large atrium with a decorative pool in the centre, paved with expensive Numidian marble, echoed to their footsteps. It was, as Rufinus might have expected, an austere, muted house, all marble and cold colours, with no warm painted walls or country scenes. The house was empty and clinical with an unlived-in look. Somehow it perfectly reflected the prefect�s personality, oddly noble in its austerity.
A slave, tall and willowy, in a plain green tunic, his leathery tanned face framed with short grey hair, strolled from one of the side rooms and bowed slightly. �Domine.�
Paternus smiled wearily. �Ah, good. Misak.� Unclasping his cloak and dropping it over the slave�s arm, he gestured toward the garden. �Take the household staff to the bathhouse and keep them there. No one is to come near the triclinium until further notice. I wish to speak to this guardsman alone.�
Again, Rufinus swallowed nervously. As if he hadn�t had enough of personal interviews! As the slave, a man with definitely eastern looks, shuffled away down a corridor, Paternus, still all business, gestured to a triclinium as sterile and white as the rest of the house. Without pause, he strode in and Rufinus faltered for a moment before following on, the three togate men hot on his heels.
Without standing on ceremony, Paternus strode across to a comfortable looking couch and dropped onto it, sighing with relief. �Publius? Be so good as to close the doors.�
Rufinus stood, uncertain what to do, and watched as the man the prefect had addressed turned and swung shut the doors with a click. He was perhaps in his late fifties with a full beard, his blond hair going grey in places and numerous lines and creases on his careworn face. His eyes, as he turned back, were those of an intelligent, if troubled, man.
The three noblemen strolled across to couches and sank to the cushions. Rufinus remained standing, uncomfortable, nervous and almost, though not quite, at attention. The three men with them were clearly senators from the stripe on their togas.
�At ease, Rufinus. Take a seat. You may need it.�
Blinking, feeling the cold chill of worry in his spine, Rufinus walked stiffly across to a free couch and sat on it, bolt upright and uncomfortable. �Thank you, sir.�
The man who had closed the doors gave a slight chuckle. �Are you sure this is the right man, prefect? He�s about as flexible as a statue. His very stance screams �soldier� at me.�
Paternus nodded and turned to Rufinus. �You can relax, Rufinus. In fact, I think you need to. I would have wine and food brought, but what we are here to discuss is for the ears of those present alone, and not even my trustworthy major domo.�
Rufinus slumped slightly, though still stiff and uncomfortable. The condescending grin on the bearded face of the senator opposite was starting to annoy him now.
�Gentlemen� the prefect said quietly, �allow me to introduce to you Gnaeus Marcius Rustius Rufinus, guardsman of the First Praetorian cohort, former legionary of the Tenth Gemina, veteran of the Marcomannic war and recipient of the hasta pura. This young man saved my life in Marcomannia and descends from a line apparently once as illustrious as your own.�
The three senators nodded appreciatively and Rufinus was irritated to feel his cheeks flush. He must look like an embarrassed schoolboy. He�d be wetting himself next. And what was that irritatingly condescending comment about a �once illustrious� line about?
�Rufinus, allow me to introduce you to three of the most eminent of Rome�s senators; men who had the ear of the great Aurelius and who even now strive to direct out new emperor on the path to a glorious reign: Titus Flavius Claudianus��
A man with thoughtful green eyes and sallow skin nodded at him. The man looked not in the best of health and Rufinus noted him wince as he leaned forward.
�Lucius Aurelius Gallus��
The second man, his mop of brown hair brushed back from his beardless face, giving him a surprisingly feminine appearance, nodded in turn.
�And Publius Helvius Pertinax.�
The bearded man, who had not taken his eyes off Rufinus, nodded.
�Now that we are all acquainted, let us to the business in hand.�
The bushy-bearded Pertinax leaned forward towards Rufinus and held up a restraining hand toward Paternus. Rufinus looked at his commander in surprise at this offhand treatment, but Paternus seemed unfazed by it. �Guardsman Rufinus� the senator said quietly, �will you consent to answering a few questions?�
Rufinus nodded uncertainly.
�You have permission to speak freely, Rufinus, in the circumstances.�
Pertinax narrowed his eyes. �Where do your loyalties lie, Rufinus? To whom do you dedicate your first prayer of protection?�
Rufinus blinked. �To the emperor, of course, sir.�
Pertinax narrowed his eyes and Rufinus felt panic beginning to rise. He had the distinct feeling that he�d just given the wrong answer for some reason.
�Not to Rome? To the senate and the people? Not to your prefect who plucked you from obscurity and cast you into life in the highest circles of the empire?�
Rufinus swallowed nervously. Was this some sort of trick? Pertinax was a senator, after all. There had been countless secret groups and failed coups in the senate over the past two centuries who had tried to do away with the imperial role entirely and return to a system of republican government.
And yet� Paternus?
Rufinus remembered the relationship between the prefect and the former emperor Marcus Aurelius. They had appeared to be more than fellow commanders: they had been friends. Paternus was no republican conspirator and therefore, by extension, neither were these men.
�No, senator� he replied calmly. �As a soldier, my life is given over to the protection of Rome, its senate and people, yes. But my first duty and loyalty is always to the emperor and then to the eagle of the Praetorian Guard.�
Pertinax sat back, his face giving nothing away. �And if we were to ask you to perform acts of betrayal for the good of the emperor?�
Rufinus, settling into his position, shook his head. �If it is for the good of the emperor than it is not betrayal, senator. Such a proposal is clearly contradictory.�
Pertinax laughed and turned to Paternus. �He certainly thinks on his feet. He�s bright enough. Do you think he�s subtle enough? Bear in mind the stakes.�
Paternus nodded and leaned forward in turn. �Rufinus? Tell me about your nemesis, Scopius.�
Rufinus� blood suddenly ran cold. He felt like a man standing in a dark room full of traps. Every step could end his life. �Sir?�
Paternus rolled his shoulders and leaned back. �Rufinus here has been plagued by a guardsman with a grudge for almost a year. I have had at least a dozen reports of incidents caused by a man called Scopius. Theft, beatings, tricks and deceit. The villainous cur was even responsible, we believe, for Rufinus receiving the lash, following that little fracas during the emperor�s triumph. I�m sure you all remember the incident?�
There were nods all around.
�And a few days ago,� Paternus continued, �this Scopius disappeared entirely. It�s almost as if Jupiter reached down, plucked him from the earth and secreted him among the clouds.�
He smiled. �There is not an ounce of evidence against Rufinus. Even the circumstantial evidence is sparse. Perennis took it upon himself to personally lead the investigation into the matter, and you know how much of a wolf Perennis is? Once he gets the scent, he doesn�t let up until he has his prey. Yet even he cannot come up with anything against the man. Scopius disappeared one morning, leaving Rufinus free from trouble.�
He turned the smile on Rufinus. �I am regretful that pressing business kept me from your interview this morning, Rufinus. I would have enjoyed watching Perennis seethe as he failed to pin anything to you.�
The senators were nodding appreciatively and Paternus concentrated an intense look on Rufinus. �What we are about to discuss never leaves these walls. I want your oath on the Praetorian eagle.�
Rufinus nodded emphatically.
�I swear� on the eagle, sir.�
Rufinus� heart began to beat just a little faster. This was not about him and his recent activities and that knowledge had lifted a weight from him. But being sworn to silence on the guard�s own eagle and included in a secret apparently shared only by the most powerful military officer in the empire and three of the most senior senators pointed down an entirely new shady path strewn with dangers and pitfalls. Rufinus held his breath as Paternus straightened again.
�We have reason to believe there is a plot against our emperor.�
The senator called Gallus gave a short bark of a laugh. �One of several, I�m sure. One would think we had returned to the old days of dreadful successions, with generals crawling out of the woodwork from distant provinces, clawing at the purple robe; men with no command of Latin and the mental capacity of a honeyed lark claiming to be �Emperor of Rome�.�
Paternus shot him a look and then turned back to Rufinus. �We have good reason to suspect an attempt on the emperor�s life will come from within the folds of his own family.�
Rufinus felt his blood chill. The image of Perennis� clandestine meeting with the emperor�s sister in the tavern swam into focus in his mind.
�You refer to the lady Lucilla, sir?�
Pertinax nodded again. �Perceptive, too. Yes, Rufinus� the emperor�s sister and her conspiratorial companions. It is no secret that she is on poor terms with her brother and that she believes her line to be the natural succession, through Verus and herself to her children. For all my solid loyalty to our emperor, a good rhetorician would find the argument an enticing one. Verus was co-emperor with Aurelius, after all. Therefore, Lucilla�s line descends from both co-emperors, with Commodus from only his father. If Lucilla�s and Verus� son had lived we would have seen deadly division in the senate, I�m sure.�
There was a moment�s pause as the others pondered on the comment and just for a moment, as Pertinax locked eyes once again with Rufinus, the guardsman saw something deep within them that he would never dare put voice to. Was it hunger? Certainly it had a feral edge to it.
Paternus, nodding, took up the conversation. �We�ll not go deeper into reasons now, though, lest we descend into a gaggle of gossiping miscreants. Suffice it to say that we are almost certain that the viper Aurelius unwittingly bore is hatching a plot against her brother. What we are unsure of is how, when and by whom an attempt will be made.�
A sinking feeling overcame Rufinus. He was suddenly aware of the reason behind this meeting and his inclusion in it. Should he tell them about Perennis? Everything about the situation screamed at him of that secret meeting�s importance and yet for some reason he was recalcitrant and could not have explained why. Something deep in his subconscious bid him hold his tongue.
�Sir��
�Yes, Rufinus, we need to know more. If we are to prevent the emperor�s murder, we need to be better informed of the threat. We cannot rely on signs and portents such as foretold Caesar�s end. We must have solid confirmation. As such I am placing you on detached duty. You will take a place in the lady Lucilla�s household and gather the information that we need.�
Rufinus felt the nerves rising. This was hardly a task for the guard. �Sir, I�m a soldier, not��
Paternus had his hand up. �You are clearly the best man for it. Lucilla has spent most of her adult life with the Praetorian Guard surrounding her. She knows most of the officers. A Praetorian carries a certain stance that she will recognise. You are new enough that you have not the haughtiness of a veteran guardsman yet and, although she has met you, you were bearded, unkempt and battle worn then. She could not recognisable you now. You�re brave and resourceful and not a little subtle as your recently unprovable endeavour has shown.�
He leaned back. �You are clearly the man for the job, Rufinus.� He cast a questioning look at the senators, who nodded, murmuring their assent.
Rufinus felt he had returned to the dark room of traps. �How am I supposed to find my way into her service, sir?�
Pertinax smiled and sat forward. �Lucilla is occupying the villa constructed by the emperor Hadrianus at the town of Tibur some fifteen miles east of the city. The villa is extensive and was given to her by her father. It is also remote enough for her to plot and plan away from prying eyes and ears. She is assembling a small army of hired guards to control the estate. You will don the tunic of a standard legionary and present yourself at the market of Tibur where such men are hired. You will there contrive to have yourself hired.�
Rufinus, the whole idea seeming ridiculous, simply nodded blankly.
�I will have you assigned to some duty out of the city that will keep the records straight� added Paternus.
�Sir, prefect Perennis is planning to find me a punishing duty somewhere. He might argue with you over the posting. Perhaps I am a little too high-profile in the guard at the moment to��
Paternus shook his head. �Perennis warned me of his intention to transfer you to one of my cohorts as he is sick of dealing with your �resourcefulness�. That puts you under my direct command and I will decide where you go, Rufinus.�
He smiled. �And where you go is to the Villa Hadriana. You will keep us closely informed of everything you hear or see. I have already contrived to have a merchant named Constans, who has long been in the pay of the Frumentarii and the Praetorian Guard, consigned to deliver goods from Rome to the villa once each week upon the Dies Veneris. You can pass notes through Constans back to myself and vice versa.�
Rufinus swallowed again. �Sir, I�m not sure I�m devious enough for this sort of thing.�
�For your sake I hope you�re wrong. Very simply, you can divide what we need to know into critical and non-critical information. The critical things are who will make the attempt, when they will do so, how they intend to do it, and the location. When we have all these four things, we can halt the attempt and you�ll have been successful. At that point it will be imperative for you to leave and pass any un-transmitted information back to me. The non-critical information you will likely come across during your investigation consists mostly of the names of any and all conspirators, including anybody who visits Lucilla for private talks. You may also hear further information that you consider important enough to pass on. We will be grateful for any of it, but not at the expense of risking the critical facts.�
Paternus took a deep breath. �Needless to say there�s a great deal of risk involved, and I�m not talking about risk to your life and limb, either. You�re a combat veteran so you�ll be prepared for that. The risk is of discovery with everything that would bring, from us losing any further chance at uncovering the plot down to the inevitable torture of those involved, yourself at the head of the list.�
Rufinus nodded, that cold knot in the pit of his belly making itself known again.
�If things turn sour,� Paternus continued, �and you are not captured, you will have to rely on your own skills to free yourself from the villa�s confines and make your way back to the city.�
Rufinus pursed his lips. �Is there anything I should know about the villa or its occupants, sir?�
�Keen, isn�t he� Gallus noted with a smile.
Pertinax shook his head slightly. �Fatalistic and professional, though the results are much the same.�
Paternus clicked his knuckles, a habit that Rufinus had noticed he only indulge on those rare occasions that he was tense. �Spend the evening in your quarters, preparing yourself. Discuss this with no one; if your friends ask where you are going, you can tell them I am sending you on courier duty by ship.�
He smiled and rubbed his hands together in an effort to stop himself cracking his knuckles. �Tomorrow morning you will make your way to the navalia in your tunic and cloak. You will seek out a small merchant vessel named Celeris. A place has been reserved for you for the journey upriver to Tibur. You will find old, worn legionary kit awaiting you in the vessel, along with a gladius. Dispose of your guard tunic on the journey, and you will be a former legionary seeking private employment when you arrive at Tibur.�
�The name?� senator Claudianus urged.
�Yes. You�ll need an assumed name, but for the sake of not tripping yourself up, I would suggest that you simply drop your clan and branch names and go by Gnaeus Marcius. A good lie should be as close to the truth as possible. I�m sure that during your journey you�ll invent a convincing reason for having left the legions before your term was up.�
Rufinus nodded quietly. It seemed that every time his life eased, another weight was placed on top. From the dangerous obscurity of a frontline legionary in a time of war he�d been raised to the Praetorian Guard, only to come face to face with a level of bullying that had not only tested his patience, but threatened his life. He�d finally dealt with that problem only to be given an assignment that no man in his right mind would choose.
And here he was nodding�
�Very well, Rufinus. I have further details to work out with the gentlemen here. Go home, rest and prepare. Think through any questions and concerns you have. I want you up bright and early tomorrow, long before dawn. Report to my office two hours before first watch and I will go through any extra details and try to answer any questions.�
He waved a hand. �Dismissed.�
Rufinus stood, turning and saluting the prefect and the three senators, before swinging open the door and stepping through. Twisting, he gently closed it and looked around conspiratorially, half expecting to see slaves crouched, listening to the conversation. Clearly Paternus either had that most curious and unlikely of things: slaves with no sense of curiosity, or they were too frightened of their master to eavesdrop.
Stepping from the building, his eyes fell on Mercator and Icarion in the shade of a barrack block colonnade opposite, passing a mug of watered wine back and forth. Rufinus was halfway across the intervening space when they saw him and stood, concern plastered across their faces.
��Everything alright?�
Rufinus nodded, though his eyes belied the move. �I�m being sent on a courier job, to get me out of the way, I think.�
The three men turned and began to walk back toward Rufinus� barracks. �Where to?� Icarion asked with narrowed eyes.
�Not sure yet� Rufinus answered quietly. �I�ll find out in the morning, but it�s by ship and I might be gone quite a while.� He took a deep breath. �And I very much suspect it�s dangerous.�
It was Mercator�s turn to narrow his eyes in suspicion. �They don�t send recent recruits on jobs like that. Even when they send veterans, we go in pairs. Usually it�s a job for the Frumentarii. What�s going on, Rufinus?�
The guardsman stopped dead, his friends pulling up in surprise. As Rufinus turned to them, his eyes flashed. �Just leave it, alright?� he snapped.
�Fair enough� replied Icarion, making conciliatory gestures. �We�re concerned, that�s all.�
Rufinus stalked on toward the barracks, his friends close at heel. It was hard lying to the two men who had made his life bearable since he�d arrived in Rome. But things would become a lot worse in the near future and it was better for them to know as little as possible.
The sun beat down as he strode across the dusty ground. His friends walking silently behind him, he made for the shelter of his barracks where he could sit and think through the coming days with all their upheaval and danger. He tried to picture the villa he would be visiting, built by Hadrianus, an emperor noted for his great constructions.
In the villa would be the cold, bitter Lucilla, spinning her webs and spitting bile over her brother�s accession. And probably her husband, the Syrian Pompeianus. At least he might be reasonable. And the captivating slave girl�
Rufinus realised he�d stopped suddenly as Mercator walked into the back of him.
�What�s up?�
Rufinus couldn�t help but break out into a curious smile. �Oh nothing. I�ve just had a thought. I think a sea voyage might be just the thing after all.�

PART THREE: VILLA HADRIANA
XII � Descent into intrigue

�SHOW me your teeth.� Rufinus blinked. He�d heard such requests at the slave market, of course. It was a standard check for the health of potential purchases and allowed a buyer the opportunity to gauge the level of acquiescence and servitude he could expect. A captive who�d barely been broken would resist or grind his teeth: all things to watch for in matters of long term suitability.
But he wasn�t a slave. He was a mercenary. One of four lined up against the wall where the copy of the acta diurna of Rome was displayed, giving the small portion of the literate public the opportunity to keep abreast of matters of public record in the capital. He was a mercenary: a citizen and a free man and being treated like human cattle.
He opened his mouth to the man�s probing fingers and gave serious consideration to biting them off. The fingers tasted of sour wine, which came as no surprise, given his breath.
The man in the green tunic turned to look at the three men behind him. The one who was in charge looked to the men at his shoulders and, as they nodded, he joined them.
�You�ll do.�
Rufinus glanced over the man�s shoulder at his three companions. The old goat who had checked his teeth was clearly either a slave himself or a recent freedman, some sort of senior servant. The other three were equally obviously hired swords.
The one nominally in command, in the centre, had the swarthy look of a man of Bithynia or Pontus or some such eastern nation. He had, against the odds, an engaging smile and a pleasant manner, his voice friendly and welcoming. Rufinus was not fooled for a moment. There was a hint of steel in those deep brown eyes and the short beard and equally cropped hair barely covered a criss-crossed network of old scars. His arm had a patch of pink replacement skin in the position one would expect a gladiator�s mark, though whether a rare recipient of his freedom or an unrecovered escapee remained to be seen.
The �thing� at his left was pale enough as to almost appear green when he stood in the shade of the nearby stall. He stood a head taller than the tallest man Rufinus had ever seen, long, braided black locks hanging down one side of his head, the other side brutally shaved and scarred. His muscles were the size of small dogs and appeared to live an independent life, moving about their own business beneath his thick, scarred skin. The few times he�d opened his mouth, Rufinus had goggled at the needle teeth, filed down to jagged points. Unlike the leader, who bore a long blade slung on his back, this brute had what appeared to be two hunter�s skinning knives on his belt. The sight of him made Rufinus� blood run cold, not least because the sight of the hunting gear brought sudden, unwelcome memories of Lucius on that last morning of his life.
But despite the naked brutality of the �thing� and the snake-like charm of the leader, it was the third figure that, if pushed, Rufinus would say was the one to watch. He�d met them all in the ring from time to time. The brute was usually the easiest for all his size. Huge and strong was no excuse for slow and stupid. The snake was alright as long as you were always alert and watched every move, prepared for the unexpected. There were other types he could easily categorise too. But the rarest was the hollow man.
The third man, a Gaul, German or Briton by the look of him, was short and thin, dressed in plain grey tunic and breeches, with unremarkable short, naturally wavy hair and a beard of long stubble. An unremarkable legionary-pattern gladius was slung at his side and he stood casually. His eyes marked him, though. Rufinus had looked into them and immediately realised this third man would be deadly even unarmed. Those eyes were the eyes of the hollow man; the eyes of a man who had suffered so badly some time in his past, had lost everything in one turn of a knife. They were eyes that held no fear, no love, no warmth and no hope. A man like that would disembowel the world if it were possible.
�Yes. You�ll do.�
�Hold� said �Hollow-Eyes� quietly.
The others stopped in their tracks and the leader turned to look with amused interest at his friend. �Hollow-Eyes� took a single step forward.
�How did you come to leave the eagle?�
Rufinus baulked. It was a question he�d been pondering the answer to all the way here in the shallow-beamed merchant vessel and his story was convincing; water-tight even. It was a story played out many times in many parts of the empire and he�d repeated it to himself until he could have responded in his sleep.
Now, facing those dead, hollow eyes, he was entirely unconvinced of his ability to pull this off. �It�s� it�s not something I�m prepared to discuss.�
�I can understand that� grinned Snake-Man. �Come on, Dis. Let�s get back. Markets make me twitch and it�s time for a midday nap.�
�Hollow-Eyes� � Dis? � shook his head slightly. �Tell me.�
Rufinus tried not to look nervous, though he could feel the cold sweat seeping into his tunic and trickling down his neck and back. His palms had gone clammy. Damn it! He had faced a screaming horde of Marcomanni, stepping into the fray and fighting like a lion. He had taken down some of the Tenth Gemina�s most brutal fighters in the ring. He�d even faced the emperor and his officers without panic-vomit. Something about this �Dis� made him shiver, but anger at his own fear began to rise and helped him push his nerves back down.
�I looked after the supply trains coming into camp. Making quite a little nest-egg for myself until my partner got greedy. Wanted me to drop my share to grow his. Threatened to report me to the camp prefect. When I refused, he did just that.�
Dis shook his head. �That�s a few dozen lashes, not dismissal.�
Rufinus forced himself to grin. �Not when evidence can�t be given, �cause the only witness turns up without a head.�
Snake-Man laughed out loud.
�Enterprising solution. They gave you discharge then?�
Rufinus nodded. �There wasn�t enough evidence against me on either count to bring punishment. Not without a witness, anyway. But the prefect told me he was �bollocksed if he would have a man he couldn�t trust in his army�.�
Dis, hollow eyes still expressionless, nodded his head faintly. �Perhaps. What�s your name, boy?�
Rufinus bridled. He was almost twenty-five and far from a boy. Likely of an age with the hollow man before him.
�Gnaeus Marcius.�
�Gnaeus Marcius what?�
Rufinus felt the nerves pushing their way back up. What the hell did this man know? �Just Gnaeus Marcius.�
Dis breathed out with a hiss. �Alright� he said, sounding thoroughly unconvinced.
Snake-Man laughed again. �Are we done? Good. Now let�s get back to the villa before the heat really hits.�
The servant in green, who had stood silent and deferential throughout the exchange, gestured to Rufinus and the other man they had selected earlier, a former auxiliary soldier named Fastus, and pointed to the cart behind them. �Make yourselves comfortable, gentlemen. The villa is not far.�
As Fastus stepped toward the cart, Rufinus frowned. �You have not made mention of pay?�
The servant shrugged as he looked Rufinus up and down. �More than you made in your flea-bitten legion. And more than anyone else who�s hiring. Get in the cart.�
Rufinus nodded and followed, aware of the hollow eyes of Dis watching his every move. As soon as he and Fastus had climbed aboard in the back, among the half dozen amphorae of wine and the sacks of goods, Snake-man and the servant clambered up in front to guide the cart, while Dis and the �beast� joined them in the back. Rufinus felt a momentary confusion as he settled among the supplies. Surely Constans, the Praetorians� pet merchant, should be doing this? If Constans was no longer dealing with supplies, Rufinus� job would be near impossible.
�You collect your own supplies? Can you not have them delivered to the villa?�
Snake turned round as the servant encouraged the horses. �The villa supplies are delivered, but we like a few extras of our own from time to time.�
Rufinus nodded, the worry subsiding once again. Not for the first time he wondered whether he was truly suitable for this task. He was a boxer and a soldier, not a spy or a sneak. The coming days or weeks would be nerve-wracking, and he could do without such doubts.
Forcing himself to relax back into the cart, he fixed his eyes on the street at the end of the market place � a wide, spacious area lined with fruit trees and full of stalls and the cries of traders. The narrower thoroughfare sloped gently away in the direction, Rufinus was pretty sure, of Rome, high insulae towering over both sides and providing a deep shade that was a welcome respite from the sun that had beat down mercilessly in the marketplace all morning.
The cart reached the edge of the paved market and turned into the street, the servant, having clearly done this a hundred times, expertly guiding the vehicle and its two horses toward the middle, angling the heavy wooden braking-pole into the groove that ran down the centre of the hill. The wooden bar hit the stonework with a crack and then proceeded to issue a blood-curdling tortured shriek as it fought the momentum the cart was beginning to pick up. Rufinus winced at the noise and squinted into the shade ahead, watching as a carved monumental gate approached, where the street levelled out for a time before angling off to the left.
�What a bloody awful noise.�
Snake leaned back.
�You�ve heard nothing yet. This is a gentle slope. Wait till we get outside the walls!�
Rufinus clenched his teeth against the shrieking of the wooden brake and watched as the gate, more reminiscent of the great triumphal arches of the capital than a portal in a city wall, loomed and then passed quickly overhead.
Testament yet again to the servant�s skill at guiding the horse and cart, he hardly slowed as the cart approached the turn, one wheel leaving the ground for a heart-stopping moment before coming back down with a jolting thud. As Rufinus, eyes wide, grasped the cart�s side, his knuckles whitening, he noted with a rising sense of panic that the route ahead was now horrifyingly visible.
Unlike Rome or most of the cities Rufinus was used to, the built-up area of Tibur appeared to end precisely at its walls, perhaps due to the strictures of the landscape and the precipitous nature of the slope outside them. The road they faced snaked back and forth down the incline with a number of hair-pin bends, passing drum-shaped mausolea and huge square tombs and columbaria, looping around a large temple complex, and then swinging wildly to a drop he could just make out as being quite steep before it hit the plains below and levelled out, seemingly a thousand feet down.
�Oh shit.�
The fang-toothed beast opposite gave him a very unpleasant grin and Fastus, the other new recruit, shared Rufinus� wide-eyed panic as he too gripped tight. �You lot must be pissing insane!�
The driver appeared to have let go of the brake entirely now and was letting the cart run down the long, straight slope, the horses sounding a little panicked, attached to what was, to all intents and purposes, a runaway vehicle. The cart hit an errant loose cobble a third of the way down the stretch and lurched and bounced, throwing the occupants into the air. The brutal giant hurriedly grasped an amphora of wine that had come loose and held it down, tightly but gently as though it were his child. Fastus was noisily sick over the side of the cart until the bouncing board hit him in the chin and smacked his teeth painfully together.
Rufinus watched with rising horror as the first sharp bend approached at break-neck speed. He was beginning to wonder whether he had been over-kind about the driver�s talent and thought perhaps the man had simply been lucky early on, and was now just trying his best to descend the hill in the shortest time possible.
Just as Rufinus thought nothing more could be done and they were doomed, at the point where he had a foot extricated ready to leap from the runaway vehicle, the driver hauled on the reins and jammed the heavy wooden pole into the rut, here more of a hastily-carved trench than a carefully constructed channel.
The cart slewed and lurched sickeningly as it flew into the bend, horses shrieking as they tried desperately to keep control. Fastus was sick again, this time directly onto his feet in the centre of the cart, much to the amusement of the needle-toothed giant.
As soon as the heart-stopping turn began it was over, the wheel thumping back down to the road with a bone-jarring smack, the driver laughing gaily as he urged the beasts on down the next straight.
And so the descent went, past towering tombs and tall cypress and the low perimeter walls of estates, somewhere a little over halfway down the hillside, a large complex of porticoes and temples with what appeared to be a theatre in the middle. Each corner was precisely the same: death-defying and painful, taken at speeds that would make charioteers blanch. Each straight was the same: the driver trying to make up for the speed he lost in the turns by driving the vehicle at breakneck speeds as it jolted and bounced, shaking the organs out of its occupants.
Rufinus was beginning to think he�d pulled a muscle in his neck through the constant bouncing of his head, as they made the last turn, Fastus noisily testing to see whether he was completely empty yet.
The final bend brought them out onto a long, straight road, marching off to the west between fields and groves of olive trees, copses and thickets of vegetation. A milestone whizzed past in a blur, and the only thing he caught was the large XIX on the side, a number he assumed referred to the distance of Rome.
�Cheer up sicky,� the driver shouted back into the cart, grinning at the pale green face of the other new hireling. �Only a mile to go now.�
Fastus gave the driver a grimace and then turned to Rufinus, perhaps hoping for a little sympathy from a man in a similar situation. Rufinus gave him none. In his position it was important to stay as insular and tight-lipped as possible until he had a better understanding of the lay of the land in the villa.
�What happens when we arrive?� Rufinus asked Snake.
The man turned and smiled his oily smile. �You get signed in by the clerk, make your mark on the documents, get assigned a room and then, after the noon rest, you get shown around the grounds so you can get your bearings.�
Rufinus nodded, keeping his teeth clenched against the battering they were receiving from the bumps in the road and the insane speed of the servant driving the cart.
Without any warning or attempt at slowing, the driver hauled on the reins and the cart slewed to the left off the road and onto a drive, surprisingly of better quality. Metalled and constructed of flat flags, this access road to the former Imperial villa had been constructed a mere fifty or sixty years ago and had borne the brunt of only private traffic, as opposed to the centuries old and well-travelled main road behind them.
Rufinus glanced over the side of the cart at a small stream running alongside, followed its course ahead, and found himself looking up at a small city. His eyes widened.
�Jupiter, Juno and Minerva!�
�It�s a sizeable complex� the Snake man replied over his shoulder. �I�m told that Hadrianus used to keep a full imperial court here permanently. It�s not the same these days, of course. The lady�s court only occupies maybe a third of the place. And even then that�s far more space than they really need.�
Rising from behind an arcade of decorative cypress trees, trimmed into perfect cones, Rufinus was surprised to see the high, fine and delicate arches of a theatre. The arcade of trees split not far from the structure, one branch running off out of sight along the hill among beautiful white buildings and red roofs, the other striding off to intersect with the road along which they travelled.
�The place has a theatre?� he asked in astonishment.
The driver peered over his shoulder and snorted. �Two. One at each end of the complex, in case you desperately need to see a play and you can�t be arsed to walk far. And there�s a stadium and an amphitheatre.�
Snake turned to him. �We use those for practice, though Hadrianus was a bit of a wet one and didn�t much like his gladiators. The theatres are both massive, like the gardens, but the amphitheatre�s about the size of a Roman�s dick.�
Rufinus blithely ignored the insult. The three hirelings and the slave were clearly all of non-Roman origin and Fastus, for all his Latin name, had been an auxiliary trooper and so was clearly no Roman. He was suddenly very aware of the eyes of Dis, the �hollow� man, resting firmly upon him with an unmoving gaze. Turning away, he watched as the road descended a slope and passed beneath a massive structure with a gentle curve, cresting the hill above. The four-storey monstrosity was a series of arched and terraced vaults, supporting the delicate colonnade at the top. Each arch above the first level had a low fence and, from the clothing and blankets hanging over them, Rufinus guessed he was looking at the slave quarters. The lowest level was, of course, solidly blocked off to prevent occupants from wandering off.
The monumental entrance road to the villa seemed to hug that great structure and then disappear from view to the left, but the cart rattled past the place and turned two gentle corners off to the right, the driver slowing to a more sensible pace as the route led them beneath the huge three-storey structure and then right past a tall, curved building. On, they rattled until finally, the driver pulled on the reins and stopped the cart outside a squat structure with a double door.
�All out� the servant barked, and the mercenary guards clambered down from the wagon, Rufinus and Fastus shuffling along to drop from the back to the gravel beneath with a crunch.
�Right� said Snake, rubbing his hands together. �Follow me.�
Approaching the door, he knocked loud and paused for a moment. As the other four men fell into place behind him, the wooden portal swung open to reveal a short, unhappy looking man with a shaved head and pale yellow tunic.
�Out of the way� said Snake, grasping the slave�s shoulder and roughly pushing him aside as he strode in. The great monster with the needle teeth followed him, while Dis paused and gestured for the two new recruits to go next before bringing up the rear. The slave nervously hurried to close the door and lock it again.
Through two small, decorous but unfurnished rooms the mercenary captain led them, into a garden that had clearly once been a work of art. It had become heavily overgrown but showed signs of recent restoration. As they passed between the bulbous hedges that had once been topiary, the slave in the yellow tunic reappeared in a leather smock and began to prune bushes.
Rufinus tried to reel in his thoughts. The place was fascinating, and its occupants would likely be varied and interesting, but he couldn�t afford to allow his gaze to stray too far from the goal until he was much more familiar with the place.
On the far side of the garden they moved inside once more, to a short hallway with offices on both sides, each alcove separated from the hall by a wooden rail and desk. Only two of the offices showed any sign of use, and it was towards one of these that Snake led them.
�Captain Phaestor. You were quicker than expected� the thin, intense-looking man behind the desk announced as the small party approached. He put away whatever he was working on, his nose twitching, and cradled his hands on the desk, sharp, beady dark eyes following their movements. Rufinus was put in mind of a rodent not only by the man�s appearance, but also by his mannerisms and movements.
�We had Pev driving us.�
�Ah. Any injuries?�
�Cut the banter. Sign these two in and let them make their mark. I want to get on.�
The clerk nodded and shuffled around his cubicle, finding records and preparing his stylus, the ink-coated pen held over the thin wood sheet.
�Names?�
There was silence for a moment until Snake, or Phaestor as he was called, gestured for them to comply.
�Gnaeus Marcius� he replied steadily, noting once again the eyes of Dis falling suspiciously upon him.
The clerk scribbled the name, tutting at a blot of ink that formed.
�Publius Fastus� replied the other recruit, leaning forward. The clerk recoiled from the smell of vomit that surrounded the man. Rufinus hardly noticed it, having spent half an hour in the cart surrounded by the miasma.
�Alright. You�re signed in. Any time you leave the villa, you need to sign out with me. You will not be permitted to leave the villa without a signed chit from either captain Phaestor or one of his adjutants, the villa�s major domo, or one of the nobles. The complex is extensive and has only a low perimeter wall. Passing that wall without a chit will result in disciplinary measures. You will be told what structures are open to you. There will be some that you are only allowed in during the course of your duties, some you have free access at all times, and some that you will never be permitted to enter. Needless-to-say, being found in a building that is outside your jurisdiction will result in disciplining. I daresay that Phaestor will relate his own rules to you, but those are some important ones that apply to all hired hands, regardless of role. Do you understand?�
Rufinus nodded, alongside Fastus. The clerk had rattled out the words by rote, a speech he had honed years before and repeated on a semi-regular basis.
�Here is your agreement of service. If you wish to read it through, do so quickly, then make your mark at the bottom.�
Fastus peered myopically at the sheet for a moment, shrugged in complete incomprehension, and made a cross at the bottom. Rufinus picked his up and began to study it.
�It says you belong to the mistress while you work here unless you piss it all up; then you belong to me.�
Rufinus ignored Phaestor�s urging, but quickened his pace as he scanned the salient points. The conditions were less than satisfactory for a man of intelligence or breeding, but precisely what he had expected, and perfect for the average applicant. Ridiculously, he almost signed his full name at the end and had to pull himself up short at his two-word pseudonym.
�Alright then, mister �reads-and-writes�. Follow me.�
Leaving the rat-like clerk busying himself with his new records, the five mercenaries strode on back across the hall and out through another door.
�You don�t get your first pay until the end of the month, so if there�s anything you need until then, tough shit unless you can persuade one of the others to lend you a few coins.�
Rufinus nodded sagely, conscious of the small purse of coins at his belt that would easily tide him over for a couple of months. His mercenary pay may be a month delayed, but he�d been given a month�s advance on his guardsman�s pay just in case. It struck him for a moment that few people would be in the position to receive two full wages simultaneously, let alone one from the coffers of the emperor and another from his sister.
The far door of the small office complex led out into another decorative garden, smaller but fully restored, its neat box-hedges and flower beds perfectly aligned to complement the curved wall at the rear, decorated with small, slender, white columns and hanging baskets of red and orange blooms.
Between the central two columns a corridor led off into the darkness, covered with a decorative coffered ceiling, and it was toward this strange tunnel the group headed. Rufinus peered into the dark passage as they neared it and realised the interior was illuminated periodically by small square skylights.
Phaestor led them into the passage and they climbed the stair within, emerging, blinking, into the light. They were now on a higher level, structures both around and below them and even higher up along a slope to the south.
Rufinus looked back across the passage they had followed, invisible from above, and the small complex with the gardens and offices, the road beyond. Huge structures to either side of the curved garden where they had entered the tunnel sported numerous domes and chimneys, high large windows and aqueduct channels leading into them, both clearly immense bath houses. The one to the north, slightly smaller, belched out smoke, evidencing its continued use, while the other appeared now to be abandoned.
�Baths,� Phaestor announced, then pointed to other structures as he labelled them: �The Canopus garden. Not in current use. The Praetorium � former barracks for Hadrianus� Praetorians and now my quarters and that of my adjutant, Dis. Don�t find yourself anywhere near there unless you�re sent for, and pray you�re not sent for.�
He turned again, gesturing up a slope dotted with laden olive trees, almost overripe now for the harvest. Likely such duties were no longer observed. As Phaestor opened his mouth to say something, a dog�s bark interjected, then another � deep, powerful barks, suggestive of large animals.
Rufinus peered among the olive trees and spotted two black shapes moving between them. The barks came again. Not happy barks; not playful. These were the barks of dogs on the hunt.
Rufinus found himself shrinking back behind the needle-toothed giant as the two creatures bounded into view between the gnarled trunks, snarling and snapping as they slowed from a run to a hunter�s stalk.
�Acheron! Cerberus! Sit!� said Dis, surprisingly quietly.
The dogs almost injured themselves attempting to halt their forward momentum and sit straight, bolt upright, eyes locked on the newcomers, white drool dripping from their jaws as they panted. Though they acted like dogs, they were far more reminiscent of wolves to Rufinus� mind, reminding him of the ones he used to find while hunting in the woods of Hispania, though with more of a blue-grey look than the Hispanic brown.
Phaestor turned with a smile. �Dis keeps his Sarmatian beasts free to roam. So long as you have no reason to fear Dis, you�ve no reason to fear these two charming little puppies.�
The huge needle-toothed man leaned down to pat one of them and the dog turned its head slowly toward the approaching hand and issued a low growl of warning, lips drawing back from its fangs. Even the giant who had accompanied them from town quickly pulled his hand back from the dogs.
Phaestor�s finger fell upon a sprawling complex that covered the slope down to the bath house. �That�s the other wing of the main residence. That� he added with a sly grin, �is where master Pompeianus lives in virtual seclusion.� The guard captain lowered his voice and the smile disappeared from his face. �Remember this, and remember well. You are hired, and paid, by the Empress Lucilla; not the master. Offer aid and all due deference to the master, but always remember where your loyalties lie.�
Rufinus narrowed his eyes at the pleasant-looking villa and made a mental note that, given its owner and his obvious �second-class� nature at the palace, it would be a good place to disappear for a while if the need arose. His memories of Pompeianus from Vindobona were of a quiet, intelligent man; a man of courage and strength playing the role of a virtual prisoner to his high-profile wife. He became aware suddenly that Phaestor was speaking again.
��where you will both be quartered.�
Rufinus followed his finger and took in the square structure he had recently omitted.
�Now come on.�
Rufinus and Fastus fell in with the three regulars, aware of the noise of eight, large, padding feet behind them and the heavy breathing of the clearly-dangerous beasts.
The building they were approaching was considerably less grand than most of the structures of the huge complex, constructed of basic brick and concrete, with no decoration and only small windows in the exterior walls at first and second level. A recently-repaired tile roof covered the structure, which sat at an awkward angle in the space that opened up between the main bulk of the Imperial residence and the separate wing that the Empress� consort currently occupied. Rounding the outer walls of the structure, they passed through a low arch into a porch. Here, corridors and passageways led off to the more important parts of the palace, while a wider arch gave access to the barracks.
To Rufinus� great relief, Dis paused at the outer arch with his two dogs and allowed the rest to go inside without him. As soon as they passed through the entrance and into the building proper, the point-toothed monster left them too, disappearing through a side door.
The barracks consisted of a two-storey structure surrounding three sides of a courtyard, with the access arch in the fourth. Doors opened off the courtyard onto ground floor rooms, with a landing accessed by a staircase leading to the upper ones. Three small rooms to each side, and a full-wing one straight ahead. That meant fourteen rooms and since none were occupied by the officers, who resided in the former Praetorians� quarters, at military occupation levels, with four in a room: a minimum of fifty six men.
Rufinus whistled through his teeth. Allowing for guards stationed at the praetorium and possibly in places he hadn�t yet seen, Lucilla might have a small army building in this place, a short hop from the capital.
�You two can share the first room on the top floor with Glaucus. No one else will, �cause of his problems.� Phaestor pointed up to the door above them on their left. �It would seem neither of you has any gear to stow?�
Fastus shook his head and Rufinus gave the captain a rueful grin. �Used to have, �til I had to leave Asisium in a bit of a hurry.�
Phaestor barked out a laugh. �I�ll have Glaucus show you round the grounds in a couple of hours when it cools off. Right now it�s too hot to think straight and you don�t want Glaucus getting too sweaty, with his problems.�
Fastus shared a questioning look with Rufinus.
�Right, you two. Best get yourself settled in and get some rest. You�ll be on duty tonight, as soon as you�ve had your orientation and a bite to eat.�
Fastus started to climb the stairs to the second level. Rufinus, however, levelled his most accommodating gaze at the captain and rolled his shoulders. �With respect, sir, it�s been a long, hot morning and it�s been days since I�ve had a good scrub and scrape. Any objections if I use the baths first?�
Phaestor shrugged. �Up to you, Marcius. So long as you�re in this courtyard at fourth bell.�
The captain turned and strode back through the arches and out the way they had come, meeting with Dis and his hounds outside. Rufinus gave them a few moments' head start before he left the archway, not wanting to be too close to that hollow man and his Hades-born dogs. Once the officers were shrinking figures disappearing toward the praetorium, Rufinus strolled out and headed for the line of smoke belching up into the sky, the sign that the floors of the bathhouse would be nicely warmed through.
It took only moments to reach the sprawling complex and locate the entrance. Striding wearily inside, he paused in the doorway to remove his boots, tsk-ing at the lines of dirt and white skin where the straps of his military-issue caligae had left his feet in such a state. Pausing in the doorway and rubbing them to get the worst of the muck off, he strode inside, grateful that the changing room was blessedly empty, though one of the alcoves contained clothing, so the baths were clearly currently in use by someone.
�Pissing sandals. If you wore these in Vindobona your feet�d rot off.�
�Master legionary Rustius Rufinus, if I am not mistaken!�
Rufinus nearly jumped through his skin at the soft-spoken words, his eyes zipping left and right in the empty changing room, seeking out the source of the voice. His hand went instinctively to the pommel of the sword at his side.
�Who�?�
But as he spoke, a figure swung round the side of the small doorway that led to the latrines. General Pompeianus was naked apart from a towel wrapped around his waist, his dark, oily hair wet and pulled back with a band of white linen. His swarthy features were split with a conspiratorial smile.
�Not sure what you mean, sir� Rufinus replied desperately, his voice cracking under the strain.
�Even minus the beard and the lion�s mane, you�re fairly recognisable, young man. To those who pay attention, anyway. I might still have been unsure but� let�s say you would be unwise to mention places like Vindobona if you are hoping to fool anyone as to your identity.�
Rufinus felt the panic rising again. He�d been in the villa less than an hour and already his cover had been seen through.
�General, I��
�Cease the panicked prattling, young fellow. I�m the least of your worries. Interesting, though; from decorated war hero to Praetorian guardsman to hired thug in such short order. Did you piss on the emperor or something?�
Rufinus felt the colour in his cheeks rising and cursed silently. �No sir, it�s just that I��
Pompeianus laughed. �Oh calm down.�
He paused.
�RUFINUS!� he bellowed at the top of his voice.
Rufinus felt his blood run cold and rushed toward the betowelled figure.
�PRAETORIAN GUARDSMAN RUFINUS!� the general yelled again.
As Rufinus reached the general, he put out a restraining hand and laughed. �There�s no one here to learn your secret, young Rufinus. No one dares come in when I�m here. And equally no one pays the slightest attention to anything I say. I might as well be a ghost.�
His eyes narrowed. �Paternus, yes? Your presence reeks strongly of Paternus.�
Rufinus, suddenly and painfully aware just how much on the back foot he was, nodded meekly, hoping he hadn�t just ruined everything and signed his death warrant.
Pompeianus laughed lightly. �It is a very Paternus move. The man is a soldier through and through. Needs more information so he sends a soldier to find it for him. Perennis is a much more devious character.�
Rufinus blinked. �Perennis?�
�He�s the one who asked me to stay here, when I was about to leave my wife�s loving side and return to Syria for a year of peace and quiet. He recognises the relative ease of corrupting the powerful compared with the difficulty of eavesdropping on them. Much more subtle. I have to say, though, that Paternus may very well have chosen the right path, for all its military inflexibility. You will likely get into places from which I am forbidden. I would ask, though, for the sake of professional courtesy, that you share anything you discover with me?�
Rufinus� mind reeled. Once more, just when he thought he was getting the hang of things, the rules had changed. The coming weeks were beginning to look more complex with every discovery he made.

XIII � Settling in

THREE days after his arrival at the villa the rains came, and came with Neptune�s vengeance, dropping half the Mare Nostrum on the plains of Latium, flooding irrigation channels, leaving fields under shallow lakes and driving the population indoors. Six days now the rain had battered the land incessantly, day and night.
The people hid in their homes, those with money relaxing on their heated floors, those with none huddling around fires that belched black smoke, fed with damp wood in the ever saturated environment.
Except for the guards of the Villa Hadriana.
Rufinus stepped in from the pounding rain, tipping his head forward and ruffling his short hair before smoothing his hands through it, squeezing the water out in torrents to the floor where it joined the constant dripping of his clothes. He had been given a mail shirt from the villa�s storeroom and had the cost deducted from his first month�s wage, though today he had foregone the armour, due to the weather.
More than the cost, Rufinus confirmed to himself, casting a soldier�s eye down the battered item. The shirt had certainly seen better days, small sections having been repaired by a man with little talent for armoury and no eye for neatness. Plus the damn thing had never been particularly well cared for by its doubtless half-dozen previous owners. The links were already pitted with the marks of old rust when he�d received it and he�d spent a good hour of every evening rolling the mail in a barrel of sand to abrade the rust.
He grasped the old red military scarf at his neck and wrung it, watching the water pour onto the floor amid the growing pool.
One of the villa�s inviolable rules was that no new staff, whether servant or slave, guard or gardener, was to be alone and unescorted through their first month. Ostensibly, the rule was to prevent people becoming lost in the complex or falling foul of the wolves that occasionally forayed into the grounds in winter when the pickings were meagre. In truth it was a matter of security. Lucilla and her people were an untrusting group � with good reason, Rufinus being here secretly as he was.
The rule, however, had proved to be more of a guideline than a law when the rains began in earnest. Rufinus, assigned for six days of each week to patrol the grounds, alternating weekly between day and night shifts, soon realised that wandering the soggy grass in the downpour was a task he would be performing alone. Fastus was assigned to the same duty but, with alternating different weeks, they rarely even saw one another.
They wasn�t the only two patrolling the estate, of course, but the others moved around the grounds sporadically, sheltering here and there in abandoned buildings or arched substructures, stamping their feet in the cold while supping from jars of imported Greek mead, watching the endless rain and occasionally laughing as the figure of Rufinus passed by like a drowned rat somewhere below.
He�d briefly given thought to following suit and sheltering from the weather most of the time, keeping one eye on the landscape, but he was new and had to earn a basic level of trust. Being found hiding from the rain in the south theatre�s arches would hardly do his reputation good. What he needed most of all was not to stand out in any way, good or bad.
Blend in with the rest.
With a little judicious investigation, Rufinus had discovered that he could follow a route from the bath house around the periphery of Pompeianus� residence, all the way back to the barracks� entrance, with only perhaps thirty heartbeats of hurrying through the rain between covered areas. As such, he�d now ended each day�s patrol with an hour-long visit to the baths where he could leave his clothes on the heated tiles to dry while warming and cleaning himself. It was a workable routine and negated the worst of the cold and damp.
He�d been quite grateful not to bump into the lady Lucilla�s somewhat estranged husband again since that first afternoon. The conversation they had shared that day had been stilted and uncomfortable, Rufinus unwilling to discuss too much of the little he knew, Pompeianus clearly with a great deal more inside knowledge of the estate and his wife�s dealings, but unwilling to share with a recalcitrant newcomer. Since then they had mercifully missed one another on their bath house visits.
Rufinus was still mulling over the possibilities that Pompeianus� involvement raised. The two men were clearly both looking into the same things in their own ways, but Perennis� clandestine meetings with Lucilla and his �patronage� of Pompeianus left too many questions unanswered for Rufinus to comfortably trust the Syrian. Perhaps as time went on he would unfold enough truth to be able to share with the man, but not yet.
Finishing wringing out his clothes, Rufinus stepped inside the bath house proper and shuffled across to the alcoves, four of which were already filled. Quickly, as he unbelted his tunic, he checked them. Phaestor�s clothes he recognised, and the other three clearly belonged to members of the guard or servants. No sign of Pompeianus� costly tunic and toga.
He exhaled with relief and stripped down, leaving his hobnailed boots and sword in an alcove and bundling his sodden clothing under his arm before strolling through the doorway into the octagonal chamber at the centre of the baths, corridors radiating off to the different rooms.
Naked, bedraggled and shivering, Rufinus padded down the corridor toward the caldarium, the hot room with the heated floor and two small warm pools. Near the doorway stood several pairs of the wooden sandals bathers wore to protect their feet from the heat. He ignored the footwear. The last thing his freezing toes needed right now was protecting from heat!
Finding the room blessedly empty, he laid his tunic, breeches, cloak, scarf and underwear on the floor to dry and stood in the doorway for a moment, pondering his first move in the baths. He would, of course, be foregoing the option of a cold plunge in the current conditions. But lounging in a warm pool or sitting in the steam of the sauna first? He wasn�t dirty. Anything but, in fact, given the quantities of water that had washed him over the past ten hours. His feet were wrinkled and white from the cold wet grass, but not dirty.
Steam would be best to start.
Picking up a pair of wooden sandals in case the steam room was too hot, and leaving his clothes to dry, hoping that no one would come in and simply trample all over them, he returned to the octagonal hall with its beautiful marble floor and concave wall surfaces and turned towards the steam room. The warmth was quickly returning life and vitality to his body and he smiled with relaxed happiness as he strolled down the corridor toward the billowing white of the sauna ahead, the gentle slapping of his bare feet on the warm floor almost lost among the hissing of the steam. The floor was becoming warmer with every step closer. Soon he would have to don the sandals.
�� so remember to have the estate fully secured.�
�I know my job, Vettius.� Phaestor�s voice was curt; irritated.
�Oh forgive me, captain, but the last time, two men were found hiding out from the slave-catchers in the observatory. Another cock up like that and I�ll not cover for you again. The Empress will hear of it and you�ll be chewing on hot coals for your negligence.�
Rufinus stopped dead and sidled into shadow at the doorway�s edge.
�You threaten me once more Vettius, you little Arab prick, and I�ll turn you inside out and use you as a kit-bag. I do not answer to you. Nobody answers to you apart from the slaves.�
Rufinus nodded quietly to himself. Phaestor�s voice, for all the violence of his threats, was calm. He�d had the measure of the captain since the first day: not a man to cross lightly. Phaestor laughed, a strange sound in the strangled silence following his counter-threat.
�Anyway. Let us step away from such bad feeling. Do we know who�s coming? Any people that need special treatment? African whores are not easy to come by on short notice, you know?�
�Leave the hospitality to me, captain. Just have the villa secured. Three days: no one in� no one out.�
A fresh, loud hiss announced another cup of water being cast onto the hot floor, resulting in a build-up in the steam clouds. There was a momentary silence, then Phaestor�s light voice piped up again. �Tad? Go get another bucket of water. We�re nearly out.�
Rufinus panicked for a moment. This was the trouble with eavesdropping: if it was interesting and worthwhile, it almost always ended in discovery. The hulking figure of Tad appeared in the mist of the room ahead. There was no way even the great needle-toothed savage could miss Rufinus in the doorway.
Taking a deep breath, he stepped back half a dozen paces and then strode forward toward the room, humming a tune that built in volume as he approached, as though he had only just come down the corridor.
Tad stopped in the doorway, his head tipping comically to one side as he listened, until he saw the shape of Rufinus appear ahead.
The giant worried Rufinus. A few careful and well-directed enquiries had told him everything he needed to know about Tad, other than his full name, which was reputedly unpronounceable in Latin. The man was a Sarmatian from the steppes north of the Danubius. They were horse people who occasionally served in the Roman auxilia, but inhabited a land far outside Imperial territory where they had a fearsome reputation as brutal, conscience-free warriors and head-takers.
But even for the Sarmatians, Tad was something of a mystery. He was clearly far too large to comfortably ride any horse Rufinus had ever seen. He had been exiled by his own people and had come south seeking work. According to a rumour he�d heard from three different people, the great brute had been prosecuted in Thessalonica for eating a man alive, though acquitted since there had been no evidence, and the witnesses to the crime had failed to appear on the set day, or ever after for that matter.
Such rumours were often blown out of proportion from a small grain of truth, but the sharpened fang teeth did little to suggest the giant�s innocence in the matter. He spoke very little Latin, which didn�t help, only understanding the bare minimum of words and speaking them with such a thick, glutinous accent that they were barely comprehensible. When drunk, Rufinus had heard Tad singing in his own language and he�d found it hard to describe. �Listening to a man gargle toads� was the closest he�d come.
Swallowing nervously, he forced an innocent smile. �Evening, Tad. All well with you?�
The huge, muscular thing grunted and swept past, giving him a suspicious look, the earthenware mug clattering around in the empty bucket he carried. Tad naked was almost as horrible a sight as anything he had ever seen.
Clenching his teeth, Rufinus strode on into the room. The latest clouds of white steam were now dissipating and he could see three figures in the fog. Vettius, the villa�s major domo and chief servant, sat with a towel across his knee, his dark skin, almost blue-black hair and small pointed beard glistening with sweat. Near him, Phaestor sat, leaning back in a relaxed pose. The third man was one of Vettius� staff that he�d seen around a few times.
The three men looked up suspiciously at the new arrival and Rufinus smiled warmly. �Evening.�
Phaestor fixed him with a stern look. �Not now, Marcius.� Rufinus stopped in his tracks. Had the captain seen him eavesdropping? No. If he had, he would have commented. �Private session? My apologies.�
Turning, Rufinus made to leave, but Vettius� voice cut through the steam. �Why are you here?�
�Sir?�
�Sneaking around and poking your nose into our business? You spying on us, Marcius?�
Phaestor frowned as he turned to the major domo. �He uses the baths every day, Vettius. Don�t be a dick.� He turned to Rufinus. �Just go away, Marcius. Private matters.�
�Some security chief you are,� sneered Vettius. �He�s probably been loitering outside, listening to us. He looks shifty.�
�Everyone looks shifty to you. He�s fine. Just has an unhealthy obsession with bathing. Now fuck off, Marcius, eh?�
Relief flooding through him at Phaestor�s words, Rufinus turned to leave.
�Actually,� the captain said suddenly, �you said you needed an errand run, Vettius?�
Rufinus waited, mid-step, still facing the door. A grudging agreement came from the major domo in a grumble. �True. Marcius?�
Rufinus turned again to see the servant holding out a wax tablet, the wooden case dripping with condensation. �Take this. It needs to go to the mistress� laundry maid before the damn wax melts. You know where to find her?�
Reaching out, Rufinus grasped the wooden case, shaking his head.
�Go to the main slave chambers. You need the top floor at the southern end. All the lady�s slaves are there, but the one you need is her laundry maid � girl called Alia. Got that?�
Rufinus nodded.
�Yes. Alia; laundry maid. Main slave quarters, top floor, southern end.�
�Good, now get lost and don�t start playing around with the girls there. The Empress has a strict �no touching� rule with her female slaves.� he sneered. �And her male slaves too, in case that�s your preference!�
The other servant in the room laughed, though Phaestor�s piercing gaze had not yet moved. Turning, grateful to be leaving the room, Rufinus strode out toward the octagonal room, where he met Tad returning with a bucket of cold water. Carefully sidestepping the giant, he strode on and rushed to the hot room, where his clothes lay strewn on the floor.
Nudging the tunic with a toe, he sighed. The clothes had hardly had time to do more than lose their excess water. They were still clammy and unpleasant, though warmer.
Grimacing, he slid into the tepid, clinging garments, and walked back out into the changing room, where he retrieved his sword belt and boots and threw his cloak over his shoulders. A moment later, he was dashing from the doorway of the baths and off to the slave quarters, each occupying one of the hundred or more rooms formed by the substructures supporting the villa�s gardens and palaces.
As he walked, he flicked open the wooden container to examine the notes on the wax surfaces within. Clearly there would be nothing desperately secret, else Vettius wouldn�t have entrusted it to one of the new men. Still�
SHEETS
TOWELS
WATER BOWLS
SPARE GOWNS
EAST PALACE GUEST ROOMS XII . XIV . XX . XXIII . XXXIV
SERVANT ACCOM � V GROUPS, V-X IN SIZE
STABLING UP TO LX HORSES + CARRIAGES
Rufinus frowned. A number of visitors then. Eminent guests, too, given the size of their retinues. Rufinus smiled to himself as he pondered how to be in a position where he could observe the visitors and possibly even overhear?
Snapping the tablet shut, he strode on down the passage, repeating under his breath �Twelve� Fourteen� Twenty� Twenty three� Thirty four,� memorising the rooms. The corridor angled up as it marched toward the light and, at the end, gave out to a wooden staircase with concrete supports that rose the four storeys, providing access by timber walkways to each chamber in the facade.
Breathing deeply, he stepped out onto the stairs and began to climb, the rain once more battering his face and running in rivulets down his neck into his tunic. The walkways were apparently considerably sturdier than they looked from the ground and, despite occasional creaks and groans, nothing cracked or shifted as he climbed to the top level, though the timber was slippery in places.
The view was spectacular, or would have been, were it not for the sheets of rain and roiling grey clouds that obscured anything more than a handful of miles distant. The vaulted chambers opened onto the walkway across the width of the structure, each aperture separated from the walkway by a railing, behind which the slaves lived, each in a single chamber. The nearest room, close to the corner, would be the very one he sought, home to the lady Lucilla�s laundry maid.
Stepping in through the small gap in the railing that was the only method of access, he stood in the relative shelter of the arched space, dripping and freezing as the rain slanted down in sheets a couple of feet away.
The chamber�s slave occupant had, like the others, hung an old blanket from hooks in the ceiling, forming a fabric wall and leaving a five-foot �balcony� between it and the railing. Rufinus approached the hanging, his mind furnishing him with memories of the many times he had stood at tent flaps in legionary camps across the northern empire, often in similar weather, knocking on the wooden frame for permission to enter.
Here there was no wooden frame. After all, in a villa of high nobility, who bothered to knock in the substructures? Who cared about the privacy of a slave?
In all fairness, not Rufinus. He�d never spared much thought for the slaves at the family villa back in Hispania and could hardly name any of them with any surety. Slaves were the invisible workings of the world. But here and now, every person he could befriend, be they noble, guard, servant or slave, could be of use. Clearing his throat, he called out through the blanket.
�Miss?�
There was shuffling in the chamber beyond the blanket which stopped suddenly at the voice, then began again, increasing in volume until the curtain was pulled aside by a woman in her early thirties, Rufinus would guess. She was of some sort of Celtic extraction, flaxen-haired with braids and pale skin, its pallid tone heightened by the dark grey woollen stola she wore.
�Yah?� she said, her expression a mix of fear and confusion.
�I�ve brought a message from Vettius.�
Holding his breath against the smell of damp, clammy mould that issued from the chamber, he held out the wax tablet Frowning, she took it and snapped it open, examining the list within, nodding with a sigh.
�Thank� she said, simply, reaching up to pull the blanket back across when a voice from behind called out.
�Alia?�
Rufinus stepped aside, turning to the speaker, and his heart lurched and threatened to burst from his chest. The breath-taking form of the woman who had haunted his dreams ever since Vindobona stood a few feet away, her hair glistening with raindrops.
Rufinus stared, fascinated, as he watched a single drop of crystal-clear rain slither from her brow, down the curve of her curiously and charmingly upturned nose, where it sat, glittering. His eyes slipped from the drop to the peach-coloured bow of her lips below.
He began to sweat despite the chill and was aware once again of stirrings that he really didn�t have the time and leisure to deal with. He smiled weakly.
�You?� she said sharply, her eyes locked on him.
Panic flooded Rufinus and he fought the urge to run. Damn it. He�d been here such a short time and already two of the villa�s occupants had identified him! He tried not to feel just a little bit smug that, despite her busy world and the thousands of important men she must see on a regular basis, she had recognised him after almost eight months and half a thousand miles.
The laundry maid blinked in surprise and, before Rufinus could think through the problem, he had grasped the newly-arrived slave girl by the elbow and turned her, all-but dragging her out into the rain.
�What are you doing?�
Rufinus panicked. Was there a way he could take control of the situation, or had things just suddenly become entirely untenable? The rain battered down on the pair as Rufinus hauled the slave girl out onto the wooden walkway, the structure empty of people due to the inclemency of the weather. His feet skittering a little on the slippery wood, he looked around desperately before stepping across to the next chamber and dipping inside out of the rain again.
His heart pounding a trireme-rowing beat in his throat, he pulled the girl in through the gap in the railing and quickly hauled aside the blanket that provided meagre privacy and warmth to the room. To his relief the chamber was empty.
Trying not to hurt the slave girl, he pulled her inside and let the blanket drop back into place. The chamber�s interior was dim with only the pale grey light around the edge of the ill-fitting blanket wall pushing back the darkness. Much like Alia�s next door, the room was furnished with a single basic wooden cot, topped with a thin pallet and blanket, a chair and a wash bowl. The occupant, whoever she was, had tried to liven the room up a little by hanging blankets and old threadbare carpets on the walls. It entirely failed to turn the room into anything but a dismal cell.
Rufinus, still panicking about what to do, let go of the girl�s arm and pointed to the bed. Her eyes widened and Rufinus shook his head in irritation. �Sit down. We need to talk.�
As the slave girl perched nervously on the edge of the cot, her eyes tracking every movement of her abductor, Rufinus grabbed the rickety wooden chair and dragged it over to face her, plonking himself down on it with a squelch.
�Did I hurt you?� he asked, his voice full of concern.
The girl shook her head, her eyes a mix of fear and suspicion.
�Honestly. I didn�t mean to pull you out so roughly. I just had to get you out of there quickly. We need to talk in private.� He rolled his head, his eyes roving around the chamber. �I guess this is about as private as we�re going to get.�
The girl sat back more comfortably. �Why are you here?�
Rufinus baulked. There were easier questions to answer and he felt ill prepared for that one just yet. �Let�s begin with introductions. I�m Gnaeus Marcius.�
�But not really?�
Rufinus sighed wearily. �Yes I am really Gnaeus Marcius. There�s more to it than that, certainly, but that much is still true. And you are?�
�Senova.�
A Briton, yes?�
�If you say so. I am of the Brigantii, in north of the place you call Britannia, yes.�
�Alright, Senova. You remember me?�
�You were a soldier in Vindobona? The one with the silver stick?�
�Spear� he corrected absently, his mind churning through problems.
�You were a friend of the Praetorians; a friend of the emperor?�
Rufinus blinked. �I�d hardly say that. Alright. I�m here in secret.�
�For Praetorians and emperor?�
Rufinus felt a moment of panic again. Just how much did Senova know of the rift between Commodus and Lucilla? If she was too well informed and as loyal as she really should be to her mistress, almost anything Rufinus now said could land him deep in the shit-pit.
�After a fashion� he muttered. �Let�s say the only person other than yourself who knows who I am is Pompeianus.�
For a moment, Senova�s face brightened and Rufinus thought he saw a solution.
�Pompeianus is a good man. There is reason to believe�� he paused and tried to find the right words: ambiguous enough to mask the truth while appearing to reveal it. �There is reason to believe that the Imperial family is in danger from a potential usurper.�
Senova frowned and Rufinus wondered whether he�d gone too far suddenly.
�I am sorry. What is this word �usurper�. I only speak Latin for three years. Some words are still unknown to me.�
Rufinus heaved a sigh of relief. �A usurper� a man who would kill them to make himself emperor. Or a woman.� He added almost as an afterthought.
Senova nodded thoughtfully. �I think mistress thinks the same. She is always having private meetings and buys many new guards.�
Rufinus nodded, grateful how what appeared to him to be behaviour seriously indicative of treachery could appear quite the opposite with just a little nudge of suggestion. �It is absolutely imperative that I remain in secret here. Lives may depend upon it. Do you understand?� Just which lives, she couldn�t know, of course. Senova nodded.
�I will not tell anyone but master Pompeianus.�
Rufinus paused. He�d much rather she kept the subject away from the Syrian master�s ears too, but small concessions would have to be made. If Senova was to trust him and keep his secret, she must be free to confirm the story with the only other man involved in any way. He sat back in the chair, his mind still racing. Of course, that meant that he now had to make closer contact with Pompeianus; had to warn him about the somewhat twisted version of the truth he had given the girl so that the former general wouldn�t contradictory him. He was suddenly, very uncomfortably, aware of the intensity of the gaze she was throwing his way and felt the colour rising in his cheeks, hopefully invisible in this gloom.
�I really wish you hadn�t recognised me. It would have made things so much easier. Do you live in these chambers?�
Senova shook her head and nodded toward the east. �The Empress� chief slaves live in part of the main palace. She likes them on hand all times. Only unimportant slaves live in the hundred chambers, with the storerooms.�
Rufinus nodded. It would be difficult to contact Senova if he wanted to speak to her. Or just to see her. So far, in his first week here, he had stuck to the outer grounds, where his assigned patrols were. Soon, he was going to have to begin exploring the palace properly, to find the ways in and out of the buildings, even the ones he was not allowed in; especially the ones he was not allowed in�
�Are guards ever brought into the palace itself?�
He regretted the question as soon as it was out. She might think he was simply lusting after her, or she might worry that he had unsavoury reasons for seeking access to the lady�s private palace. Either way it would look bad.
�What I mean is��
�Guards come into the palace from time to time. There are always two men patrolling the corridors, but you will not be one of them. You are too new. When there are big parties, more guards are brought in for extra safety, yes?�
Rufinus nodded, sighing with relief at the ease with which she had openly accepted his question. If he remembered the geography of the palace from his first day and the guided tour by both Phaestor and Glaucus, his fascinatingly-unwell room-mate, the wing occupied by Pompeianus, a sprawling complex of gardens, ponds and well-appointed chambers, was connected with the rest of the palace at some curious circular building that remained mysterious in its use. Perhaps if the worst came to the worst, the Syrian would be able to arrange access to Lucilla�s palace?
�I must go� Senova said quietly, pointing to the drab blanket swaying slightly in the breeze. �I have many chores and must be in the triclinium before domina sits to her meal.�
Rufinus nodded and smiled as reassuringly as he could manage.
�I am sorry to have dragged you into this and just as sorry for the rough manner in which I did it, but I�m also very grateful for your understanding and your help.� He found his throat was cracking as he spoke. �And I am� I�m very glad to see you again, Senova.�
He savoured the name for a moment, running the syllables round his tongue. The slave girl climbed wearily to her feet and pulled her cloak around her shoulders in preparation.
�Brigantia go with you, Gnaeus Marcius.�
�And with you, Senova of the Brigantii.�
As she stepped forward, he reached out and lifted the blanket aside for her.
The huge, monochrome shape of a hunting hound, half the height of a man, stood on the wooden walkway outside the railing, its eyes boring into his as he slid the blanket aside. The beast issued a low, threatening growl, spittle-soaked lips pulling back across the pink gums and savage teeth.
Rufinus saw the hackles raised on the dog�s shoulders and immediately pushed Senova behind him, his hand going to his waist. At least, since he�d not been back to his quarters yet, he still had the sword at his side. His fingers closed on the pommel.
What in the name of everything sacred and sane was the damn thing doing four floors up on a rickety wooden walkway in the slave quarters? Slowly, Rufinus took one step forward. The hound sank toward the ground, crouching into a hunter�s stance, its whole body vibrating with tension as another horrible growl issued from deep within its throat.
Rufinus� fingers slid from the pommel down to the sword�s grip and tightened. The beast clearly had no intention of letting them past. And yet, if he was forced to try and dispatch one of Dis� hounds, how long would the mercenaries� second in command suffer him to remain unharmed. Assuming he would be able to best the creature, of course. Given the sheer size and feral nature of the dog, he wasn�t sure he would come away on top.
�Shoo!� he said rather lamely, and then hissed and waved his free hand.
Another deep growl came as his answer.
A distant shrill whistle pulled the beast up short just as its front legs were tensing.
�Acheron! Heel!�
With a last look that conveyed a lot more intelligent malice than a dog should really be capable of, the Sarmatian hunting hound rose and stalked away.
Rufinus watched it go, his heart pounding in his chest as he let go of the sword grip and flexed his fingers. If he ever came up against both of those hounds at the same time, the contest would go entirely the canines� way. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw the fear in Senova�s eyes and understood it perfectly.
Listening, he could hear the heavy paws clattering down the wooden staircase over the persistent drumming of the rain.
�It�s gone. We�ll be safe now, but I think I�ll escort you back to the palace, just in case.�
Senova nodded nervously and clung tightly to him as he stepped out onto the slimy wooden walkway. A quick glance over the edge revealed the dog leaping the last eight feet or so from the lowest landing and scampering across the sodden grass to where Dis stood, hunting bow in hand, with the other dog, looking up at the walkway. His eyes never left the pair of them as the savage hound ran up to its master and squirmed around his legs like a puppy until he dropped his free hand and ruffled the hair behind its ears.
Rufinus felt a chill run down his spine as he watched the figure. Dis stood motionless and silent, like some marble sentinel. Something about him was almost inhuman.
�Come on.�
Grasping Senova�s hand, Rufinus walked her toward the stairs, ignoring both the heavy rain lashing down at them and the stare of those hollow eyes boring into him. As quickly as he dared in the conditions, he hurried them down the slippery steps. For the first three flights, every time the grass below came into view, Rufinus could see the shape of Dis watching them, hunting bow in hand, a dog by each shin, until finally, as they descended to the lowest landing, the figures had vanished, quickly and silently.
Rufinus cursed to himself, invoking the name of three Gods just in case. Likely a confrontation was coming with Dis. A hollow man like that was a challenge enough in the ring, let alone out of it and with no rules, and with two hounds of Hades thrown in to boot!
Hurrying onwards, they descended into the welcome shelter of the passageway that echoed with the drip of rain from a score of light wells. Back along the corridor they shuffled together, the chill of the weather seeping deep into their bones, until they reached the place where Rufinus had first entered.
�I can go from here. I must hurry. Thank you.�
Rufinus opened his mouth to protest that he should walk her to the palace, but closed it again as common sense took control of his head. She was in no danger, particularly with Dis and his dogs on the far side of the villa, out in the grounds. And it would do her no good to be seen consorting with a guard, given the mistress� rules of non-fraternisation.
�Alright. Go safe, and thank you.�
Senova treated him to a heart-warming smile and, climbing the stairs, disappeared off into the distance. Rufinus stood for a moment and then, deciding on a course of action, climbed the stairs himself and veered off to the left. He would yet go and make use of the baths and dry his clothes, but not until he had done something else first. Besides, by then Phaestor and his companions would have left and he could relax in peace.
At the top of the stairs, where a decorative arch opened out into a well-tended lawn surrounded by sculpted hedges and bushes, the right led off to the olive-tree strewn hillside and the largely abandoned buildings at the south end of the villa�s grounds. Straight ahead, past which Senova had hurried, was the bath house. To the left, where he now trod with purposeful gait, was the nearest wing of the palace.
Marching through the downpour, he made for the doorway into Pompeianus� interior garden, a portal that he had spotted several times on his visits to the baths and had noted was almost always open. Few people cared about the security of the mistress� consort.
Taking a deep breath, aware that he could land himself in serious trouble if he was found wandering the palace without permission, he strode through the gateway and into the long, well-kept garden. Stretching some hundred and twenty paces and bisecting the two built-up sections of the palace wing, the stadium-shaped garden, with a curved decorative exedra at the nearest end, was a beautifully designed space of ponds, fountains, hedges, flower beds, and gravelled seating areas.
A figure moved among the small conifers growing in huge pots near the centre, snipping and pruning, and Rufinus shrank instinctively back against the wall, fearing discovery.
As he slunk along the wall�s edge, his mind raced. Pompeianus lived here, unpopular and almost in seclusion, with his own servants and hardly any contact with the guards or his wife. Any servant Rufinus found here would be one of the Syrian nobleman�s own.
Another deep breath. Nothing ventured: nothing gained.
Striding out from the wall, his boots crunching on the wet gravel, Rufinus approached the hunched figure of the gardener, busily tidying a decorative conifer, his straw hat waxed for extra protection as the torrents of rain ran from it and fell onto the cape he wore beneath.
�Excuse me� he said loudly, over the sounds of the rain striking leaves all around.
The figure paused in his work and turned.
�I need to speak with your master. Would you be so kind as to take me to him?�
Pompeianus, former highly decorated general of the empire and husband of the most powerful woman in the world, turned with a smile, tapping the brim of his hat so that a fresh sheet of rain bounced off it. �I was wondering when you�d decide to show up, young man. Best come in out of the rain.�
Gesturing for the surprised Rufinus to follow, Pompeianus strode towards a door into the building to the left. �I have a rather good bottle of Falernian resting open and breathing the cool air. I�m sure after your exertions you would not be averse to joining me for a tipple while you tell me what is on your mind?�
Rufinus nodded seriously. �I think the time has come for us to have a talk, general.�

XIV � Understandings and revelations

POMPEIANUS sat back and exhaled slowly, rubbing his temple. Rufinus sat nervously, having revealed every last detail of his involvement with Commodus, the two Praetorian prefects, the lady Lucilla and her personal slave. He had found, as he talked frankly and openly, that such a weight lifted from him that he had gone far beyond his initial intentions and had laid his soul bare before the Syrian former general. Somehow the man�s presence was comforting enough that it felt good to do so.
Now, however, was crunch-time. What would Pompeianus do?
The general nodded to himself, apparently mulling over the information as he digested it.
�You have been a busy man.�
Rufinus nodded, his breath held. He�d even spoken in careful and peripheral terms of his confrontation and disposal of the animal Scopius, though omitting both name and location. He�d given over enough secrets to see himself executed five times over, for all the extenuating circumstances that had influenced his actions. But the only way anything was possible here in this palatial villa was through the acquiring of allies. And the only way to ally with Pompeianus was to come clean with him. A gesture of trust.
�I remember you from Vindobona. I suspect that my wife and most of the notables will have only seen a soldier, for all your valour. Paternus clearly saw something else; Perennis too, else he would hardly have cared about your sudden prominence. I saw something in your eyes that at the time I took as deviousness, and I wondered whether you were busy engineering your advance. I see now that I was wrong.�
He gave a light chuckle. �You may very well be the only honourable member of the Praetorian Guard in its illustrious history!�
Rufinus gave a small nervous laugh. �But general, what of prefect Perennis and his meetings with your wife? Do you not feel conflicted, given your familial connections, your acceptance of his patronage and his possible involvement?�
That was dangerous too: all-but accusing the prefect of treason, even to this man, was a death sentence waiting to happen.
Thankfully, Pompeianus shrugged and reached for the wine, refilling his cup. �Perennis is a snake, young man, but at this particular moment, he is our snake. Try not to think in absolutes. I fear you see only good and bad, but you need to understand that the world is one great, enormous grey area. There are no good or bad people. Everyone is a little of both; it is simply a question of proportions. Perennis is no more or less trustworthy than any Praetorian prefect that has held the position, including Paternus. Both of them would eat you up and spit out the bones if the need arose. Never think you can trust a man this close to the centre of power. You would do well to place less trust in me, for instance.�
Rufinus� heart skipped a beat, but Pompeianus smiled and waved aside the sudden chill. �Have no fear. I do not mean to cause you trouble, but remember that I too move in these circles and there may come a day when I am in dire need of something and you become a vital stepping stone. Do not think for a moment that I will hesitate in making use of you if I need to, but not now.�
He paused and took a sip of his wine. �Perennis is the emperor�s man, through and through � at this time. What the future holds, who knows? But for now, you may rely on Perennis to support and carry out the wishes of the golden boy. He is to Commodus what Paternus was to Aurelius. The balance of power within the military has shifted to the new prefect due to his connections. Paternus is still a loyal man, don�t get me wrong, but he is already beginning to work his machinations to suborn his counterpart.�
He laughed. �The politics of the Praetorians are every bit as convoluted and dangerous as those of the palace, young Rufinus. Perennis has been tying himself ever tighter to Commodus to secure his position and diminish Paternus� power. When you saw him with Lucilla in Rome, you saw him endearing himself in order to learn more of her plans. He is a snake, but not yet well enough versed in palace politics to succeed in such a ruse. Lucilla would have nothing of it and spurned his company. This is, of course, why he came to me.�
He gestured to Rufinus� empty cup and nudged the wine across the table. Rufinus thought for a moment, wondering whether he should risk addling his brains, but accepted the wine, watering it well.
Time to ask another important question. �If it is not too impertinent, general, may I ask why you have agreed to help the prefect investigate your wife? Is the rift between you that wide?�
Pompeianus laughed again with genuine mirth. �You�re seeing things in too noble a light again, young man. I have a comfortable life, for all the coldness of my wife. We have a son, for whom I care a great deal, and who loves us both despite our division, though he stays in Sicilia with his tutor and a cousin of mine, safely away from the intrigues of Rome.�
He took a breath and narrowed his eyes, leaning forward. �It is a question of survival, Rufinus. If you manage to live through the first few years of a new reign, in the circles of power and the ranks of the Guard, you will understand what a driving motive survival can be. Commodus is not yet secure, while Lucilla hungers for the throne. Soon, lines will be drawn and the fight will commence with knives in the dark. All that matters now is to be on the winning side.�
Rufinus frowned. �Surely it�s better to be on the right side, despite the consequences?�
The Syrian shook his head. �Only to those who have yet to meet the stare of a torturer in the Palatine cellars. I have seen the result of heroic stands for the truth, and it is rarely pretty. If you hope to do any good, the first rule is that you have to survive long enough to do it.�
Rufinus felt somehow saddened by this statement. He had, in his mind, built up the general to be some sort of noble Roman hero and the discovery that the man was driven by base instincts for survival undermined something in his system of values.
�Do not judge me, Rufinus. Tell me what you know of your new emperor.�
The young guardsman sat silent, ruminating for a moment, and then cleared his throat. �He is clearly the right successor and has a history of military successes��
Pompeianus waved a hand dismissively. �I don�t mean his curriculum vitae. I mean what you think of him. Your impressions. But I will comment on your bold statements immediately by qualifying them. The �right� successor is not always the best one � a fact worth remembering, and secondly: how many emperors are truly responsible for their victories? Think deeply about what you say, Rufinus. Now tell me of Commodus.�
Again, the young guardsman cleared his throat nervously. �He is�� he paused, wondering what to say.
�Don�t consider it, Rufinus. Just tell me what you think. Your first impressions. Talk.�
�He�s a clever man and a fun, interesting one. I think he inspires men and charms women. He�s a lover of beauty and form. He loved his father and I think respects his country and his people��
�But?� Pompeianus leaned forward conspiratorially.
�But he is changeable, I fear. I think he is prone to sudden shifts of mood and I fear could be dangerous, especially if crossed.�
�See how you start to picture things in more colours now, young man?� Pompeianus nodded. �What do you think of his desire and suitability to rule?�
Suddenly Rufinus felt his blood chill. Could it be that Pompeianus himself was part of the plot against Commodus? Or possibly harboured plans for a usurpation of his own, entirely separately from that of his wife? The Syrian nobleman smiled.
�No judgement shall be passed on your thoughts. Call it a frank exchange of views.�
Rufinus felt his throat tighten as he talked. �I think he wants to rule. He could easily have allowed Lucilla to take the throne for your son. It would have been unpopular in some quarters, but he could have done it and the succession would occur smoothly. As to his suitability? I think it is too early to judge a man�s ability. I have heard of few new laws passed and little in the way of civil projects. There are no military campaigns looming and the borders are peaceful. How could anyone judge?�
Pompeianus nodded slowly. �I, on the other hand, have a better vantage point for viewing the man�s reign. I see from a higher position.�
He lowered his voice, despite the fact that they were alone. �Commodus is a charming young man with a great zest for life. I like him personally. I hold him in high esteem as a human being. There are few people alive I would prefer to stand beside at the chariot races or in the stands of the amphitheatre; or in a drinking pit, even.�
Rufinus nodded sagely.
�But� Pompeianus said sharply, �though he wants to be the ruler, I fear he does not want to rule.�
The guardsman frowned at the contradiction. �I�m not sure I understand?�
�Commodus loves the pomp and the glory. Possibly he loves the power, which is a dangerous thing in any ruler. But he has little or no interest in any of the mechanics of Empire. The old emperor�s advisors were just that: advisors. They gave Aurelius their opinions of what could and should be done to keep the empire running smoothly, but Aurelius himself made the decisions, even when they were hard or unpleasant ones. The most important decision young Commodus has made since he settled into the palace was the details of the games that ran for months in honour of his noble father.�
He swept an arm across the air between them as if to wipe away all that was said. �The so-called �advisors� that crowd like vultures around young Commodus are almost entirely of a different breed. These freedmen who hunger for power are being given too much of it. The emperor is happy to leave the day-to-day running of the empire in the hands of inexperienced, greedy and dangerous men. Men such as Cleander, Mamertinus, Julianus and Perennis.�
Rufinus shook his head. �But they have issued no commands that are cause for alarm, surely? I have heard nothing.�
�Saoterus� the general replied quietly.
�Sir?�
�That man who seems young and lost among the gaggle of power-seeking �advisors� appears to be the only one attempting to steer the emperor along a suitable path. Fortunate is the world that he is also the one to whom Commodus pays the most heed; his favourite, if you will. I have heard of potential orders for proscriptions of whole families, lines and tribes tabled by the vultures, vetoed on the suggestion of Saoterus. Had they made it to legal status, half the noble families in Rome would have been arrested and executed. A cursory examination of those families named would illuminate a few choice titbits, too: families with money that would seep into the treasury. Families with lands that abut the estates of men such as Cleander, where the boundaries could easily be redrawn. Saoterus alone seems to be standing between the emperor�s seal and the death of more than a dozen prominent families.�
Rufinus blinked. He remembered Cleander and Saoterus well enough from Vindobona. Cleander he could see as a stirrer of political cauldrons. Saoterus had seemed so young and quiet.
�It�s hard to believe.�
Pompeianus nodded. �Nevertheless, it is true. You see why I ask and share all of this with you?�
Rufinus shook his head and refilled his cup, making the mix stronger this time.
�I told you why I was doing the bidding of Perennis, despite everything,� sighed Pompeianus. �Survival. Lucilla is dangerous and cold, but she is relatively impotent at the moment. Commodus and his coven of snakes and vultures wield every drop of power in the empire. Tell me, when you know that lines are being drawn, on which side I should pitch my tent?�
Rufinus stared. Could it be that already, so early into the golden-haired prince�s reign, the seedy corruption of the old Republic had already set in?
�It all sounds so hopeless when you put it in those terms� he said quietly.
Pompeianus laughed again. �Far from it. It is a great game, young Rufinus. The closer you get to the purple, the more often you are required to play. You have entered into the tournament now and you need to learn the rules and how the pieces move, lest you find yourself out of it again swiftly, and the stakes are too high to accept that possibility.�
�So we foil any attempt against the emperor not because it is the right thing to do, but because it is the most expedient thing?�
Pompeianus nodded. �Survival. If we hope to help our new emperor achieve everything of which he is capable, we have to survive long enough to gain the necessary influence. You see how this works?�
Rufinus nodded despondently. He did see how it worked, and it sickened him. He felt soiled simply by being told such things. How simple it had been to carry shield and pilum in the front of a century, to brace in the shieldwall against a thousand slavering barbarians. Suddenly he longed for the discomfort of the military marching c& the cold numbness of the toes in the snow of Marcomannia; the endless ennui of guard duty and the unpleasantness of digging the shit-trench.
Better to dig it than to live in it.
�I don�t like this.�
Pompeianus shrugged. �You don�t have to. Really, you shouldn�t if you are as good a man as you seem. But sadly, the longer you play the game, the more you enjoy it and the more you want to win.�
�So what do we do?�
The general poured himself another wine and sipped it straight and unwatered for the first time. �You need to ingratiate yourself. You need to make yourself important enough to my wife and her cackling whores of friends that you are allowed within the main complex. Only there are you likely to find anything of interest. Make use of slaves, especially this British girl of whom you speak. You now have as much hold over her as she does over you. She may know your secret, but the fact that she has not told anyone is enough to crucify her. You can use that to play her. She is your first piece in the game.�
Rufinus� eyes widened and he fought to control his tongue. To think of using Senova in such a way made him sick. He would not do so, but equally he was unwilling to reveal that weakness to the general. �Any other suggestions, sir?�
Pompeianus shook his head. �Not yet. I would say that a man who managed to outwit and remove the impediment of a veteran bully in his unit should be able to engineer some way into the favour of his employer. Think on it.�
Rufinus nodded solemnly and drained the last of his wine. He had thought the conversation would be enlightening for the villa�s master. He had not realised just how much he would learn in return; how much he wished he didn�t have to.
�I had best go. I need to bathe and dry out and then spend some time in thought.�
As he stood and stretched, replacing his cup on the table, Pompeianus smiled up at him. �I presume you can see yourself out? It would go best for you if you weren�t seen to be consorting with me, so try to leave quietly, though I think the rain will keep most observers away.�
Rufinus smiled uncomfortably. �Thank you for your time and the wine, general. I will speak to you as soon as I have anything helpful to say.�
With a respectful nod, Rufinus turned and strode from the room, passing through the doorways and chambers and out into the beautiful garden where the pounding rain was still battering leaves with a deafening clatter, splashing up from puddles.
As he passed through the gate to the garden, the way he had first entered, he had that prickly, nervous sensation of being watched, and turned, peering between the trees up the slope. For a moment he thought he�d caught the edge of a flicker of movement from the corner of his eye but, as he watched intently, nothing but the endless torrential rain filled his view.
The rain battered on throughout the evening as the remaining light, such as it was beneath the roiling grey clouds, failed and petered out. Rufinus returned to the baths to find them empty and quiet. Disrobing, he once more laid out his clothes on the floor of the warm room to dry them and clattered around the decorative floors in the wooden sandals provided until he sank gratefully into one of the semi-circular hot baths.
Allowing himself to relax for the first time that evening, he pondered on the wealth of information he had now uncovered and considered the path ahead. As a new arrival, even having served for more than a week without incident, there was no hope of him winkling his way into a position of trust within the main wing of the villa. Pompeianus was making hopeless suggestions. It would be months before they would place enough faith in him to allow him access to the more sensitive areas, and by then the deed he�d been sent here to prevent could have been done.
There had to be a way of speeding things up.
Lazily, he ducked his head beneath the warm water, holding his breath and listening to the distant sounds of the furnaces being fed, muted through the water. In that watery netherworld of peace, he thought it through further. It was a matter of comparative trustworthiness. He was new, and therefore even people who had only served for a month were more trusted than he. Those with half a year at the villa were likely to be trusted in the inner circles. In time there would be new recruits and he would move up the ladder, so the only way to speed up the process was to climb that ladder faster. And doing that meant either removing those above him or adding more below.
Murder was clearly not the way. Likely there would be some men who could have been assigned to this task who would look upon such clandestine wickedness as part of the duty and take it stoically. But the affair with Scopius in the aqueduct tank had taught Rufinus that he simply did not have the coldness required for murder. He would face any man in a fair fight for a real reason, but knives in the dark were not his way.
No. He needed a scapegoat to climb on the back of. But again, manufacturing something to damage another man was a dishonourable and wicked thing and Rufinus would feel uncomfortable dropping an innocent man in the shit, even with the best of motives. So quite simply he needed someone who deserved that ill befall them. His mind instantly fell on Dis, the hollow, dead-eyed killer with his evil dogs, and on Tad, the massive cannibal. But again, that was a direction not worth thinking on. Surely they both deserved it, but they were too high profile; too high a target to reach.
He would have to wait until an opportunity presented itself. Some prying and carefully loaded questions might supply him with a suitable candidate. Then, revealing their crimes and thus pushing himself up in trust and esteem and closer to that all-important access. With a smile, and realising that his breath was almost spent, Rufinus burst through the surface of the water, heaving in breaths. The water splashed over the edge of the bath and onto the steps below where it quickly began to dry on the warm floor.
Vigorously he rubbed his face, balling his fists and knuckling his eyes before reaching up and squeezing the water from his short hair. He opened his eyes, still blurred from the water, in time to see a shadow vanish from the doorway into the main vestibule.
He blinked away the last of the droplets and rubbed his face again, peering at the dimly-lit doorway, strange dancing shapes cast on the walls with their paintings of marine life by the oil lamps strategically placed around the room.
Nothing there now. But there had been someone there, while he had rested below the water�s calm surface, someone had been in the room with him. His eyes strayed to the floor and he scanned the decorative surface, looking for tracks. No sign. Whoever it was had taken care to remove wet garments before they entered, or had been in the heated portion of the baths for long enough to dry out and leave no watery trace.
As quietly as he could, yet as quickly as he dared, Rufinus slipped from the water and dropped lightly to the steps, his bare feet quickly warming on the heated floor. Moving on the balls of his feet, as quietly as if he were hunting deer in the woods back home with Lucius, the guardsman dropped the two steps to the flat surface and padded almost silently across the room to the doorway, pausing by the jamb and leaning round sharply to catch anyone on the other side.
Nothing. No shapes, no people, no shadows, no tracks and no noise bar the distant thump of logs being fed into the furnace and the steady drone of the rain clattering on the tiles of the bathhouse roof.
So, not just someone sneaking around, but someone very stealthy. Waiting just long enough to be sure he was definitely alone, Rufinus padded back across to his towel and wooden sandals, his feet already uncomfortably hot. Gratefully, he slid into the footwear and wrapped the towel around his waist. His bathing experience had become less than relaxed.
A quick check revealed that his clothing was almost dry � enough to wear without discomfort. Quickly, he shrugged into the clothes and hurried back, clattering across the floor, to the changing room, where he was immensely relieved to see his boots and sword still standing in their alcove. He�d taken to leaving his mail shirt in his room. Clearly he�d been taking a chance with his personal protection, but there simply weren�t enough hours in the day to maintain and clean and polish old mail when the rain was constant, day and night.
Of course, given recent developments, he might have to change that policy and discount comfort for safety.
Belting on his sword, he moved to the door of the bathhouse, looking out miserably, with a hint of nervous tension, into the constant, sheeting semi-dark rain. The arched corridor that promised dry passage towards the barracks was just over fifteen paces from the baths, lit by lamps and looking inviting in the dusk gloom. An unpleasant run, but not far enough to leave him drenched again.
Taking a deep breath, and sure that there were no lurking, shadowy figures among the trees or building corners out there, he charged from the doorway, holding his red military scarf over his head with his left hand to shelter from the worst of the torrent.
With a bang and a tangle of arms and legs, he suddenly found himself lying on the wet paving slabs outside the baths. A moment of panic thrilled through him. Someone had tripped him at the doorway, someone lurking to one side. He�d checked the landscape ahead, but had made the stupid error of not looking around the corner before he ran.
His hand went to the hilt of his sword as he struggled to disentangle himself. His mind focused on an inescapable fact and forced his hand to release the sword. Whoever he had collided with was also lying on the floor, entangled with him and was therefore unlikely to be an assassin out for his life.
He blinked and focused. Smooth, olive-skinned legs struggled to free themselves of his own hairy appendages. Flushing slightly, Rufinus� gaze followed them up to the hem of a short grey tunic that had ridden up over the girl�s thighs. He jerked his gaze up to focus on her face. It was a girl he�d not seen before. Pretty, possibly Aegyptian or Arabian in origin, she had lustrous black hair and almond eyes. Not a patch on Senova, of course, but clearly a beauty.
And suddenly she was upright, springing to her feet.
�Oh Jove, no!�
She was staring down at the pile of elegant clothes she had been carrying, covered with a waterproof sheet, now mussed up and sodden, lying in heaps on the floor, some wrapped around Rufinus� dirty boots.
�Oh bollocks. Sorry.�
�What were you doing, running out of doorways without looking where you were going?� the girl snapped, gathering up the sopping clothes.
Rufinus bridled. �I was looking where I was going. I just wasn�t looking where you were going!�
Bending, he began to help gather the clothing, but the slave girl snatched them out of his hands and bundled them up in a pile, glaring at him as she did so. �Because of your clumsiness, I shall have to do all these again and the mistress will be angry.�
Rufinus rolled his eyes. �Look, I said I was sorry. It was an accident that we could both have avoided with a little care, now stop being so melodramatic and let me help you carry these.�
He held up a female garment that was clearly not supposed to be worn on the outside and she snatched it from his hand. �Get back to your job, soldier, and leave me alone.�
Turning her back, she stormed off, the effect of her anger slightly spoiled as she dropped half the pile again after five steps and had to pause to gather them all.
Rufinus watched her disappear and sighed. Typical. He was clumsy, or at least prone to trips and accidents, but this was not his fault, despite her vehemence. And now he was as drenched as he had been when he first went to the baths. Briefly he contemplated going back to the bathhouse and drying off again, but concluded that this was clearly a bad day and should be written off as such with no further attempt to brighten it.
Squelching unpleasantly through the rain, he made for the barracks.
�What a bad-tempered, arrogant, ignorant witch� he muttered to himself as he ducked out of the rain and into the corridor. His sojourn in the baths had seen the last of the day�s light fade and it was with some relief that he left the gloomy evening and entered the lamp-lit world of the palace.
A few turns and doors and he found himself in the courtyard of the barracks, looking up at the wooden stairs and balconies that served the individual sleeping rooms. The chamber that he shared with the other new arrival, Fastus, and the least accommodating room-mate of the guard, flickered with a low light and, as Rufinus looked up at the open doorway, a reverberating, deafening, and surprisingly lengthy fart rang out. Clearly Glaucus was in the room, then. The man had some sort of digestive trouble that made sharing a room with him one of the most eye-watering experiences of Rufinus� life. The room smelled permanently like the inside of an Arabian mercenary�s boot after a long march. Not quarter of an hour passed in the night without some sort of disturbing gurgling noise, a breath-stealing fart or some other unidentifiable sound.
It was unpleasant and, had Glaucus not been one of the friendliest men Rufinus had met in years, he would probably have killed the man by now. Fortunately, tonight the young guardsman was weary enough that he�d be able to sleep through anything.
Padding up the stairs, he slipped in through the doorway and entered the dimly-lit room. Like all chambers in the barracks, the one the three men shared was set up for four occupants with two double bunks. Glaucus had graciously agreed to occupy one of the top bunks on the general scientific belief that his warm, odorous emissions would rise and occupy the rafters and that his companions would be saved the worst of it, sleeping below the rising cloud. The theory may be sound, but the result was hardly noticeable. Fastus, apparently a light sleeper all his life, claimed the other lower bunk with the unoccupied upper, leaving Rufinus sleeping below the gurgling, trumpeting Glaucus.
An oil lamp guttered, the flame in its dying moments. Clearly it had been lit some time ago and left burning. Why, Rufinus had no idea, given that Glaucus was fast asleep, issuing his usual nightly stream of awfulness, and Fastus was absent, though his blankets were ruffled. The man must recently have gone out on his night shift.
Trying to ignore the unpleasant noises and smells, Rufinus trod over to his bunk and, with a glance at the pasty white buttocks protruding from the blanket four feet above, sank into his bed with relief. The day had started dull but ended with far too much excitement for Rufinus� liking.
Sleep came instantly and overwhelmingly.
Rufinus awoke with a slight snort, but his reflexes, honed by his years of military service, told him to stay quiet and still. He couldn�t quite figure what had woken him. A noise? A smell, or a rush of air? Possibly even just that uncomfortable prickle that occurs on the spine when a man knows he is being observed.
Apart from that one, brief, involuntary snort, Rufinus lay absolutely still, carefully measuring his breathing to maintain the impression that he was fast asleep. A low, wet sounding rush of foul air seeped into the atmosphere a few feet above his head.
With careful attention to detail, Rufinus made a sleepy groaning noise and rolled over, his arm flopping limply over the side of the cot, granting him just enough access to look over his arm towards the door. Keeping his eye to a narrow slit, he peered at the entrance.
It was now deep in the night. The lamp in the room had burned out long ago. The room was pitch black but, as was always the case, the courtyard area outside was lit with guttering torches to aid men in their journey up and down the stairs for night duties or latrine trips.
Most of the guard chambers were closed off with doors to keep out any chill and provide privacy for the occupants. The three men�s door remained open to provide the necessary fresh air for humans to survive a night with Glaucus, the portal wedged open with a brick.
A black shape filled the lower part of the doorway.
Rufinus� heart began to beat extraordinarily fast.
One of those damn hounds of Hades was sitting upright and alert in the doorway. Acheron or Cerberus? It was near impossible to tell the difference between the animals together in broad daylight. At night, as a simple silhouette? Somehow he knew it was Acheron, though. The bastard hound had been the one who threatened him earlier on at the slave quarters. He�d be willing to bet an arm that this was the same dog.
Rufinus� eye rolled upwards in the gloom and he opened the slit between his eyelids slightly wider to peer into the dark interior of the room, still keeping his head absolutely still. It took a moment to focus. Fastus� cot remained empty and rumpled as it had when Rufinus had returned, what� hours ago?
He suddenly became aware with a thrill of fear that the dog had begun to growl; a low rumble, protracted and wicked, issuing from deep in its chest. It was a sound of pure malice. Rufinus swallowed as quietly as he could. Somehow, the animal knew he was awake, though how, he couldn�t say.
Aware that the sleeping guise he had maintained was now useless, he shuffled until he was propped up on his elbows. Had the dog taken a personal dislike to him for some unknown reason, or was Dis somehow setting his beasts to watch the new man. Clearly it wasn�t Fastus they were interested in, unless perhaps Acheron was here while Cerberus was busy watching Fastus somewhere?
Rufinus rolled his eyes as he remembered that the other new man would be on duty, patrolling the grounds in the dark � an unenviable task. And to do that job while being stalked by Dis� awful dogs� Rufinus shivered.
�Go on. Scat!� he hissed at the door, aware that he was starting to sweat with fear. He could stand against any man fist to fist and would face any foe of woman born with a sword and shield. But unarmed and facing these two hounds, he was pretty sure he would come off very badly indeed. No amount of legionary training or boxing practice taught a man how to fight off a savage, killer dog.
Acheron moved not a muscle, the growl rising in pitch and volume as the menacing shadow watched him. Rufinus, his wits returning to him rapidly, was suddenly acutely aware that he was fully dressed in soggy clothes, his boots still on. He had collapsed with exhaustion and slept before even undressing. His eye strayed to the sword in its scabbard, still attached to his belt and discarded upon arrival at the room, a couple of feet from the cot.
His fingertips would just about reach the pommel. He doubted very much that he could grasp it, close his hand around the hilt, pull it back and draw the blade from the sheath before the dog had his elbow in its cruel jaws and was shaking him back and forth like a child�s rag toy.
His fingertips reached out slowly, inching their way to the cold bronze of the pommel as the dog�s growl continued, white drool dripping to the floor.
And suddenly, as if it had been summoned silently, the beast rose from its haunches and turned from Rufinus, padding away along the balcony.
His heart still pounding and his nerves twanging, mind alert and body poised despite the exhaustion that still weighed upon him, Rufinus scrambled and grasped the sword, drawing it from the sheath and allowing the leather and belt to fall beneath the bed as he brought the plain soldier�s blade beneath the blankets with him, cold steel touching his bare leg and making him recoil.
Settling, he kept the sword in the bed and in his hand as his eyes continued to stare at the open doorway. He fancied that he could hear big paws padding down the wooden staircase, but after a while he decided that it was simply the endless patter of the rain he could hear.
Sleep entirely failed to come.
For more than an hour, Rufinus lay in the darkness, unable to think of anything but Dis and his damn dogs, unable to do anything but watch the doorway intently while lying motionless in the bed, hand on the hilt of his sword.
He heard a distant clang, very quiet and largely muffled by the waning rain and recognised in it the signal from the slave quarters to rouse the household�s multitude of workers to the coming day. It must be very late then, two hours from dawn at most. He�d slept in his wet clothes longer than he�d imagined.
He was just beginning to wonder whether it was worth even trying to sleep any more, or whether he should simply get up, change his clothes and head out for an early bath and bite of food when he heard the quiet clatter of boots on the flags of the courtyard. The rain had temporarily receded to a light drizzle, allowing sounds to carry better, and Rufinus frowned. Someone was trying not to disturb the sleeping guards, walking in their military, hob-nailed boots, but with as light a step as they could.
Frowning, Rufinus, sleep entirely forgotten, slipped silently from his bed, fist still wrapped around the hilt of his sword, and quickly undid his boot straps with his free hand, padding across the room to the doorway. Inching out, he realised the footsteps had ceased, and he moved to the balcony edge and peered down into the torchlit courtyard, trying not to exert too much pressure on the creaking wooden beams.
A figure stood in the opposite corner beneath the shelter of the upper walkway, reading something by the light of one of the torches. Rufinus squinted at the floor below and realised it was Fastus. The man spent a moment reading and re-reading a scrap of what looked even at this distance like parchment and then held the note in the flickering flame of the torch until it caught, waiting for the bloom of flame to blossom, and then dropped the burning item to the flags in the dry area beneath the high roof.
Rufinus ducked back from the balcony edge as the new recruit turned and looked up at the doorway before marching across the courtyard, and mounting the wooden stairs toward his room.
Holding his breath and treading as lightly as possible, Rufinus backed across the landing and into the room, crossing it and sliding beneath his blankets, shovelling the belt and scabbard further out of sight beneath the bunk and hiding the weapon in the bed once more. Quickly, he returned to his sleeping guise and tried to breathe deeply and evenly.
Moments later, Fastus entered the room, pausing for a moment and regarding the two occupied bunks carefully before padding over to his own, undressing and sinking into it. Rufinus allowed the narrow slit of his left eye to open a little further and watched his roommate with interest. Fastus was dry as a bone, yet his boots were muddy, clear indication that he had not been completing his assigned tour of the grounds in the rain, but had been somewhere outdoors yet sheltered. Rufinus� mind raced. What was the man up to?
Silently, playing the sleeping man, Rufinus watched as the other new guard slid beneath his blanket, cast one last look across the room and rolled over to sleep. Rufinus lay there frustrated and impotent, listening as the rain increased once more.
Only when the blast from a horn announced the pre-dawn watch, an hour before sunrise, was Rufinus able to openly stir with the manufactured yawns and scratches of a man who hadn�t spent the last hour with clenched teeth, his mind racing through possibilities. Clambering out of bed, he quickly grasped his boots and belt from beneath and slid the blade into its scabbard, striding innocently from the room and pausing on the landing to stretch and fasten boots and belt.
As the first few guardsmen left their rooms to go about their daily duties, Rufinus descended the stairs to the courtyard and continued to stretch and scratch until the rest had exited and he was alone. With a quick check to make sure he was not being watched, he crossed to the corner where Fastus had stood and crouched to adjust his boot straps, peering at the floor.
The ash on the floor confirmed what he�d guessed. The note had been written on parchment, a commodity far too pricey to be found in the hands of a man so poor he had no worldly goods but the clothes on his back and had been forced to take service as a mercenary.
His heart lurched as he noticed the fragment. One single piece of the parchment remained uncharred, It had fallen into a damp footprint and the muddy liquid had preserved the corner. Pulse pounding, Rufinus picked up the scrap and, fearful of being noticed, stepped out into the doorway, taking advantage of both the building�s shelter and the outside light.
The contents of the note were almost impossible to make out due to the charring of the edge and the wet mud of the rest.
He squinted and frowned, turning the fragment round and round and over and over, holding it up to the light and down for the best illumination.
�ANDE�
What could it mean? That was neither the beginning nor the end of the word, the rest being truly illegible. Rufinus ground his teeth and slid the item into his purse for later examination. It had continued to be an eventful day long after sundown, and now new strands of mystery were being woven into his time here.
One thing was certain: Fastus was not what he appeared.

XV � Accusations

AUTUMN had given way abruptly to winter.
Nine days previously the rains that had continued to batter the plains and hills of Latium had finally petered out with a last few abortive storms and a distant rumble like an unfinished argument. In their place had come bitterly cold winds blowing along the length of the Appenninus Mountains from the north and crisp clear skies that threatened worse inclement weather to come. The past two mornings had seen the water in the ornamental bird baths freeze and glittering icicles hanging in serrated rows from roofs.
Rufinus twitched with impatience. His remit at the villa had been simple: seek out information that could prevent an attempt on the emperor�s life. Every new sunrise hammered home the possibility that today could be the day of the plot�s culmination and that he might have been too late in uncovering anything.
Armed with his suspicions over Fastus, he had watched the man for the last days of autumn, noting things he considered odd or out of character. Finally, after a week, he had gathered his mental notes and visited Pompeianus to seek the counsel of the former general. Rufinus had expected the man to leap upon the revelations that the second new guard was something other than that which he seemed, and to direct him to a course of action with purpose and alacrity.
Instead, the Syrian nobleman had simply shaken his head. �You�ve hints and suspicions, my boy. They�re odd and somewhat indicative of clandestine behaviour, certainly, but hardly enough to condemn a man. Unless you can come up with some solid proof, you will need a lot more circumstantial evidence to convince anyone of wrongdoing. Or you�ll have to manipulate them into believing you�� he�d added thoughtfully.
Rufinus, deflated, had been counselled to patience; to the gathering of more evidence to support his suspicions. Despite the fact that every passing day presented the possibility of being too late, Pompeianus was convinced that there was no immediate danger. The onset of winter would see the emperor out and about in the open considerably less and the chances of any attempt being made within the palace were negligible, in Pompeianus� opinion.
The news soon after that the tribes of Northern Britannia were causing havoc and besieging the forts and walls of that far-flung province only added to the general�s surety that time was far from an issue. Given the emperor�s need to pay attention to military matters, he was rarely seen now without a small crowd of officers around him. Besides, no would-be usurper would move to inherit a newly rebellious province when half a year�s patience could see a settled empire again.
In Rufinus� secret opinion, the addition of armed officers to the emperor�s regular group of hangers-on hardly decreased potential dangers, but there was little he could do about it. Certainly he could hardly send any information back to the Castra Praetoria with Constans the merchant until he had something a little more concrete than scattered suspicions which barely touched the theory of a plot. He could only imagine how much Paternus would be cursing the lack of contact, but it was hardly worth the risk with nothing to say.
And so the weeks had come and gone with rain and then freezing winds as Rufinus watched, with gritted teeth, a second and then third month of service pass at the villa.
And then, earlier in this bitterly cold week, the hollow-eyed Dis and his ever present dogs had set out from the villa on some task unknown to Rufinus, but which would apparently keep the man and his damn beasts away from the place for a week or more. With his right-hand man gone, captain Phaestor�s time and energy was stretched thin and he was too busy to keep his usual intimate eye on the villa�s running.
Rufinus found himself with almost unprecedented levels of freedom. For almost a week he had been sure his �evidence� against Fastus was as damning as it was ever likely to be, though whether that would be enough to convince anyone else remained to be seen.
His deepening suspicion that the �ANDE� on the burned parchment he now kept in his purse referred to the freedman and imperial advisor Cleander had left him in something of a quandary. If that was truly the case, it would make Fastus another agent put here by the authority of a man in the circles of imperial power, possibly on the same mission as Rufinus.
His feeling, however, that Cleander was considerably less trustworthy than an angry snake made him less inclined to preserve Fastus� secrets and made him feel better about possibly landing the man in trouble. Still, to make Fastus a traitor might well be signing the man�s death warrant and whoever his master, the man seemed to be innocent enough in himself. He had put the problem to Pompeianus who, as expected, had shrugged and told him to use every piece he was given in the great game. Somehow that had not helped with the ethical side of the problem.
The fact remained that even with freedom to roam without the watchful dogs of Dis, the evidence he had gathered on Fastus was still circumstantial enough to be of little use. The more he�d thought about the matter, the more he became agitated at his inertness. Every day he did nothing but watch was a day closer to this large meeting of dignitaries � a day closer to Commodus� death, and he might never have more to go on than Fastus� dubious note. In the end, he made the choice, standing sheltering from the cold by the arches of the southern theatre. He would have to try and push himself up that rung, else all might be for naught. He needed someone gullible and suspicious enough to latch onto his words and swallow them whole. Memories of the major domo � Vettius� � reaction when he�d come across that meeting in the baths suggested that he was the man for the task.
The next morning, Rufinus stepped purposefully out of the barracks and took a deep lungful of freezing morning air. Following directions he�d worked out from his own observations and discussions on the villa�s layout with Pompeianus, and aware that he was due on duty shortly and would be missed, he strode through the arch, across a small paved area; cut across a lawn and past a colourful flowerbed.
In a particularly ironic moment, he was busy congratulating himself on two entire months without an accident when his foot encountered a particularly vicious sheet of ice on a slanted flagstone, sending him reeling toward the wall before him. Throwing his arms out to arrest his momentum, he slipped, his head connecting painfully with the stone with a �thunk�.
Pulling himself upright and shaking his head to clear it, he reached up and touched a tender point on his forehead. At least his hand came away clean with no blood. Looking to the left, he spotted his goal and made for it.
An almost invisibly nondescript door in the plain wall opened easily under his hand just as the general said it would, revealing a triangular garden surrounded by a delicate covered portico. Doors led off from here in several directions, two of them guarded by men he recognised by sight; the entrance to the palace itself on the right and the palace baths on the left were both under close guard. The doorway ahead, though, stood open and inviting and Rufinus crossed to it, trying to ignore the inquisitive gaze of the guards.
Approaching the door at the narrow end of the triangle, he stepped aside as a servant hurried from it carrying sheaves of parchment, rushing through the cold air to the palace doorway, which the guard dutifully opened for him.
As he made his way through the doorway into the corridor beyond, Rufinus wondered momentarily at the wisdom of taking his suspicions to the major domo. He could imagine how Phaestor was going to react to having one of his men implicated in treachery and the entire matter being taken over his head to the villa�s chief servant. Still, there was no other way. If Rufinus wanted to be noticed and rise in the villa�s echelons, he had to utilise the suspicious nature of the major-domo and hope Phaestor would not take it out on him afterwards.
The short corridor within led to another decorative door ahead, also guarded, and two office doors, one to each side. With a steadying breath, Rufinus strode across and rapped on the left door.
�Come.�
With a last moment check that his purse was still hanging at his belt, he opened the door and walked into the office of Vettius, the villa�s major domo. The swarthy man looked up from his desk where he continued to make marks on the wax with his stylus despite his eyes being on the visitor. His black hair and pointed beard were freshly oiled.
�Make it quick or close the door. It�s cold.�
Rufinus nodded and closed the portal with a quiet click before stepping forward and standing opposite the man, impressed at how he continued to write without even glancing at the tablet, the neat row of marks not even drifting. �Well?� the man snapped. �I�m busy, you know��
Rufinus swallowed.
�I wasn�t really sure who to bring this to, master Vettius, but given the nature of what I have to say, I felt that it should be yourself rather than captain Phaestor.�
The scribbling stopped and the man frowned. �Out with it, soldier.�
�It�s about one of the other guards, sir. I think he may be trouble.�
�Troubling guards is a matter for the captain, not me.�
Rufinus nodded. �Normally I would agree, sir, but I fear we have a spy or traitor to the empress in our midst.�
Granting the lady Lucilla that title galled him, but this was time to play the loyal follower and in her demesne she could call herself anything she wished. �A traitor? You have evidence of this?�
�Only circumstantial, sir, but strong enough to be more than mere suspicion.�
Vettius leaned back in his chair, gesturing to the seat opposite before cradling his fingers. Rufinus sat uncomfortably. Silence fell for a moment and the major domo gave him an impatient look.
�Well, sir� Rufinus said quietly. �It�s the recent hireling that joined the same time as me: Fastus. He claimed to have been an auxiliary soldier who�d fallen on hard times, come from the Danubius front via the mountains. I have plenty of reason to believe that�s not true.�
Vettius narrowed his eyes. �A man may lie about his background for many reasons that do not make him a traitor, but I shall indulge you nonetheless. What have you seen?�
�Well sir, if the man was from an auxiliary unit he�d know more about weapons, armour and maintenance. I served in the legions myself and I can spot a soldier, auxiliary or no. The man can flail about with a sword, of course. I�ve seen him at practice, but it�s not the thrust and block of a soldier. I�d say he learned from a private tutor; either a gladiator or a street fighter of some sort. But he didn�t maintain his mail for the first week and a half after we arrived and it became ridiculously rust-pocked before the captain told him to get a barrel of sand on it. He seemed surprised. An auxiliary soldier would know all about the need for keeping armour rust free. He�d have been straight on it to save himself from all that work later.�
�Circumstantial, as you say. There�s more?�
�Much more, sir. The unit he claims to have served with seems to shift between the First Bracaugustorum and the Second Bracaugustorum, depending on the tale he tells. At one point he told me an anecdote about the journey south that took place in Interamnia, yet he claims to have lost his kit in Asisium. I cannot see a conceivable route from the north to Tibur that would pass through both unless he was hopelessly lost and spent a few months wandering up and down Italia.�
Vettius nodded, starting to look bored rather than intrigued. Rufinus felt his heart lurch. He was losing the man.
�It�s all fascinating,� the major domo replied, stifling a yawn, �but few men join a private mercenary force without some darkness in their past. That he manufactured a false history is no surprise and certainly no reason to bother me if captain Phaestor is satisfied.�
�There�s more to it, yet, sir.� Rufinus said quickly. �He claimed not to read, but I have seen him do so. His hands are soft, like a man not used to manual labour. I have heard him swear in Greek when he thinks no one is looking. Greek, sir!�
�Unusual, I�ll grant you, for an uneducated soldier, but you are wasting my time, man. I have work to do and so do you, now leave.�
Rufinus shook his head and rifled in his purse.
Vettius fixed him with an irritated look but said nothing as Rufinus slapped an old, faded, charred fragment of parchment onto the desk�s surface.
�Tell me where an ordinary, poor guard would get expensive parchment. Why he would have it if he can�t read or write. Tell me why he read it alone at night by the light of a solitary torch when he thought no one was watching. Tell me then why he burned it after reading, save this single scrap I managed to salvage.�
The major domo�s brow furrowed and he reached out, carefully picking up the scrap and examining it.
�Tell me about it, sir? It was that very fragment that started me watching him. I couldn�t come to Phaestor. Only an educated man such as yourself would understand the significance of the language and the man�s behaviour, and of this: I had no idea what the letters on it meant, so I spent every moment I could listening to Fastus when he thought no one was around. I�ve listened to him talking about someone called �Cleander�, and I�ve heard that name mentioned before alongside the emperor�s. Some sort of friend?�
A lie there, but it would have been hard to explain away how he could make the connection from his own knowledge without arousing suspicions about himself. Vettius turned the fragment slightly and Rufinus was satisfied to note the man�s eyes widen.
��ANDE��Cleander? The soldier you speak of is in touch with that snake? Why did you not start by telling me this?�
Suddenly the man was all action, snapping shut the wax tablet and dropping the stylus next to it, rising from his chair and straightening his tunic.
�You have done well, soldier��
�Marcius, sir. Gnaeus Marcius. I don�t trust the man, sir.�
�With good reason it seems, Marcius. Do you know where he is now?�
Rufinus shrugged. �When I rose this morning, he was still in his cot. If he�s not still there, he�ll be at the baths for his morning ablutions. He�s not on duty today.�
Vettius nodded and padded past him to the door, flinging it open and looking along the passage to the muscular man guarding the far door.
�You! Come with me.�
The big man, a Gaul named Atracus if Rufinus remembered correctly, blinked in surprise, but quickly gripped the pommel of the longsword hanging at his side and strode forth, his wool cloak flapping behind him. Rufinus followed him out as the major domo beckoned and turned away toward the door through which he had arrived.
The big Gaul frowned at Rufinus suspiciously as they fell in behind the small, thin man with the oiled, blue-black hair. Walking out of the corridor into the triangular portico, Vettius gestured to the man guarding the door to the palace baths.
�You too. Come with me.�
On they strode, back through the small door, across the paved area, where Rufus was careful not to fall foul of that ice patch again, and into the guard barracks. Three of the men were milling about, chatting in the courtyard.
�None of them?� Vettius said quietly. Rufinus shook his head and the major domo cleared his throat and addressed the small gathering.
�Two of you come with me. The other: go find captain Phaestor and ask him to report to the council chamber at once.�
Surprised, the three men dithered for only a moment before two of them hurried across to fall in with the small party, the third charging off toward the door.
�What was his name again?�
Rufinus took a deep breath. �Fastus. I think its Publius Fastus, but he�s not been very forthcoming with his name.�
Vettius nodded. �Guardsman Fastus? Would you be so kind as to step out here?�
The general murmur of background noise fell away and faces appeared in the various doorways on both levels. After a pregnant pause, the pale face of Fastus appeared at the rail above, the curious shape of their flatulent roommate Glaucus behind him, scratching himself unceremoniously.
�Yes?� Fastus said quietly and innocently enough, though Rufinus could almost see the tension in the man.
�Down here, please.�
Fastus, a look of baffled innocence plastered across his face, shuffled across and padded lightly down the stairs in soft boots, a recent and surprisingly expensive acquisition.
�What�s the problem, master Vettius?�
The major domo frowned. �Seize him� he said sharply and, without need of explanation, the two guards who had accompanied them stepped forward and grasped Fastus� arms, forcing them behind his back.
�What the�?�
Vettius turned away. �Take him to the council chamber, all four of you. Don�t let go of him even for a moment.�
As Fastus was hauled, protesting, from the barracks, Rufinus felt the sudden lurch of guilt he had been dreading all morning. Had the man been a bit more subtle and observant it might well have been Rufinus that was now being dragged away while Fastus wrung his hands guiltily. Biting his cheek, Rufinus told himself once again that any man being secretive and doing Cleander�s bidding was far from innocent. It didn�t help relieve an ounce of the guilt. The major domo looked up at the doorway of their shared room and mused.
�Is the brute up there trustworthy?� he asked.
�Glaucus? Absolutely.�
�You� the major domo said, addressing their room-mate at the top of the stairs. �Make a very thorough search of Fastus� things and bring everything but clothing and armour to the council chamber as soon as you can.�
Glaucus, surprised, finished rummaging down the front of his breeches and nodded, turning back and disappearing into his room.
�Come on.�
In the blink of an eye Rufinus was being escorted through the door at the far end of the office corridor and down passages he�d not seen before, finally entering a large chamber, well-appointed and with an apse containing statues of the great emperor Hadrianus and his family. A throne occupied the centre of the curved end, while the rest of the perfect marble floor stood empty. Even the walls were of priceless porphyry and expensive black and Numidian yellow marble, the ceiling coffered and leafed in gold.
In the centre of the floor stood Fastus, arms still jammed painfully up behind him as the four guards held him tight. While Rufinus was hardly one of the most readily accepted members of the villa�s mercenary force, thankfully Fastus had been even more solitary and quiet than he, and no one else was inclined to lend the man the benefit of any doubt.
Once more the guilt rose in Rufinus and he had to swallow hard and force it back down.
�Marcius?� the restricted man said in confusion. �What�s happening? What have you done?�
Rufinus tried not to flinch and met the man�s desperate gaze with an expressionless face. As Vettius strode over to the group, beckoning to Rufinus, another door smashed open, bouncing off the marble of the wall with a crash that echoed repeatedly around the room. Phaestor marched into the room angrily, the hulking, terrifying figure of Tad behind him, gripping one of his skinning knives in a huge, meaty paw.
�What is the meaning of this, Vettius? All issues with my men should come directly to me, you piece of weasel shit!�
The major domo stood impassively as the irate captain stormed across to him, looming over the small man so that their faces were only a few fingerwidths apart. Rufinus had to admire the little man�s calm, given the needle-toothed menace also hovering close to him.
�Calm yourself, please, captain. Had there been more time I would have come to you first, but your man Marcius here seems to have uncovered a conspirator and it seemed prudent to put him under guard as fast as possible before going through the appropriate channels.�
Phaestor turned his unpleasant gaze on Rufinus.
�Conspirator? Explain yourselves!�
Rufinus was busy hoping he wouldn�t have to speak up, not trusting his voice, when Vettius answered calmly and quietly. �There is some evidence to suggest that this man, who I believe to be one of the most recent recruits, is actually in the employ of that loathsome eel Cleander and, given the slippery bastard�s connections to Commodus, I felt it necessary to have him placed under guard immediately. Now please calm yourself.�
Fastus struggled in the grip of the other guards. �Cleander? I�ve nothing to do with the man. He�s never even out of the emperor�s presence, anyway!�
The other guards were reaching around to put their hands across his mouth and shut him up when they blinked at the outburst. Fastus blanched, suddenly aware of just what he�d said.
Phaestor deflated slightly and turned to Rufinus. �You must have sharp eyes. Even Dis hasn�t mentioned him, and my friend can spot an untruth instinctively.�
Fastus had now started to babble quickly, backpedalling, trying to explain away his knowledge of Cleander and the man�s habits as rumour and hearsay. Rufinus heaved a deep internal sigh of relief at the confirmation that at least the man was actually guilty of something, even if not treason, condemned by his own words. The chattering stopped abruptly as a large, meaty hand was clamped across the man�s mouth.
�Now, now� said Phaestor quietly. �Plenty of time to talk later.� He turned to Vettius. �What do you intend to do about it?�
The major domo shrugged. �I shall inform the mistress of course, and she will decide on a course of action, with my guidance. Certainly the man will have to be questioned.�
Phaestor nodded and smiled very unpleasantly. �Agreed. However, I would suggest we wait on that. Dis is in the city on one of his trips and there�s no one more qualified to extract information than he.�
Vettius nodded. �Very well.� He turned to the men holding Fastus. �Take him to the amphitheatre and have him locked in one of the cells. Make certain that the place is secure and under constant guard by trusted men.�
The four men glanced across at their captain, and he nodded his assent, watching as the four men dragged the prisoner away in a flurry of muffled protests.
�Phaestor?� the major domo said quietly. �I think we�ll want to check through his things when the man I assigned comes with them, but I also think we need to interview the entire staff and see it we can piece together more of a picture of this traitor�s activity.�
Phaestor nodded as Vettius turned to Rufinus. �You can write, yes?�
Rufinus nodded.
�Then go and write down everything you know about him; everything you�ve seen, observed, or heard, and bring it all to myself and the captain when you�re done.�
Rufinus nodded and turned to leave.
�Dis is going to want to speak with you, Marcius� the captain added, looking at Rufinus with interest. �He�ll be fascinated to find out how you rooted out someone he missed.�
Rufinus nodded nervously, aware of the looks the giant, needle-toothed Tad was giving him. Something in that look held the promise of trouble, and Rufinus swallowed again, feeling the hairs on the back of his neck rise. Trouble was certainly coming, and Tad, for all his mountainous evil, was less of a worry than the possibility of having to deal with Dis and his hounds.

XVI � Secrets within secrets

THREE days passed in a strange limbo for Rufinus. He had returned to the routine drudgery of slogging around the estate, crunching the white grass beneath his freezing boots, blowing on his hands and watching the frost form on his mail, almost as though nothing had happened. It was illusory, he knew. Soon he would be sent for, whether for good or ill, by either Vettius or Phaestor, and things would change. But until that happened, patrolling the grounds remained his most important task, interspersed with a series of looks received from the other men varying from grudging respect to downright hostility � that last particularly evident from the needle-toothed Tad.
Strolling past the abandoned academy towards the so-called �gold wing� with its amphitheatre and stadium, he chewed his lip thoughtfully. The past three days he had extended his circuit of the estate to loop around the amphitheatre in an attempt to spy out the caged Fastus and learn what he could of recent events.
The arena was constantly under the guard of three men, one inside and two patrolling the perimeter, and consequently Rufinus had only dared come close enough to nod at one of the guards in passing. Given his involvement in the affair, an aloof distance seemed to be the way to play it, though inside he burned to know what was happening behind the closed doors of the palace. Not once had he seen Fastus and, despite stepping forward conspicuously during duty assignments, he�d not yet been chosen to patrol the arena. Nor would he, he supposed, given his connection with the prisoner.
Still, another trip would likely do no harm, since the other guards clearly assumed that his route already took in the amphitheatre and nothing appeared untoward.
�Marcius!�
His reverie interrupted, Rufinus looked up in surprise. It had taken a lot of concentration in his first weeks here to react so appropriately to his pseudonym. His mother, brother and sister had always used his forename, Gnaeus, his superiors in the military calling him Rufinus, and his father simply �boy�. No one, of course, used the family name. The Rustii were still hardly a name to advertise in exalted circles.
�Hey� Marcius!�
He spun around, his eyes narrowing as he scanned the slope on his way past the arena. One of the amphitheatre guards was waving his arms.
�What?�
�Vettius wants to see you. He�s been looking for you for over an hour.�
�Someone should have told him I was on patrol, then!�
The guard grinned at him. �No one ever knows where the hell you are, Marcius. Always got your head in the clouds and pissing around in the undergrowth. I swear you must have a woman and a jug of wine hidden out there somewhere!�
Rufinus laughed. �Just make sure you leave me some of both when you find them. Where�s Vettius now?�
�Probably back in his office.�
Rufinus waved his thanks and glanced once more at the amphitheatre, unable to spot any sign of the prisoner. He would be in an underground cell. Rufinus felt the same cold shudder go through him as each time he thought on the unfortunate captive. Dis would be back today, apparently. And then the torture would begin and, given what Rufinus had seen of the hollow-eyed deputy, the victim would probably scream out every last thing he knew within an hour of first knife-stroke
He shuddered. Anything Fastus underwent was directly his fault, regardless of any level of second-hand culpability on the captive�s side. Trying to push down his guilt and shame, he fixed a grim smile to his face and made for the villa proper. Acknowledging the various folk he passed with a half-aware nod, he made his way through the arches and doors, across flags and along corridors until he reached the major-domo�s office.
�Come!�
His hand stopped short of the door upon which he was about to knock. Shrugging, he reached down and eased the door open, entering with a straight back and expressionless face.
�Glad you found time to come and see me, Marcius. Follow me.�
The small man was already walking past him, carrying an armful of wax tablets and sheets of bark covered in scribblings. Falling in at the man�s shoulder in a very manner, Rufinus turned and followed Vettius along the passage to the door at the end, the one that led to the more opulent areas of the palatial villa. The guard on duty opened the door and stood aside.
�I am forced to push matters faster than I would like, Marcius, as I have already been delayed too long by the absence of Dis from the barracks. I appreciate everything the man does for the empress and the danger in which he places himself at regular intervals, but the timing of this particular absence is most unhelpful. I need every trustworthy man available and I need to confirm that you belong in that group.�
Rufinus opened his mouth to answer but it was clear that the major domo was rattling out a stream of information without expecting replies, continuing with barely a breath.
�Dis will be back shortly and will begin working on the prisoner. As soon as he is able to confirm the truth of matters and interviews you to both his and my satisfaction, I will be utilising you along with every other resource at my disposal. In order to speed the process up, I am giving you your instructions now and as of the morning, you will begin to follow them, pending Dis� confirmation of your suitability.�
Rufinus started to speak, but the little man was already off again as they turned a corner.
�This is the �water villa�. Hadrianus apparently used it when he sought the kind of solitude that is not readily available in the rest of the villa� the sort of solitude he could only find with his young man, if you get my meaning.� The major domo waggled his eyebrows suggestively, but Rufinus� entire attention had been stolen by the structure in front of him.
As they made their way through the short entrance corridor, the doorway ahead revealed what, to Rufinus, had to be the pinnacle of the architect�s art. A huge circular space lay beyond, surrounded by a high wall sporting a delicate, beautiful colonnade with a vaulted ceiling that, itself, surrounded a narrow circular canal of emerald green water. That in turn surrounded a circular island upon which stood a tiny villa with its own colonnaded atrium and marble-floored rooms. Rufinus blinked, unable to take in the sheer genius of the design and the magnificence and opulence that it represented.
He�d seen the palace on the Palatine and it was a sad, dull, brown shape compared to this delicate structure, circle within circle within circle. Why anyone would choose to live elsewhere when his family owned this place baffled Rufinus.
�It�s fantastic!�
�Don�t get carried away� the major domo admonished, deflating the moment with his civil-servant�s manner. �This will be your duty for the next few days. We are to entertain an important visitor, though not one whom the mistress wants wandering freely around her private residence. Thus he will be accommodated in the water villa. The moat is crossable by means of wooden bridges that can be placed into position and removed. Your task will be night duty here, making sure no one enters or leaves. Most of the doors will be sealed anyway, but you will patrol the colonnade in the hours of darkness. If the visitor wishes to leave his secure villa for any reason, you will be the one to place the wooden bridge allowing him to cross. You will then escort him to wherever it is that he wishes to visit until you arrive in an area patrolled by another man, at which point you will deliver the guest into his keeping and return to your post. I cannot imagine he will want to go anywhere other than perhaps to the baths, given that there is a latrine on the island but no bathing facilities.�
He stopped and turned. �That is the assignment. It is very simple. Do not allow anyone in unless escorted by one of the guards, or out except escorted by yourself. Do not speak to the guest unless spoken to and then only platitudes. You will be reprimanded for anything you say that unnecessarily enlightens the guest. Understand?�
Rufinus� heart skipped a beat. It was a low responsibility and a relatively unimportant task, but it was inside the palace complex. Things were starting to come together. He frowned.
�If the empress doesn�t want or trust her visitor, why is she allowing the visit?�
Vettius shrugged. �Some people you simply cannot turn down. Saoterus is the favourite of Commodus, and so we must bend over backwards to accommodate him; though only so far.�
Rufinus tried to keep his face impassive as he nodded his understanding while inside, his pulse raced. Saoterus, according to the general, the only man keeping the emperor from disastrous courses of action while his other advisors plotted and schemed. Saoterus was coming here! Finally, some news worth delivering to the prefect back in Rome, and by coincidence tomorrow morning Constans would be here making his weekly delivery.
�Are you alright, Marcius? You look a little dazed.�
�Sorry sir.� For effect, Rufinus rubbed the bruised lump on his forehead, still faintly purple and bulbous even after three days. �I understand. I report here at sunset tomorrow then?�
Vettius nodded. �Assuming all is well with Dis and the prisoner.�
Rufinus ducked through the gate in the garden wall, leaving the open area of the villa and entering the enclosed world of Pompeianus� residence. The garden was deserted, though as well-tended as ever, each hedge and plant trimmed with delicate white frost. His footsteps were almost silent as he walked across the gravel, each individual chip welded to the next with winter�s chill.
Quickly, aware not only of the dissipation of his body�s warmth in the cold breeze, but also of the position he could be placing himself in, visiting the general, he hurried to the door and rapped on it three times in sharp succession. A few moments passed before there was an audible click and the door swung open half way to reveal one of Pompeianus� servants, who Rufinus vaguely recognised.
�I would like to see the dominus� he asked quietly.
The servant nodded but kept the door only half open to prevent too much cold air from penetrating the building. �I am sorry, but the dominus is in the other wing, speaking with the domina. She sent for him almost an hour ago. Would you like to wait upon his return?�
Rufinus thought for a moment, but decided that he could be waiting for some time and a prolonged absence from duty might be noticed and frowned upon. �Thank you, but no. I shall drop by again this evening, if you would be so good as to tell the master when he returns.�
The servant bowed and waited for Rufinus to move away before shutting and locking the door.
Rufinus scratched his chin. It was a surprise at any time to hear of Lucilla and Pompeianus consorting. This was only the third time since his arrival at the villa that husband and wife had even spoken to his knowledge but then, with an important � and dangerous to Lucilla � figure like Saoterus visiting, plans would have to be made and orders given. If only he knew why the emperor�s favourite advisor was deigning to visit this viper pit�
As he passed back through the gate in the garden wall, the first blow took all the breath from him and left him staggering and dazed. Bent double by the strike to his sternum, he tried to look up and all he could see was meaty legs in wrapped skins.
Tad.
His gaze slid slowly upwards to that face with the wild eyes and the needle teeth, just in time to see the second blow coming, but not fast enough to do anything about it. The first, unexpected, punch had felt like being struck by a speeding cart.
The enormous, hairy, sweaty paw struck him on the side of the chin, spinning his head round to the left with an audible crack which for a moment had him believing that his spine had snapped. The force of the blow took him off his feet, spinning him in the air until he landed face first on the gravel, scraping his cheek raw and biting through his lip.
Two punches and he was down and starting to lose control. If he�d been prepared� if he�d known the attack was coming�
Rolling back, his mind whirling, he sprang rather unsteadily to his feet. It was almost unbelievable just how strong the Sarmatian was. Rufinus had been punched by some big bastards in his time, but he�d never felt such raw force exerted in one blow. Moreover: in a blow swung from the side and without any built-up momentum.
Swaying slightly, he backed away, wondering for a moment which side of the garden doorway he was on. Still on the inside. The brute had knocked him back into the garden and there was little hope of getting away from here.
With a start he realised that he�d backed up against the curve of the garden wall and the huge Sarmatian had now entered through the arch and was stepping maliciously toward him, only two paces away.
He�d had a bad start, because Tad had all the surprise and initiative.
Time to take the fight back and make it his own. First step: use every advantage you can get your hands on. Reaching down, his right hand closed on the hilt of the gladius sheathed at his waist.
Unbelievably, the giant was there immediately, grasping the wrist and hauling it away from the hilt, pushing back the resisting arm as though Rufinus had the strength of a babe and pinning it roughly against the bricks.
Desperately, Rufinus turned slightly in order to shield his left arm from the same treatment and used it to somewhat uncomfortably draw the sword in his off-hand. The blade felt unwieldy there. Lucius, his damned brother had been naturally good with both hands, which had made sword practice when they were children rather uneven. Rufinus knew just how poor he was with his left. Somehow he managed to waggle the blade out into the open, but the huge barbarian was already only a foot from him and there was precious little room to bring the weapon to bear.
Desperately, he tried to turn the blade to ram into the man�s back. Fetid, stinking breath blasted into his face and he winced as those sharpened teeth grinned evilly at him. Without being able to see it, he felt Tad�s other enormous hand close around his own left and squeeze.
The pain was instantly unbearable. The man could squeeze life from a brick!
A bone in his hand cracked and another crunched and white hot agony lanced up his arm. He yelped as Tad broke two fingers with consummate ease, ripping the blade from his failing grip.
The other huge barbarian hand let go of the wrist it held up against the wall and dropped to grasp Rufinus� throat. The hand was so inexplicably large that it completely engulfed his neck, the tips of thumb and fingers reaching around until they touched the wall behind him.
Yet the giant exerted no pressure.
Rufinus stared into that inhuman maw and suddenly became aware that his gladius was rising into view. As he goggled helplessly, Tad pushed the sword into the mortar of the wall, jamming it deep until the blade was half-hidden between bricks. Then, with a simple jerk, he pushed down, snapping the blade as though it were a wooden stylus. Grinning, the huge man threw the hilt over his shoulder, where it came down somewhere in a bush.
Rufinus realised with a sinking feeling that it was over. There was simply no way he could beat this thing. Tad clearly had more strength than anyone he had ever faced and, to add somewhat unfairly to the man�s advantage, he was tall, broad and ridiculously fast for a man his size.
Grunting, Rufinus tried to swing with his right hand, but there wasn�t enough room to gain any power and all he managed was a light tap on the brute�s upper arm. Desperately, he tried to call for help but as soon as his mouth opened, that inhuman grip tightened and all that came out was a gasp. His sight blurred and he felt a sluggishness begin to fill him.
The Sarmatian almost effortlessly pulled Rufinus away from the wall once again and as Rufinus� left arm came back for another blow, the beast pushed him back, trapping the arm against the wall behind him and exerting enough force to keep it there.
Rufinus blinked. The man was a born fighter. He�d never seen such effortless ease in combat. What a soldier the man could have made. Or a gladiator� He was aware that his mind was wandering. The pain was intense and his brain was compensating by trying to take him somewhere else. He tried to shake his head and clear it, but failed due to the grip on his neck.
With another wicked grin, Tad let go of his neck, Rufinus dropping a foot to the gravel as the monster stepped into him, turning so that he immediately began to grind his victim against the wall with the meaty bulk of his shoulder, his knees slightly bent to put him at the right height. It was like being crushed beneath a rock. Rufinus felt his ribs straining, the air forced from him by the tremendous pressure of the giant.
A horrible realisation dawned on Rufinus. Tad could have killed him a dozen times over by now, but clearly had no interest in his death� yet. But the man was not just a killer, was he? He was something else. Something far worse.
Rufinus� heart skipped a beat as he heard a bone-chilling rasp and his eyes swivelled downwards to see the huge fist drawing one of the skinning knives from its sheath.
�No!�
It was a weak cry and pointless, of course. The only people who would hear would be the servants in Pompeianus� residence and none of them would dare interfere. Whatever Tad wanted to do he was going to have the opportunity. Rufinus was helpless.
His eyes filled with tears and then squeezed shut as he bit clean through his lip when the skinning knife made the first slice on his forearm. He opened them again, feeling as though his arm was on fire, burning in the heat of a furnace. A short strip of skin hung from his arm and the bastard was grinning as he reached down and bit the strip off, tearing it away with his needle teeth in a jerk of agony.
Rufinus stared at the glistening pink patch on his arm, the true horror of what the next moments would likely hold suddenly sinking in. Barely able to think logically, his mind whirling in pain and darkness, Rufinus found that his damaged hand had managed to close on the huge man�s belt. Desperately, he shuffled it along until he found the pommel of the other skinning knife.
With as deep a breath as he could manage past his bruised ribs and the pressing weight of the Sarmatian, he pulled the knife free of the sheath.
For a moment he dithered, not sure what to do next: try and gain back some advantage by jamming the blade into the beast, or cut his own throat to end it before he was skinned raw. No. He was a fighter. And a survivor. If there was any chance, even the smallest one, he had to grasp it with both hands! There was no way, with Tad�s shoulder and back against him, and the size of the man, to get the blade to the face or chest. The most he could hope for was the side of the man�s torso or his upper arm.
With a grunt, he thrust the knife into the big man�s ribs. Again, he stared in disbelief as the Sarmatian simply stepped away and yanked the blade back out carelessly, allowing a huge gout of blood to gush out onto the white gravel. Rufinus was momentarily free of the man�s grip, but he had no strength left. He was unarmed, breathless, trapped and with broken fingers, battered head, bruised ribs and a partially-skinned forearm that burned more with very moment.
The Sarmatian grinned and held up the two skinning knives with a flourish, scraping the blades along each other menacingly. Rufinus shuddered and fell back against the wall. With a dramatic gesture, Tad swept his arms out to both sides, a blade in each and, standing like a crucified man, he bowed slightly, mocking his victim.
A dark blur from the corner of Rufinus� eye caught his failing attention and he blinked in shock.
Acheron, the larger of Dis� huge dark hounds, leapt from the shadow of the gate, his huge, slavering, serrated jaws closing around Tad�s wrist and snapping shut with an audible crunch.
Rufinus stared. The huge cannibal turned in surprise to see the dog hanging from his outstretched arm, the knife already falling away to the floor as the animal swung back and forth from the limb, blood spraying from a torn artery and fountaining up into the air.
Almost as if playing with a rag doll, Tad swung his damaged arm sharply, the dog coming away in another spray of blood and tattered skin, its large paws skittering across the hard, icy gravel before turning, hackles up and snarling as though on a hunt, facing the stag.
Both Rufinus and Tad stared in disbelief at the dog and the young spy turned back to his enormous adversary just in time to see Cerberus, the other huge hound, leap and close its jaws around Tad�s other wrist. Again the sound of snapping bones between those powerful jaws was audible in the freezing air.
What in the name of Fates and Gods was going on?
Clearly Tad was as baffled as he, turning to this new threat and shaking the second dog from his damaged arm. His right hand hung at an odd angle and waggled as he shook his arm. The spray from the ruptured artery in the other hand passed across Rufinus, washing his face with warm blood and making him close his eyes, suddenly oblivious to the pain he was suffering. He was numbed by the shock of his sudden salvation at the hands of two beasts that he�d been expecting to savage him every day for weeks.
Tad stood, arms still out by his sides, staring at the two hounds that growled and snarled, tensed and ready to leap again. Rufinus gaped.
�Acheron! Cerberus! Down!� The familiar shape of Dis, thin and grey, appeared through the gate. Rufinus� heart skipped another beat. He genuinely had no idea what was going on and couldn�t decide whether the man�s sudden appearance was a good thing or a bad one.
�Dis?�
The huge barbarian, lifeblood gushing from his shredded wrist, turned to his compatriot, his eyes wide with confusion.
�I am afraid this is the end, Tad. Unfortunate that it had to happen so precipitously, but you forced it and now events are in motion.�
Still the big brute stared in confusion, a feeling shared by Rufinus as he slumped to his backside on the freezing gravel, leaning against the wall, the pain and effort suddenly too much, his knees buckling beneath him.
He watched as though in a dream as the hollow-eyed second in command, a man he had feared his greatest enemy for months, stepped forward, drawing a gladius from his side. Tad�s head was shaking. The confusion was too much for him, suppressing his understanding, belief, and ability to react.
As Dis stepped close to him, Tad�s brain suddenly began to race and he realised what was about to happen. Both his knives had gone, his hands useless, wrists shredded and broken. Desperately, he held up an arm to block the sword that began to descend toward him, slowly and inexorably, point first.
Rufinus watched in amazed horror as the blade slid into the man�s forearm, angled down at the last moment expertly so that it slid neatly between the bones in the arm. The point appeared through the other side and continued its deadly path, entering his right eye and sliding onwards with a nightmare bony rasp until it touched the inside of the back of Tad�s skull.
With what appeared to be a look of genuine regret, Dis turned and gave Rufinus a sad glance as his arm moved, twisting the blade a half turn left and then right, mincing the enormous man�s brain.
There was a sound that would stay with Rufinus for the rest of his life as Dis withdraw the sword with terrible slowness to avoid catching and nicking the blade. With a slopping noise, the point came free and the Sarmatian hovered upright for a moment before toppling backwards.
Rufinus stared into that gory hole of an eye for a moment before turning away. A man�s spirit leaving his body was a private thing � even a savage monster who would spend the rest of eternity wailing and screaming in the dead plains of Tarterus.
Bending, Dis grasped the dead brute�s tunic and used it to clean his blade before calmly sliding it back into its sheath and striding across to Rufinus.
�You are a mess.�
Rufinus blinked in confusion. �You� Tad? What?�
Dis grasped him and helped him up. �We need to get you out of sight immediately. The next guard that passes that arch will see all of this and then you, my dangerous little friend, are well and truly screwed.�
Rufinus stared at the man. �But� what?�
�Come on.�
Ignoring the burbled confusion from the wounded man, the hollow-eyed guard officer helped him carefully across the slippery gravel, careful not to cross the grass where they would leave tell-tale tracks. Rufinus was still spinning in confusion as they reached the door to Pompeianus� apartments proper. Rapping quickly, Dis stepped back.
Rufinus� head spun, wondering where the two huge dogs were. Acheron and Cerberus sat patiently beside the mound of flesh that was the Sarmatian cannibal at the far end of the garden.
The door opened and the servant opened his mouth to speak, his eyes widening in surprise at the state of Rufinus. Dis gave him a hard look and gently pushed the wounded young man into the door, addressing the servant.
�Take him inside and get him cleaned up. And leave the door ajar; I shall be back in a moment.�
Rufinus shook his head in confusion. �Where are you going?�
�To dispose of two hundred and fifty pounds of muscle and bone and throw a few buckets of water across the mess. Let the man clean you up, then we�ll talk.�
Rufinus allowed the smaller servant to draw him inside as he watched Dis vanish out through the doorway once again. His mind continued to reel.
�Come, sir.�
The servant led him unprotesting through the corridors and rooms of the luxurious complex, up a flight of stairs and into a huge triclinium. �Triclinium� hardly did the room justice, for this was no simple dining area, but a gold-and-black marble banqueting hall with a fabulous polychrome mosaic that stretched across the floor from wall to wall, full of representations of the great structures and earthshaking buildings of all the provinces of the empire. Partially illuminated by braziers that also provided adequate warmth, most of the light came from an enormous arch that overlooked that beautiful garden, itself subdivided into smaller arched windows, each twice the height of a man and filled with leaded, glass-paned windows.
The couches and low tables standing upon pelts and fleeces in the centre were lost in the enormous space. Rufinus almost forgot his aches and pains as his eyes drank in the splendour around him while the servant led him across to the seat and sat him down.
�Please stay here, and I shall return with water and linen.�
Rufinus nodded, though as soon as the servant had left the room, he strode across to the huge window to look out, his breath taken once more. Not only did the titanic window overlook the garden but, due to the design of the complex and the height of the building opposite, the view took in the roofs of much of the villa, the enormous �pecile� garden with its ornamental pond that rose above the slave quarters and, stretching off into the distance, the hills and fields of Latium, all the way to a distant smudge on the horizon that marked the great city of Rome.
He was still goggling a few moments later when the servant returned and called him over to the table. Seating himself carefully, Rufinus tried to relax, though this disturbing and unexpected turn of events denied such possibilities. The servant asked him where all the wounds were and Rufinus reported them almost mechanically, describing each one. Rufinus was surprised when the man produced a medical bag, filled with needles and eye-watering implements.
�Please relax. I am not unskilled in the medical arts.�
Pompeianus clearly chose his companions and surroundings well. Indeed, if one was to be trapped in a wing of a villa and live in virtual seclusion, he could not have done better than to end up in this complex, which was without a doubt the most magnificent part of the whole villa, and surrounding himself with servants rather than slaves, servants who were apparently rather more highly skilled than the average household helper.
A cup was held out in front of him. Gripping it, he realised that it was empty. He frowned in confusion at the servant, who nodded. �How resistant to pain are you?�
Rufinus peered at the vial in the man�s hand, now hovering over the cup. He would have liked nothing more than to slip into the blessed folds of sleep; he�d certainly had enough excruciating pain for one day. But Dis was coming back shortly, and in the meantime he was in the private rooms of the general, while all was a confusing whirl of the unknown. To be in any way out of control now could be a critical mistake.
�Give me the lightest dose you consider worthwhile. I�ll manage.�
He�d hoped he sounded brave and strong rather than resigned and worried, but suspected he�d failed from the smile on the servant�s face.
After a few moments to allow the drug to work its effects, the following quarter of an hour was among the worst in Rufinus� life. The man, clearly a trained surgeon, worked smoothly and swiftly as his patient ground his teeth, tears streaming down his cheeks and his breath coming in small gasps as he watched with terrified, awful fascination. The servant drew a glinting blade from within the leather bag beside the table and washed it in the bowl of steaming water before taking it to the skinned strip on Rufinus� arm, his tongue protruding from the corner of his mouth as he worked.
Rufinus� eyes widened and he almost pulled his arm away, forcing himself to endure and closing his eyes, grinding his teeth as the man worked, making several small cuts, creating flaps at the top and bottom of the skin to either side of the missing strip, which he then stretched and pulled together, effectively covering the raw section of arm with tight, thin skin.
Holding the wound shut, he reached into the bag again, withdrawing a small leather wallet. Holding it in his teeth, he removed a small metal pin with his free hand, expertly sliding it through one flap of skin, bending it, and then pushing it through the other before twisting it so that it lay flush with the arm. A small bottle from the bag was then opened and drops sprinkled onto the freshly-pinned wound.
�What�s that?� Rufinus gasped, intrigued despite himself.
�Vinegar. Good for slowing the blood.�
�You know your craft.�
The servant smiled. �I was a junior medicus in the Second Adiutrix under the general in Germania. I�ve tended more wounds than I�ve eaten meals.�
As he bound the wound, slowly and thoroughly, he nodded in satisfaction. �This arm will have to be in a sling for one week to allow the skin�s edges time to knit. Then you must remove the sling and begin to work and stretch the arm. Begin with only tiny movements, but work up more each day over the month. One month from now I expect you to be able to stretch it out fully with no ill effects. It is all a matter of patience and working slowly. Now let me see your hand.�
As Rufinus held out his hand, a purple stain beginning to form beneath the skin over most of the back and two fingers drooping, the medicus-servant nodded.
�Simple splint and binding and that�ll be fine in time.�
Rufinus watched passively as the man worked, and only when he had finished and sat back, replacing his tools in the bag did Rufinus realise that Dis was standing in the doorway. The man moved like a cat. How long had he been there?
�Are you finished?� the guard officer asked the servant.
�Yes sir. All done. He�ll��
�Good. You know me. You know who I am. Bearing that in mind, I would ask you to mention this to no one and to go across to the other side of the master�s complex and busy yourself there until we are gone. There are no other servants here?�
The man shook his head and Dis smiled a cold, threatening smile.
�You never saw us, never tended any wounds and most certainly will disappear without trace if I find out you have spoken to anyone or if I find you listening in after you leave. You understand me?�
The servant nodded again and, grabbing his leather bag, hurried past Dis, trying to bend away from him as he passed, and off down the stairs. Dis strode calmly over to the huge window and paused. Rufinus stood and walked painfully over to join him. A floor below there was an audible click and, a moment later, the servant rushed across the stadium-shaped garden and into the building opposite.
Dis sighed deeply. �He�ll tell no one. Regardless of any threat from me, Pompeianus chooses his men well. He will tell the general, but that I can contain.�
�What is happening?� Rufinus said quietly.
�You are happening, you idiot. Breezing into the villa like a bull in a glass factory, knocking over carefully nurtured constructions, all-but screaming your Praetorian status. If you�d brought a scorpion shield you could hardly have advertised it louder!�
The man was clearly irritated and Rufinus shook his head desperately. �I don�t know what you�re talking about. I��
�Shut up, you imbecile. As if I didn�t have enough to deal with, with Perennis poking his nose in everywhere and trying to set Pompeianus up as some sort of spy, now I get landed with you! Are you Perennis� man too? Or perhaps Paternus? Or one of the senate, even?�
Rufinus mind raced. Who was this man? �No one. I��
�You must be Paternus� man. The old goat�s heart�s in the right place, but he�s got all the subtlety and imagination of a concrete block. And now I hear you�ve landed our Fastus in the shit, for which I really have to commend you!�
Rufinus stepped back. �He�s traitorous! Cleander�s man!�
Dis turned and the flash of cold fire in his eyes made Rufinus back away. �You idiot! Fastus was my man. I�ve been finding it increasingly difficult to get back to the city, so I had to recruit someone to run messages for me. And he�s barely learned his way around the villa before some wet-behind-the-ears Praetorian shops him! Well the poor bastard�s future�s fairly set now. It�ll turn out he had a weak heart. I�ll have hardly started work when his poor system gave out, before he could give us anything useful or any names. I swear I�m almost tempted to turn you in just to make my day a little more productive.�
�Who are you?� Rufinus finally found the strength to say.
�I�m Frumentarii, from the Castra Peregrina, you idiot. If you think back not too far you might even remember taking some damn documents from me at our camp. I have a facility for remembering faces, and yours sticks in my head more than most for its good-natured simpleness!�
Rufinus staggered back and slumped into a handy chair close to the window�s edge. The Frumentarii! The emperor�s secret service. The �Hand of Hadrianus� as they�d been known at their foundation. Spies, policemen and assassins all rolled into one. Rufinus� head continued to spin.
�Frumentarii?�
�Yes. With an ongoing mandate from Commodus to keep tabs on his sister and root out names of those who might be considered disloyal to the throne. Lucilla is a hub around which treachery turns. And now everything I�ve spent the year building is in peril because of you and Paternus. What am I to do with you? I should just have let Tad eat you alive.�
Rufinus was shaking his head. �But Fastus was in league with Cleander!�
�Don�t be idiotic.�
Rufinus thought back. �ANDE�. It could be so many things. Leaping to conclusions it appeared he had condemned a loyal servant of the empire to unfortunate death.
�What do we do?�
Dis was standing, hands clasped behind his back, staring out of the window. �I don�t know why you�re here�� Rufinus moved to answer, but dis held up a restraining hand. �I don�t want to know why you�re here. But I don�t want you here, either. You�re getting in the way. Go back to your camp and tell Paternus and Perennis to stop interfering in the business of the Frumentarii.�
Rufinus shook his head.
�It would look suspicious. I�ve already been given an assignment to look after Saoterus while he�s here.�
Dis issued a low grunt.
�I�ll see to that. I have business with the emperor�s favourite while he�s here and it would be better for all concerned if you were gone. I shall tell Vettius that I�m happy with your innocence, but I need you to head to the city and check into Fastus for me.�
Rufinus cast his eyes downward and Dis turned and fixed him with a tired look.
�Gather your gear, young Praetorian. You�re going home.�

PART FOUR: THE GREAT GAME
XVII � Return to Rome

RUFINUS shouldered his kit and gloomily watched the walls of the Castra Praetoria loom ever closer. The journey had been not only a descent onto the plain of Latium, but also a descent into grumpy melancholy. He had left at dawn on the instruction of Dis, without reporting to Vettius or Phaestor, the reason for his departure left in the hands of the Imperial spy. Now, as the sun dipped towards the western horizon, he had almost arrived and was no happier about the fact.
Seven hours of walking with intermittent rest and food breaks had given him plenty of time to run over everything in his mind time and again and brood on his conclusions: His entire time at the villa, including a beating that rivalled anything he had ever experienced, and which was the reason for his slow rate of travel, had been a complete waste of time. He had almost ruined a year�s work for an agent of the Frumentarii, on the personal duty of the emperor. He had unnecessarily condemned an innocent man to death, since Dis could hardly leave Fastus alive. The grand sum of the information he had managed to gather in more than three months of slogging around the villa, wet, cold and uncomfortable, was one dismal item: that Saoterus was visiting and Lucilla was not particularly pleased about it. Was that really worth so much effort and the death of a man?
It was, of course, the assumed grisly end of Fastus that particularly rankled, but he tried to keep his thoughts away from that dark course.
It had seemed that Pompeianus had been absolutely right from the start: this was a game, exactly as he�d described, and Rufinus was becoming aware that there were numerous players and that if he was not willing to play, then he resigned himself to being a piece instead.
There was no way to avoid the game. He�d started playing at the villa, but his first move had been a disaster and he�d lost quickly and thoroughly, ending once more as a mere playing piece for Dis.
It had occurred to him that he had only Dis� word he belonged to that shadowy unit, but it all made sense and the man had remembered him from the Castra Peregrina. No, he was definitely one of the imperial agents, though Dis was certainly not his real name. In theory, since he belonged to a different branch of the military, Dis had no authority over him, but in practice, quite apart from the man�s advantage in the villa�s hierarchy, no one refused the Frumentarii.
Certainly not twice.
So the Frumentarii were watching Lucilla and seeking traitorous activity through her. No mention by Dis of the possibility of a coup or assassination, which suggested very strongly that the imperial agent disregarded such possibilities.
And yet both Praetorian prefects, independently, were convinced of the existence of such a plot; convinced enough to have each set an agent in the villa. The game was already quite baffling and rushing by above his head. Apart from Dis, Paternus and Perennis, Pompeianus seemed to be playing his own side-game, as apparently were Saoterus, Lucilla, of course, and probably Cleander, for all his apparent non-involvement.
If the Syrian general was right, Commodus himself was above and apart from it all, probably blissfully unaware as he enjoyed the benefits of ultimate power with none of the responsibility.
That last also sat badly: the idea of the young emperor being unconcerned with the running of his empire and allowing politicians to wield his power did not match up with his memories of the golden-haired Hercules he had met in Vindobona.
The whole thing was both a puzzle and an irritation. For the thousandth time since Dis had saved him from the Sarmatian, he wished that he had remained in the glorious Tenth and had nothing to do with the Praetorians and their power games. But now, returning to their camp and removed from the plotting and intrigue of Lucilla�s palace, perhaps he could settle into the life of a Praetorian guardsman without any more lunacy.
Somehow, though, he was convinced that the complicated direction his career had taken was far from over.
Gritting his teeth, Rufinus veered off the road that led to the crowded, dirty streets of the city and made his way toward the Praetorian fortress. Approaching the gate in its high brick wall, away from civil structures, Rufinus slowed and pushed his cloak back to show the sword by his side. Dressed like a nobody, and dusty from travel he would hardly be recognisable as a guardsman.
�Halt! Identify yourself!� called a voice from the top of the gate. A bolt-thrower turned with an audible creak to point down at him as though one weary, dusty traveller might pose a threat to the fortress of the most powerful military force in the world.
�Gnaeus Marcius Rustius Rufinus, regular guardsman in the First cohort, century of Aelius Metellus, returning from special duty.�
There was silence, punctuated by low discussion on the wall.
�Wait there, Argentulum.�
Rufinus ground his teeth. Four months away from the place and the damn nickname still hadn�t died. Breathing deeply and wondering what reception awaited, he paused ten paces from the gate and leaned on the travelling pole with which he had carried his kit. After a couple of moments there was a series of clunks and the smaller door within the large gate swung inwards with a squeak of badly-oiled hinges.
�Welcome back, soldier.�
The watch centurion eyed him curiously as he approached the gate, limping slightly, his arm in a sling and his hand bandaged.
�I�ve sent a runner to the headquarters. You should probably go there as soon as possible, but I�d highly recommend a swift wash and stowing that auxiliary shit you�re carrying in your room first, then changing into a proper white tunic as though you were a guardsman and not a walking midden.�
Rufinus saluted the officer wearily and walked through the gate, past the interested gazes of his peers and into the camp. The gloom lifted only a little as he spotted two familiar figures pounding across the dusty ground towards him. Mercator and Icarion were both equipped for duty, armour flashing in the sun, swords at their sides and white cloaks swirling as they ran, grins plastered across their faces.
It was hard not to feel uplifted by the presence of the pair, but even as the smile broke across his face, the reason for his return and the anticipation of the coming interview wiped it away.
The two veteran guards scraped to a halt and fell in on either side of him as he walked, grins wide as they looked him up and down.
�What in the name of seven sacred shits of Jove happened to you?�
Rufinus glanced sideways at Mercator. �Good to see you too. A twelve foot Sarmatian cannibal with pointed teeth tried to eat me; even succeeded a little bit. I was saved by wild dogs.�
Icarion grinned. �You enjoyed your little �cruise� then?�
Rufinus flinched irritably at the sarcasm. �That was an unpleasant, painful and completely wasted trip.�
Mercator laughed. �You�ll have to tell us all about it after you report in. I�ve got some nice Falernian back in the barracks, hidden away from prying thieves in a pile of socks.�
�That�d be nice� Rufinus nodded, �depending what the prefect has to say.�
Icarion�s face darkened, causing Rufinus to frown. �What?�
�Paternus isn�t in a good mood at the moment. Trouble between the prefects, so tread carefully. Tell you more, later.�
Rufinus sighed. Thus began the next downward slope in his career?
�Great. I�ll catch up with you as soon as I can.�
Not waiting any longer, he strode out across the open ground. Whatever the duty centurion had suggested, Rufinus was fairly sure Prefect Paternus would take a dim view of being made to wait while he cleaned himself; cleaning and stripping down was a slow and painful job at the moment. Besides, being dirty, unkempt and visibly wounded might make the prefect go easier on him.
Taking a deep breath, he strode across the ground, pulling the cloak back around his bad arm to keep away the breeze. While the weather had changed last night and produced the first ice-free morning of the winter, the wind had a bite to it, reminding people that spring was still a month or more away.
Preparing himself, he slowed as he reached the headquarters, opening his mouth to announce himself. The guardsmen standing on duty by the arch nodded at him.
�You�re expected, Rufinus.�
With a feeling like a lead weight in his belly, Rufinus nodded and strode past them into the courtyard, making his way across the colonnaded square and into the basilica, passing through its grand open space and to the door that marked Paternus� office.
Another deep breath to try and calm his nerves.
�Get in here, Rufinus. I can hear you hovering.�
Resigned to his fate, the young guardsman stepped into the office. �Sir.�
Paternus gave him a sour look and ducked past him, checking to see that the basilica outside his office was empty before closing the door and returning to his seat.
�Before I grant you the opportunity to speak, I would like to remind you that you were sent to the Villa to secure any information concerning the plot against our beloved emperor. You were supposed to be passing said information back to us via Constans the trader. I have spoken to the man on numerous occasions in the past four months without a single word from you. He tells me, however, that you have apparently been a model guard, patrolling until your feet froze and your brains addled.�
He leaned forward, eyes like black fire, and cradled his fingers on his desk. �Bearing all of that in mind, I would now invite you to explain.�
Rufinus sagged a little and threw out a salute, more from habit than desire. �Prefect, the Villa Hadriana has a distinct hierarchy. As a new recruit I found it extremely difficult to work my way into their circles. Only a trusted elite are privy to anything that happens in the residential areas. Consequently, I spent the first three months very much unable to learn anything of value. I considered it too dangerous to contact Constans just to report that there was nothing to report. It would have put both of us in unnecessary danger.�
Paternus� face failed to soften as Rufinus had hoped.
�And after those first three months? What of the past few weeks?�
�The last week particularly has been an avalanche in terms of important events, sir. I�d decided that I needed to do something important to earn the trust of the villa�s major domo and guard captain, if I was ever to get into the important parts of the palace.�
Paternus nodded eagerly.
�And I thought that I�d identified an agent there working for Cleander.�
�Cleander?� Paternus asked sharply.
�Yes sir� he replied quickly, �but I was wrong. It turns out that the man, Fastus, was actually working for the Frumentarii.�
Paternus� thumbs, which had been twiddling as he listened, stopped and those sharp eyes narrowed as he looked up at Rufinus. �What have those devious snakes been up to?�
Rufinus sighed. �There is one of their number on the villa�s staff. He�s managed to get himself in high position, too. I�m afraid that in my attempts to rise in the hierarchy I very nearly toppled his plans.�
�Shame you stopped. But you�re sure he was Frumentarii? They�re not supposed to work out of uniform.�
Rufinus nodded. �In all fairness, sir, they�re famous for breaking that particular rule. You can ask any man in the legions. They�re known to infiltrate units looking for signs of disloyalty.�
�Sad truth, but truth nonetheless. He�s investigating the same thing as you?�
�No sir. He�s just trying to put together a list of potentially disloyal names, using the emperor�s sister as a� �hub� was the way he put it. I don�t think he believes there is a threat of a coup. Not the way you and Perennis do, sir.�
He was suddenly aware that he may have said too much as Paternus� face darkened.
�Explain that last remark.�
�Well, sir. It seems that Prefect Perennis has recruited Pompeianus to investigate the very same thing at the villa, though the general is unlikely to gain even as much favour and access as I, given the rift between he and his wife.�
Paternus shook his head irritably.
�So every fisherman in the capital is dangling a line into Lucilla�s pond and trying to hook the big fish. And you decided to return and report this Frumentarius rather than working with him?�
Rufinus shook his head and swallowed nervously. �Essentially, sir, the agent handed me my things and sent me back.�
Every movement in the prefect�s hands and body stopped and a small twitch appeared just below his left eye. �Sent you back?�
Rufinus cleared his throat noisily. �Yes sir.�
�You report to me, guardsman. You work for me. Do you understand? You are not under the command of some obfuscating spy, no matter how much he might think so. You are a Praetorian. Are you a coward or just an idiot?�
Rufinus bridled, his cheeks colouring.
�With respect, sir, the balance there is delicate. The Frumentarius has achieved tremendous position within the villa and he need only open his mouth and I would wake up crucified on the road to Tibur. Regardless of his authority levels here in the capital, within the villa, he might as well be Mars himself as far as I�m concerned. He said �go�, and I had no choice.�
Paternus glared at him, but the sudden clenching of his jaw told Rufinus that the man had grasped the truth of the issue.
�It�s a shame, too, sir. I was finally at a point where I was being moved inside where I might learn something useful.�
�And you picked nothing else up in your time there?�
�Nothing of import, sir� Rufinus said quietly. �The lady has regular gatherings � at least monthly I�d say, but they�re always private affairs in the main palace. Most of the slaves, servants and guards don�t even see the guests. I tried to listen in and glean information over the first few months, but I couldn�t even get names, let alone hear them. All of the new recruits and the lower echelons are effectively shifted to the outlying areas during these visits.�
�But you would have been in a position to learn more soon if this agent had not sent you packing?�
�Yes sir.�
�Then I will have to think on a way to settle things with this Frumentarius when you return.�
Rufinus blinked. �Return, sir?�
�Of course. I don�t care whether Jupiter himself sent you home, I put you there to do a job and you will return and carry out your orders as though you were one of my elite Praetorians, which I�d hoped you were.�
�But sir, he�ll have already given them a reason for my departure. It could be disastrous for us both if I reappear.�
�Then you�d best get your lying head on and spin a believable tale to those concerned.�
The prefect peered closely at Rufinus. �You appear to have suffered a violent attack recently, if my eyes do not deceive me. You can stay here for the week while I work on our Frumentarius problem. See the medicus and have yourself sorted, but be prepared to return to Tibur when the week is out.�
Rufinus sighed as quietly as he could, trying not to sound unhappy with his lot.
�It�s a bit of a shame he sent me back when he did, sir, since I�ll miss Saoterus.�
For the third time in a hundred heartbeats, every ounce of motion disappeared from the prefect, save the increasingly active twitch beneath his eye.
�Would you care to repeat that, soldier?�
Rufinus swallowed, nervously. �Saoterus, sir. He�s visiting the villa. Should have arrived today, sometime after I left.�
�And it did not occur to you to mention this before?�
�It seemed less important sir. After all, Saoterus is��
�A devious snake� Paternus spat with distaste, �wrapping his coils around the emperor. A deviant, with designs on higher power� and a lover of men to boot. A catamite and almost certainly a traitor, given time to demonstrate it. For all Cleander is a twisted man, at least he has the decency to make it obvious without all the fawning and eyelash fluttering Saoterus manages. If I could get my hands on the little weasel I would wring him so tightly he�d be bone dry when he died.�
Rufinus found he had taken a couple of steps back during the tirade, the bile and spite in the words projecting as though Paternus had been poking a finger in his face. Rufinus� mind whirled. His memories of Saoterus had been of a serious and intelligent young man, quiet and reserved. And Pompeianus, whom Rufinus was only coming to realise may be the most respectable and trustworthy person he had met in this whole nightmare, held the young advisor in high esteem, claiming him as the only thing holding the emperor back from disaster.
�Sir, Saoterus is simply an advisor and he��
�Don�t try to sell me this feeble line of the man being the emperor�s conscience. I�ve heard it before. Take it from me: the only time that little deviant is not plotting is when he�s trying to slide beneath Commodus� bed-sheets!�
Rufinus had taken another step back. This was not the prefect Paternus he remembered from Vindobona, the quiet and thoughtful, reserved and principled officer. It was hard to credit so much anger residing in such a man.
Carefully, he waited until the twitch faded and the prefect�s lower eyelid stopped leaping around and then took a deep breath and made one last effort to be the voice of reason.
�Respectfully, sir, I heard the villa�s major domo speaking on the subject. It seems that Lucilla and her people are less than happy with Saoterus� visit. They were making careful plans to keep their guest separated from everything of import. I cannot say what his motives may be for the visit, but I am convinced they have nothing to do with conspiracy and that he is in no way tied to the lady or her machinations.�
Paternus sneered. �And of course, you expect me to defer to your boundless experience in the field of politics. Get out of my sight, Rufinus, but keep your kit packed. There�s no furlough or medicus in your future. Tomorrow morning you�re back to that villa as fast as a horse can take you and you stick to Saoterus like bee-glue until you know every little secret.�
Rufinus squared his shoulders, preparing to argue against the idiocy of the order, but caught the look on the prefect�s face and decided against it, saluting and withdrawing from the office as quickly as possible.
Stepping back into the basilica hall, he closed the door with a click and turned to leave, his startled wits causing him to jump and issue a small squeak of shock as he found himself almost nose to nose with prefect Perennis.
�Walk with me, guardsman Rufinus.�
Sweating, his heart racing from the shock, Rufinus had to hurry to catch up with the man, who was already striding away toward the door that led into the wide courtyard. �You don�t like me, Rufinus.�
It was a flat statement, not open to question. Rufinus simply nodded. �With respect, prefect, I would say it was mutual?�
Perennis stopped walking and Rufinus almost fell over him. �It is that very insolent attitude that informs my opinion against you. I should, by rights, have you beaten for speaking to me like that. Most senior officers would, and I offer you this warning only once: the next time you do so, I will order that beating in a heartbeat. Do you understand?�
�Yes, Prefect.�
�Very well. We agree that we share a mutual dislike. I�m aware that you are very much Paternus� pet and you look up to him like an elderly uncle. In my opinion such a relationship is damaging to both of you. In my experience the best results in a military unit are obtained by a relationship built upon a healthy mixture of fear, respect and distance. As such, I hope that our working relationship will be as fruitful as it is unpleasant.�
Rufinus frowned but said nothing.
�Good. You learn quickly. You will possibly already be aware, given that I credit you with above average intelligence, that I am now the senior prefect and that Paternus is little more than an empty title with a fistful of memories of command. He has a few die-hard supporters who look upon me as an upstart, but they are rallying around a falling star. Paternus will hand over his reins in due course. Within the year, I would say.�
Rufinus felt a sudden pull of regret at the words, though it came as a shock to realise that he didn�t doubt this for even a moment. The display of invective and bile he had experienced in Paternus� office had been very out of character and suggested the older prefect might be close to cracking under the strain.
Again, he kept his mouth shut.
�There are snakes all around us, slithering about the palace and whispering in the ears of those in power. We, as the Praetorian Guard, have a duty, Rufinus, to stay above such things. Our job is to protect the emperor and nothing else. We were founded with that very purpose in mind. Our symbol is that of Tiberius� birth sign. Our history goes back gloriously to even the days when such units guarded men like the immortal Julius Caesar. We are the emperor�s personal guard. His last line of defence.�
Rufinus nodded his agreement. It was a succinct statement of the guard�s purpose that sat worryingly at odds with the conversation he had just had in Paternus� office.
�We do not involve ourselves in palace politics. We are not spies or assassins. The emperor has men to do that job � the Frumentarii among others. As such, I have ears in the Villa Hadriana as I understand you now know, but I draw the line at sending one of our men in there in disguise. That is not the job of a Praetorian. Paternus sees things differently. Like his former master Aurelius, may the great man live among the Gods for a thousand thousand years, Paternus is too often led by his heart and not his head.�
He stopped and held out his vine staff, halting Rufinus in his tracks. �I regret the fact that you were placed in such an unseemly position for a guardsman. It was foolish and is beneath you. I further regret that Paternus still has enough authority to send you back. But I will tell you this once: forget your patronage to the old vulture. Work with Pompeianus at the villa and report back to me through his sources and we will draw this affair to a close as fast as possible and reassign you to a duty more befitting a member of the noblest military unit in the empire.�
Rufinus looked across at Perennis and nodded slowly. The man was a martinet and lacked the grace and ease of an officer like Paternus, but it was very hard to deny the man�s point. Despite Rufinus� dislike of the man, he realised that he didn�t have to like him to respect him.
�Anything to add, Rufinus?�
�May I speak my mind, sir?�
�On this occasion, yes.�
�I would like to know your opinion of Saoterus, sir, since I am about to return to the subterfuge in his presence.�
Perennis nodded. �A fair question. Saoterus is one of a gaggle of dangerous men that bend the ear of our emperor. He has too much power for a freedman and far too much influence in the court. That being said, he may be the least harmful of the bunch. Some say he is in love with Commodus. Certainly he seems to be infatuated. Whatever the truth, I find it hard to believe he has anything other than the emperor�s best interest at heart. I would be surprised to find evidence of him involved in any conspiracy.�
Rufinus nodded. The opinion seemed to sit comfortably alongside both his own and that of Pompeianus.
�Then respectfully, prefect, I should return to barracks, clean up and try to get some rest before I return.�
Perennis nodded. �Good luck on the morrow, guardsman. I trust we will see you in a real uniform again soon.�
Rufinus gave a salute which Perennis returned casually before strolling off towards the city gate. The young guard watched the sour-faced prefect disappear behind a group of chatting men and sighed. Strange. Somehow all the twisted politics of this whole messy situation seemed easier to deal with when one adopted Perennis� attitude. They were soldiers, devoted to protecting their emperor. He would return in the morning with fresh hope, trying to stay above the murky swirls of the villa�s politics, his eyes locked on that one goal: protect the emperor. It made it all fall into place so much more easily.
As he walked back to his barracks, the smile slipped from his face as he remembered that he would still have to deal with Dis the Frumentarius, whatever Paternus planned. Walking out of the cold wind into the familiar cover of the barrack block, he saw Mercator and Icarion standing in his doorway with a jar of wine.
�Nice interview, then?�
�Enlightening� Rufinus said thoughtfully. �Let�s get inside and crack that open. I�ve only drunk cheap piss for the last four months.�
Warming to the smiles of his friends, Rufinus strode into the small room, surprised at how odd and unhomely it felt after four months of life at the villa. His bunk had clearly been used for storage by Icarion, given the rumpled blanket and the patterns in the dust. Mercator slouched into the chair, relaxing on a silk cushion that Icarion had paid above the odds for from an Arab in the forum. The small Greek sank onto his bunk and scooped up three purple-stained Samian-ware cups from the low table next to him, slopping wine into them with gay abandon before handing them out.
As he finished filling the third, he raised it. �To our young war hero, safely returned from his detached duty�� he grinned. ��where apparently a mermaid beat him half to death.�
Rufinus rolled his eyes. �I�d love nothing more than to tell you where I�ve been, but it�s not over yet, so I can�t. I�m afraid I�m heading off again in the morning. Let�s say the ship�s putting out to sea on another voyage and leave it at that.�
Mercator and Icarion exchanged worried glances. �Whatever it is you�re up to, be very careful,� Mercator said quietly. �I know you were assigned personally by Paternus, but I fear that hitching our wagons to him might leave us all in deepest shit. Don�t tie yourself too tightly to a rock that might be thrown overboard, my young friend.�
Rufinus shook his head and took a quick, appreciative gulp of the wine, surprised that Icarion hadn�t watered it. �I�ll say this: I�m also under the aegis of Perennis now, so I�m fairly sure I�m safe at this end. I�m more worried about the job itself and the stumbling blocks awaiting tomorrow.�
Mercator frowned. �Wish you could tell us more. We might be able to help.�
Rufinus shook his head vehemently. �Better you don�t. But while I�m here, tell me about Paternus. He seems to have changed. Is he losing it?�
Again, the two veterans shared a knowing glance. �The prefect�s been rather outspoken in the presence of the emperor,� Icarion said in hushed tones �on the subject of his advisors and their influence. He�s alienated just about everyone with any power. He�s still in well with the old guard in the senate, but even they�ve started to sit back and stay quiet. Paternus just doesn�t seem to know when to stop. Some say that Commodus is a breath away from ordering his death and I really wouldn�t be surprised.�
Mercator nodded sagely. �Everything Paternus does to block the moves of the emperor�s favourites takes him further out of the circle and hands more power to Perennis.� He leaned forward, his voice dropping yet further. �I would never advocate a split in the guard, but if sides were drawn right now, Paternus would find himself with less than a century of men, and they�re the old veterans like us.�
Again, the two men shared a look and this time, Rufinus thought he saw a flash of guilt in it.
�What?�
Icarion sighed. �Maybe not even us. We�ve been talking it over. We�re officially bound to Perennis anyway, as we�re in his First cohort, and that might not be a bad thing. Paternus is going to bring down his friends and allies when he falls.�
Rufinus nodded. It was hardly a surprise to find their support of the older prefect waning. Given his discussions with the two officers just now, he would find it hard to stand in defence of Paternus himself. �I presume my transfer from the First cohort never went ahead, since you have no new room-mate and neither prefect mentioned it?�
Mercator nodded. �Paternus put in the orders, but Perennis blocked them. I think he was interested in finding out what Paternus had involved you in. Since then, I suspect Perennis is keeping you separated from the vulture; though whether for your safety or for his, I couldn�t say.�
Rufinus� gaze slipped to the corner, where his Praetorian gear was stored, packed in water-tight covers, the armour and helm out and polished to a shine as if he�d last worn it yesterday. A third tall wrapping alongside the two javelins confirmed that his prized hasta pura � the silver spear � was still safe.
�I see you�re keeping all my kit ready. Even polishing my armour?�
Icarion nodded. �Doesn�t take much to maintain when it�s just sat inside.�
Rufinus sighed and leaned back, sipping his wine. �This is good stuff. You don�t water it?�
Icarion laughed. �A Greek never waters good wine. Save the cheap swill for that.�
Mercator, grinning, reached out and poured himself another cup. �Drink up. There�s plenty to get through and you�ll need a good insulating skin for your bracing sea voyage tomorrow.�
The next day dawned cold and crisp. The water tanks had not quite iced over, but each breath plumed in the air and a thick coating of furry white covered every surface, gradually dissipating as the sunlight warmed the world.
Rufinus moved very quietly about the room, gathering his travelling kit, careful not to wake the sleeping form of Icarion, though as he left the room the man�s eyes opened and he gave Rufinus a good luck sign.
Shivering, Rufinus stepped out into the cold air, pulling the cloak as tight as he could around him with his good hand, holding it closed with the fingers of his sling-bound arm. With a deep breath, he strode through the camp as men went about their early morning ablutions or plodded home from night duty. A few moments later, he ducked into the arch of the stables and sought out the stable-master, a slight man with a neat beard and a permanent smell of horse.
�Guardsman Rufinus. Have you had orders for me?�
The man glanced across at him, looking his dishevelled uniform-less figure up and down distastefully, and nodded.
�Both prefects sent me authorisation to release one of our courier steeds. A fast and strong beast, they said. I�ve had Bellerophon saddled for you; he�s one of my best � the big dappled grey in the corner stall. Make sure you look after him. Orders are to deliver him to the compound of a merchant called Constans near the south gate of Tibur and then continue to your destination on foot.�
�I understand� Rufinus nodded.
Following the stable-master�s pointing finger, Rufinus trotted over and creaked open the door to see one of the most magnificent steeds he had ever laid eyes on watching him warily.
Appraisingly, he walked around the beast a few times, admiring form and muscle and the shine of his coat. Outside, the slam of wooden stall doors, clatter of hooves and clank and rustle of armour announced the departure of a cavalry troop. Rufinus paused momentarily to glance through the stall doors. Half a dozen men in white tunics and chain mail were steadying their horses under the watchful gaze of a Decurion.
Turning back, Rufinus began to pack his gear, listening as the officer in the courtyard distributed orders. The clatter of hooves began again, rising to an echoing clamour as they passed beneath the arch and receding into the distance to be replaced by the sounds of camp life, overlaid with the snorting and clumping of stabled horses.
Slowly, he made sure that everything was secure, tightening straps, and finally unlatched and swung open the door, leading the magnificent grey out into the cold sunlight, where he deftly mounted. He paused for just a moment, long enough for the steed to become used to his weight and settle comfortably, before geeing the horse forward toward the arch.
As he passed the stable-master, who stood running a finger down a list on a wood sheet, the man looked up. �Remember: look after him and deliver him to the merchant.�
Rufinus saluted and walked the horse past him, revelling in the joy of riding such a strong, lithe and well-trained beast. A brief pause at the camp�s east gate and he was out into the open, cold wind whipping his face as Bellerophon picked up speed, unbidden. Rufinus steered with his knees, turning the beast toward the Tibur road. Few people were about on the road at this time, just a few locals going about their business and a couple of carts, empty and heading to Tibur, Empulum, Collatia or some such settlement.
Rufinus thrilled to the whipping wind and easy speed and cantered along the metalled road happily, eating the stadia and then the miles. Just before the peeling, crumbled houses of Collatia he passed a group of men armoured in dulled mail and wrapped in brown cloaks, their horses tethered by the road, busy digging into bread and cheese, breaking up their journey as the wind whipped their hair and beards.
It was only as he was past and they had disappeared behind him around a corner that he realised they were the Praetorians he had seen saddled in the yard that morning. It brought a small smile to his face to discover that he was not the only member of the guard being sent out in a rude guise on some underhand task.
The smile slid slowly from his face as the reality of the coming day sank home once, danger looming darker and closer with every passing mile that brought him towards Tibur and the Villa Hadriana.

XVIII � Descent into darkness

RUFINUS turned off the road and traipsed with a sinking feeling along the narrow private road that led to the villa. Constans the merchant had taken in the horse and reminded him of the route and Rufinus had made his way down the zig-zag road with considerably less enthusiasm than his last break-neck descent, his pace slowing as he neared the villa.
All along the beautiful road to the first structure his mind raced, working out the best way to approach his return, given that he was unaware of the official reason for his departure. At least the giant Sarmatian thug was no longer a factor.
His stomach grumbling, complaining of missing the morning meal, Rufinus strode across to the servants� door in the side of the entrance building. The sun was on its ascent now, the villa�s occupants having broken their fast hours ago, the noon meal still a couple of hours away.
He hesitated before knocking. Something was still gnawing at him, asking him whether he was truly best serving the emperor and even the guard by continuing on the course of action set by Paternus.
But he was here. There was still enough of a threat to have alarmed both prefects, and the only way they could identify potential dates, times, methods and perpetrators was through him.
Rap, rap, rap.
The door was opened by a man Rufinus knew vaguely by sight. The servile population of the villa so outnumbered the residents and the guards that most of their faces blurred into a haze. It was only as his thoughts swept across the word �slave� that he found himself picturing the face of Senova and wondered that he had not looked up at the slave quarters on the way in on the off-chance she was standing there on the balcony.
�Gnaeus Marcius of the guard. I need to see Dis or Phaestor.�
The servant narrowed his eyes for a moment, looking the battered visitor up and down as though running through a mental checklist and then nodded. �Follow me, sir.�
Pausing to allow the man time to close the door and slide the bolts home, Rufinus breathed deeply, trying to exude an air of confidence that he thoroughly lacked.
The slave hurried off with that fast shuffle of hopeless indentured servants everywhere, his eyes darting nervously at every sign of movement. Rufinus paid not a jot of attention to his surroundings as he was led through rooms and gardens, passageways and staircases to the grand edifice that was once the residence of the Praetorian Guard. The fine building rested upon huge vaulted substructures, reminiscent of those that now housed the slaves. Through a fine marble vestibule they moved, along a corridor lined with busts of men armoured in the fashion of generals of old.
And suddenly they were at their destination: a door with no markings; presumably that of either Dis or Phaestor. Rufinus waited for the slave to announce him, but the shuffling man simply gave him a swift bow, turned and hurried away. Taking a deep breath and preparing himself for the worst, Rufinus stepped forward and rapped on the door.
�Come.�
The captain�s voice was sharp; impatient � unusual for the smooth-tongued man. Rufinus swallowed nervously and opened the door. Phaestor sat with a sword in his hand, running a whetstone along the edge as he looked up at his visitor, taking in the sling and the various pads and bandages. His eyes widened for just a moment and then narrowed under furrowed brows. His short-cropped hair and beard glistened with sweat, indicating that he had been exercising heavily.
�Marcius? What are you doing here? And what happened to you?�
Rufinus swallowed again. Good questions he felt entirely ill-equipped to answer.
�I was finished earlier than expected. I should find Dis and speak to him, but thought I�d best report in as soon as I arrived, sir.�
It was a gamble, for certain, but an educated one: vague enough that the answer would fit a thousand situations, while still answering the captain�s question adequately. He had to rely on the likelihood that Dis would not have written him off completely, given the possibility of him showing up unexpectedly.
His heart skipped a beat in the moment�s silence.
The whetstone stopped halfway down the blade and Rufinus saw the knuckles of the man�s right hand tighten on the hilt. His own hand dropped just a fingerwidth or two toward the pommel of his sword.
Scrape.
The stone finished its descent along the blade and Phaestor nodded, frowning. �But the state of you?�
�Bandits on the road. I gave good account of myself, but still barely got away.�
The captain continued to frown, but eventually nodded. Rufinus felt an almost explosive release of pressure inside and fought to contain his relief.
�Dis is hunting and giving his dogs a run.� He stood, replacing the whetstone on his cabinet and sheathing his blade. �Drop your gear and come with me. I know where Dis will be. You�ll not find him yourself and there�s no telling when he�ll get back if he gets a sniff of a deer.�
Rufinus continued to breathe as steadily as possible as he piled his travelling kit in the corner, retaining his sword, and followed the guard captain from the room. It was hard to believe he�d got this far. His simple lie had bought him time. The next problem was going to be tougher. He would have to face Dis, and the two men would need somehow to synchronise their lies in front of the captain or they would both endanger themselves. And even then, once they had convinced Phaestor all was in order, Rufinus would have to convince Dis that he needed to be here. There would be a lot more lying to go this evening before he could safely slump into that cot beneath the farting form of Glaucus.
They walked through the gardens behind the praetorium, toward the rear end of the villa, where Rufinus� favourite haunts lay, including the abandoned theatre with the view across the plains. The young guardsman drew a nervous breath, preparing himself. It could be dangerous making enquiries of the captain, but every ounce of information on recent events might be of use when he met up with Dis.
�What happened with Fastus?� he asked quietly, a slight involuntary tremor in his voice.
Phaestor snorted. �Snivelling little shit. Dis had him all tied up ready to interrogate. I know Dis, too. The traitor would have sold out his mother when Dis got started with the pokers. But after the first blow, the little runt�s damn heart gave out. I was there and I�ve never seen such a thing in my life.�
Rufinus nodded, his heart aching for the poor innocent Fastus.
�Tied there, hanging from the ceiling. Dis gave him a clout round the side of the head just to warm him up. Not even a hard one, and the man just convulsed, drooled and died there that very moment.�
They walked on in silence for a moment while Rufinus pictured the scene unhappily. The Frumentarius must have slipped some sort of poison or drug to the man to free him from the inevitability of torture. At least that was a small mercy. He�
�Just why did Dis send you to the city?�
The question caught Rufinus off guard and he tried to hide the panic thrilling through him.
�I�m not really sure.� It was another gamble, deliberately misunderstanding the question. �He could have sent anyone. Maybe to keep me out of the way while he dealt with Fastus?�
Phaestor frowned and Rufinus� heart started to pound so loud he felt it must be audible in the crisp, cold air. The captain regarded him with interest as they left the flagged and gravelled paths of the garden and crossed the lawn that ran parallel with the vineyard, the grass still white with frost where shadows had kept the sun from warming it.
Uncomfortable, Rufinus turned his head to face the pale, cold sun, drinking in the pathetic warmth it gave off, aware of the captain�s penetrating gaze on the back of his head. They walked on in an increasingly uncomfortable silence and ducked into the woodland that occupied the southern end of the estate, an area rarely patrolled due to the terrain and the lack of anything worth protecting. It would naturally be the best hunting ground, full of wildlife and hiding spots.
Following a game trail clearly already known to Phaestor, they crunched deeper into the woodland, Rufinus moving carefully so as not to catch his sling on the jutting branches and twigs.
�Dis?� Phaestor called quietly. �Dis? It�s Phaestor and Marcius. Don�t get too twitchy with that bow if you see something moving.�
The only answer was the rustle of leaves and the faint whistle of the wind through the trees. Then, somewhere up ahead there was the deep, throaty bark of a large dog. Phaestor nodded to Rufinus and they turned onto a side track that ran through the deeper woodland, barely a man wide, hoof prints of a young deer tracking through the hard mud. Briefly, they crossed a small, grassy clearing, the grass white and stiff with frost, shaded by the trees and untouched by the sunlight, then they were back into the stygian gloom of the woods.
The trail curled and twisted through the woodland and Rufinus was increasingly grateful that Phaestor had taken the lead, since the man�s almost accusatory stare was becoming most uncomfortable. After a few moments they turned a sharp bend in the path and strode out into a wide strip of grass that ran across the woodland. As they passed out into the open, they crossed the crumbled remains the estate�s boundary wall, now untended and fallen in heaps.
Phaestor was peering off to left and right for any sign of the huge black dogs. Rufinus� gaze, however, was drawn directly ahead.
�Phaestor��
�You�d think you�d at least be able to see those damn monster dogs crashing around.�
Rufinus reached out with his good arm and grabbed the man�s shoulder, turning him to face across the grassy swathe. �Phaestor��
Finally, a little confused, the captain�s gaze followed that of his companion and fell on the sight that had so transfixed Rufinus. He made a small gasping noise and then started to walk slowly across the grass, white blades crunching underfoot.
Rufinus followed him towards the body on the edge of the forest opposite, partially obscured by the hanging foliage. Dis hung ingloriously, toes two feet from the ground, each wrist strapped to the bole of a tree with leather bindings. He was naked to the waist, hanging limply like a crucified man. How Rufinus knew immediately it was the Frumentarius, he couldn�t say, since the head had dropped down on to the chest and all they could see was top of his head, but somehow he knew.
The swathe of crimson on the man�s chest told them everything they needed to know. The amount of blood and its location were the product of a cut throat � both men had seen it before.
�Oh, shit.�
Rufinus was moving faster now, ducking under a projecting branch and closing on the body. Phaestor was at his side a moment later as they reached Dis� hanging corpse.
Gingerly, Phaestor reached out and lifted the head to confirm what they already knew. It was definitely the captain�s second, his hollow eyes now devoid of life. His throat had been severed with a deep rent, hacked rather than sliced, by a strong blow. Probably backhand, judging by depth, shape and angle. With a growl of anger, Phaestor lowered the head once more. Gloopy, half-clotted blood fell away from the disturbed wound.
The captain turned, his face like thunder. �If I find out you had anything to do with this��
But Rufinus was already moving closer to the body. The huge red slick of blood coating the man�s torso was covering more than simple skin. Taking a deep breath, Rufinus reached for the canteen of water that hung from his belt. Lifting it, he unstoppered the top and threw the contents at the slick of blood, watching as the water washed the torrents down into the corpse�s already blood-soaked breeches.
Phaestor stared at him. �What the hell are you�?�
Rufinus held up a hand to interrupt him and then turned it to point at the body. The slick gone, rivulets of red winding down the torso, it was now much easier to see the word carved across the man�s chest with a sharp knife.
FRVMENTARIVS
Phaestor stared for a long moment and moved closer, his eyes picking out every detail, reaching out to touch the carved skin and pausing just short.
�More than just a simple attack, sir� Rufinus said quietly to Phaestor.
�I want to find who did this and cut them into very thin strips, Marcius.�
The man straightened. �Perhaps your bandits on the road were a little more than that? What if they were looking for Dis? And where are his damn dogs, then? They never leave his side unless he tells them to. Surely they�d protect him?�
Rufinus pointed into the woods to their left, where a large, black shape lay, purple glistening innards in a pile beside it.
�Oh, Hades, Tarterus and bollocks.�
Rufinus stepped back out of the trees, looking up and down the grassy meadow.
�The blood�s only recently started to congeal. This was done recently. Not more than a quarter of an hour or so ago.�
Phaestor nodded as he wandered over to the body of the mutilated dog. �Then they could still be in the woodland. We need to get the entire staff out. There�s an alarm bell up near the old theatre.�
The man turned to see Rufinus shaking his head. �We�ll not catch them. They�re already gone.�
Phaestor hurried across to where Rufinus was gazing down at the ground, his brow furrowed in concentration. �What is it?�
Rufinus was starting at the depressions in the white grass, where the frost had been crushed by a great deal of activity; activity that told him a lot more than he wanted to know. It told him who the killers were, though he could hardly pass that on to the captain.
�Half a dozen men or more,� he said, pointing and gesticulating around the grassy area. �They rode from the main track along this greensward and tied up their horses over there. You can just make out the tracks in the frost; thank the Gods for keeping this place out of the sunlight. If he�s bled out and clotted, they�ve been gone for maybe quarter of an hour. On a fast horse and galloping, they could be halfway to Rome by now.�
Phaestor narrowed his eyes. �How do you know all this?� he asked, suspiciously.
�Used to hunt with my brother � and ride. Not for a long time now, since�� his voice tailed off, cracking slightly. A deep breath. �But I�ll tell you something else too: I used to be a legionary, and I recognise the work of soldiers when I see it. The hoof-prints are in formation, which is a dead giveaway. Besides, they didn�t cut his throat with a knife like a common thug. They took a swing at it with a sharp sword of some length. I�m guessing a spatha � a cavalry sword. This is the work of legionary horsemen. Whatever the hell�s happened here, I�m not really sure we�d want to catch up with them!�
Phaestor was nodding in disbelief. �So what? They were Frumentarii? Is that what that was in aid of? What would the Frumentarii want with Dis? I mean, he was a cold bastard and probably had a shady enough past, but��
Rufinus shook his head. �My guess is that Dis was Frumentarius. Could that be possible?�
Phaestor blinked. �Dis? But he�s my best man. Been here since��
�Yes?�
�Since the empress first occupied the palace. Are you suggesting he�s been working for the emperor for a year, right under my nose?�
�It�s possible.� Rufinus shrugged.
Phaestor glared at him, the dark gaze conveying his own opinions on the matter. But as they stood in uncomfortable silence, Rufinus saw a cold, hard light dawn in the man�s eyes as he ran through everything in his head. Finally, he nodded, finger tapping his lip.
�That would maybe explain Fastus� sudden death. If he was Frumentarius, and the pair were in league, Dis would have to get rid of him before he talked.�
His brow furrowed again as he turned to Rufinus. �Just what did he send you to Rome for?�
Rufinus swallowed. The removal of Dis freed him to spin whatever tale he wished.
�I was sent to wait in a tavern in the Subura. I was supposed to sit there every day until someone came to me and asked me how the weather was in Hades.� It was all fanciful, children�s espionage stuff, but it seemed plausible.
�And?�
�Well I was a couple of hours late, �cause I had to find a Greek and get my wounds seen to. But I went to the tavern and the man found me the first night I was there and sent me back to Dis with an answer.�
Phaestor gestured impatiently. �And?�
�The answer was �yes�. I don�t even know what the question was, so it�s no help.�
�You uncover his companion, so he gets you out of the way and then offs the accomplice. But what about this? Why are cavalrymen after him? Why kill him? Why here? Why leave us the reason carved in his chest?�
Rufinus shrugged. �No idea. Could be something to do with the message I was sent for? Could be anything. All I know is that when I served with the legions, no one liked the Frumentarii. They�re a dubious bunch, and dangerous too. Even officers high up in the legions hate and fear them. His death might be completely unconnected with the villa?�
Phaestor nodded again slowly. �I�d like to confirm the truth of this somehow, though Dis was the one with all the damn contacts in Rome!� He smacked his fist into his palm.
�I�ll send a burial detail out here as soon as we get back. This sort of thing should stay under wraps as much as possible. I�m going to have to tell the empress, though. If her brother�s got his spies and assassins in her villa, she�ll need to know.�
Rufinus, nodding, turned at a strange whining noise. A large, black dog stood beneath the hanging branches of the trees, watching them and issuing a low keening noise that sounded like the very soul of sorrow.
Phaestor peered at it. �Acheron.�
Rufinus took two steps toward the dog, who issued a low growl.
�Don�t be an idiot� Phaestor snapped. �No one can go near those monsters but him.�
But Rufinus stepped closer. Two more steps. Then two more. The growling died away. He couldn�t explain it, but somehow he felt that the dog wouldn�t hurt him. Another three steps and he was close enough to see Acheron clearly. The enormous beast had a gash along his hind-quarters that glistened pink and white. The wound was bad, though not life threatening if it was dealt with soon.
�Here, Acheron. Come on, boy.�
To Phaestor�s surprise, the black beast padded slowly and painfully out of the shadows, limping on its hind leg, and walked calmly up to Rufinus with a whimper. Rufinus dropped to his knees and smoothed the hair on Acheron�s neck.
�I know. Come on, boy.�
He turned, ruffling the hair behind the dog�s ears, and walked back across the grass, the huge hunting hound following obediently at his heel. Phaestor stared. �Venus, shag me stupid! I�ve never seen anyone but Dis that can get within five paces of that monster without losing a hand.�
Rufinus nodded. �He�s frightened. Just lost his brother and his master and he�s in pain. You can�t blame a dog for his master�s sins.�
Phaestor stared nervously at the beast and reached out a tentative hand. The dog snarled, lip pulling back from large, yellowed fangs. The captain snatched his hand back. �Just keep the thing away from me.�
Rufinus patted the dog on the head and Phaestor shook his. �Come on. Have that thing penned somewhere safe, get your gear stowed and kit up, then report to Vettius for duty. I�ve got to go tell the empress what�s happened and then arrange for cremation and burial. This is really going to make her day,� he added sourly.
Without further pause, Phaestor clambered over the low, ruined wall and back into the deer-path that led off toward the villa. Rufinus followed along behind a few paces, Acheron trotting awkwardly at heel.
As he walked, letting Phaestor move ahead and open up the gap between them, and now that he wasn�t struggling to pull together excuses and lies, for the first time he realised just how thoroughly, violently, dangerously angry he was. What in the name of Jupiter, greatest and best, did Paternus think he was going to achieve sending out a detachment of Praetorian cavalry to murder the Frumentarius? In what chaotic, Gods-forsaken world was it acceptable for the emperor�s guard to murder the emperor�s agents merely to gain an advantage in a task that shouldn�t be theirs in the first place?
His feet crunched through the undergrowth as he ground his teeth, seething anger roaring through his veins. There would be a reckoning when all of this was over. The job still needed doing, more than ever now, given how Dis had been needlessly sacrificed just to facilitate his return, but when it was done�
Mercator and Icarion had been right about the older prefect. He was going to fall, and when he did so, he would not bring Rufinus down. The man had crossed a line, and ties had to be severed. His brow furrowed and his teeth ground louder. He would also remember one or two of those cavalrymen�s faces that were already strangely etched in his mind.
Moments later, the pair arrived at the rear of the praetorium and Phaestor nodded once at him, sparing an uncertain glance for the huge black canine at his ankle, and veered off to the right, heading for the main bulk of the palace. Rufinus skirted the Praetorian quarters, Acheron close at heel, passing the room where his gear remained, and made for the doorway into Pompeianus� stadium-shaped garden.
Still seething angrily and wearing a thunderous look, he rapped on the door and, as the servant opened it, pointed down at the large dog.
�I know you�re trained for humans and not animal treatment, but it�s a sword wound and I know you can deal with that. I�ll pay you in good coin to treat him.�
The servant frowned and looked down at the animal, his eyes widening. �That�s master Dis� dog.�
�Not anymore� Rufinus replied in a matter-of-fact voice that brooked no argument. �You can treat him, yes?�
The servant shied away against the wall. �Only if he lets me near him. That dog attacks people a little too freely.�
Rufinus shook his head. �He�ll be gentle as a puppy. But just in case, you might want to feed him some of your knock-out stuff.�
The servant licked his lips nervously. �I�ll� err� come in and take him into the big room out back and right. I�ll get my bag.� As Rufinus padded into the corridor, walking the dog through the atrium and to the room indicated, the servant scurried off. Acheron crossed to the centre of the wide, marble floor and stood, looking forlorn, unable to lie down comfortably.
�You�ll be alright boy. The man�s a medicus. Then we�re going to have to decide what to do with you. You certainly can�t stay in the room with me and Glaucus.
�Perhaps he�ll stay here?� a voice called quietly from behind.
Turning, Rufinus smiled at the former general, feeling some of the tension slip away from him merely at the man�s presence. �Not sure he�ll do that, but it might be worth a try.�
Pompeianus strode into the room and took a seat a safe distance from the large black dog. �What�s happened? Why is he not with his master?�
Rufinus let out a long, slow breath. �I�m not sure where to start.�
�At the beginning,� the Syrian suggested, �but as succinctly as possible� he added with a smile. �Salient points only.�
Rufinus nodded and collapsed into a seat next to Acheron, who watched Pompeianus with glowering, dangerous eyes. The medicus shuffled into the room with his bag and approached the dog gingerly. Rufinus raised his eyebrows.
�You can speak freely in front of him, young man.�
As the servant began to mix a draught of pain-killing drugs for the dog, Rufinus stroked its head soothingly. �I did as we discussed and sold out Fastus.�
Pompeianus nodded. �I�ve heard about the man and his unexpected peaceful demise. Lucky devil, I�d say.�
Rufinus pursed his lips. �Nothing lucky about it. Fastus was certainly undercover here in the villa, but he was working for the Frumentarii.�
The general�s eyes jerked sharply upwards. �Go on.�
�Dis, of course. He took a bit of an exception to my interference with his courier, so he sent me back to Rome. Problem is: while he was in the villa trying to identify possible traitors flocking to your wife, Perennis and Paternus are both convinced of a plot brewing, so they sent me straight back.�
�And Dis?�
Rufinus took a deep, angry breath. �Paternus sent a cavalry detachment out and removed him from the picture, leaving evidence of his imperial connections. The damn prefect is losing his mind, murdering the emperor�s own men.�
Pompeianus nodded. �You will now understand, perhaps, why I have not been too pro-active on behalf of Perennis. I�m not comfortable being a piece in the game, regardless of the player. In a way, he�s done you a favour though, as you�ll be almost untouchable now, trustworthy to the hilt as far as Phaestor�s concerned. Make the most of it while your freedom lasts. Given this turn of events, security on the villa will now clamp shut like the jaws on your canine friend there.�
Rufinus felt the dog flinch beneath his fingers as the servant cleaned the wound. He resumed his soothing strokes.
�What will they do, d�you think?�
�Phaestor will seek permission to double the guard numbers. The empress will refuse the financial outlay and, after a brief argument, they�ll compromise on the hiring of a dozen new guards and increased shifts.�
He leaned forward. �Phaestor will also want to interview all existing guards and servants to convince himself of their loyalty. I suspect the number of guards with duties in the core of the villa will drop sharply, while the perimeter will be almost permanently under observation. Chances are that you�ll be on the inside, and despite your misgivings, you might want to thank Paternus for that.�
Rufinus sighed and leaned over to comfort Acheron as he shuddered once again at the medicus nervously beginning to stitch the wound. �What of Saoterus? He�s still here, I presume?�
�Yes, and with the patience of a vestal, it appears. My beloved wife has not yet granted him an audience. Two days of sitting around in almost total seclusion in the water villa. I know how he feels.� Pompeianus gave a small smile. �I think that after the coming shake-up, she�ll want to see him and get him out of the way as fast as possible.�
Rufinus nodded and clutched Acheron tightly as the medicus tugged sharply on the last stitch. �It seems Paternus has his eye on those who surround the emperor, including master Saoterus. I fear that he is in no less danger back in the palace than he is here. After all, if the prefect will set his men on murdering the emperor�s agents, a mere freedman would make an easy target. Perhaps you could speak to him?�
Pompeianus shook his head gently. �Two men both in virtual solitary confinement within the same prison have little chance of meeting.�
The pair fell silent, a quiet broken suddenly as Acheron yelped in pain and issued a low growl at the man padding and binding his back end.
The servant leaned back and held up both hands.
�There, we�re done.�

XIX � Resolution

AS the morning sunlight burned away the last of the white frost, Rufinus strode across the triangular court and to the office of Vettius. Somehow, the events of the morning had eased his return, not because of the lack of Dis as an obstacle, but because of the change in his attitude it had wrought. Walking along that access drive this morning, he had been cold, tired and sore from his wounds, unsure as to his future, his nerves making him shiver uncontrollably.
Such problems were gone. His fear had been pushed down, buried and squashed by anger; anger aimed at all those who would play games with peoples� lives. It was becoming more apparent the longer he served in the guard, that there were precious few people with even a hint of power who were deserving of trust and respect.
Pompeianus, for all his self-depreciating statements, was one such. Saoterus may be another, though that remained to be seen. The emperor himself, of course. But Paternus and Perennis were busy jostling for position at the expense of their sworn duty, and every politician in Rome and even the emperor�s family seemed to be at it.
Not Rufinus. He was here to uncover information that could save the emperor�s life and that was what he would do. Anger and determination had become the cage for fear and weaknesses. With a brief knock, he opened the major domo�s door and walked in, closing it with his good arm.
The villa�s chief servant looked up in surprise, the flash of anger at being interrupted so rudely shoved from his face by a mixture of disbelief and curiosity.
�Marcius? But Dis said you�d be in Rome for an indefinite time� and your arm?� He pointed wordlessly at the sling and the bound fingers.
Rufinus strode across the room and dropped into the seat. �You�d do well, master Vettius, to forget what Dis said. Captain Phaestor will be coming to see you shortly and he�ll no doubt explain it all. I suspect he�s with the Empress already. Suffice it to say I�m back and ready for duty. Do you still need me?�
Vettius, his eyes wide at this sudden change in attitude, nodded uncertainly. �We�re short-staffed, what with our unwelcome visitor.�
�Then assign me and I�ll get to work.�
The major domo sat for another moment, eyes staring, and suddenly burst into activity, rummaging around his desktop until he found the wax tablet he was looking for and, opening it, ran his finger down the list.
�Do you know where the libraries are?�
Rufinus frowned for a moment, running through the villa�s plan in his memory. �On the northern edge of the palace?�
�Yes. I�ve had to pull a man off duty there. Patrol the libraries, terrace and the courtyard that lies between them and the palace. I�ll try and find you relief at sundown. I�ll speak to Phaestor when he visits and see who he has.�
Rufinus nodded. It seemed odd to be taking assignments from the small servant rather than the guard captain, but the authority within the villa was rigidly defined. All security, hiring, training and equipping might lie in Phaestor�s hands, but his authority stopped at the threshold of Lucilla�s residence, where Vettius was the master.
�Still here, Marcius?� the major domo said. Rufinus nodded and turned. The guard on duty at the door to the palace nodded recognition and swung the door open. A moment along the corridor beyond, out into a colonnaded walkway along the side of the library courtyard, and he headed toward the mis-matched twin buildings that stood at the northern corners above the terrace.
One library for Latin works and one for Greek, the former visited rarely, the latter never; a carryover from the days when the learned Greek-loving Hadrianus had lived here. Rufinus studied the layout of the buildings for a moment. He�d been hoping for assignment either to the central section of the palace, or to the water villa where Saoterus luxuriated in prison, but the chances of such a random assignment had been small. At least here he was on the periphery of the important structures. More chance of learning something useful there than trawling through the undergrowth on the edge of the estate and hiding from the rain in the arcades of the abandoned theatre.
He would be tantalisingly close to the water villa, too. The high, curved exterior wall of the strange impressive structure was visible from the windows of the Greek library, and the main vestibule to the circular enclosure led off the library terrace.
The next six hours melted into a routine of pacing. While patrolling the edge of the estate had been cold and dull, there was such a vast swathe of land around the villa that it was possible to vary the routes enough that one could take a different way every day for a week without ever covering quite the same ground.
The libraries, their terrace and courtyard, were a different matter. After the first hour, he had explored every nook, walked every corridor and room, and peered from every window. The knowledge that there would be another five hours of the same before the sun sank was a mind-numbing prospect. Even the possibility of meeting another person would have lent some small variation to the routine, but the simple truth was that the only human he was likely to bump into out here was an interloper. No one visited the libraries, for all the knowledge they held, and no one would take a stroll on the terrace with the chill wind blowing the fresh threat of frost from the mountainous north.
So he began to devise games to keep himself occupied.
To the Latin library, where he would scan the shelves until he found a work by an author that began with �A�. Aemilius Asper the first time. Apuleius took almost quarter of an hour to locate. Aurelius� writings hadn�t been added yet. Unable to recall another �A� at short notice, he�d taken to counting the number of steps between the two libraries (fifty one paces) and the length of the terrace from the servant�s corridor to the water villa enclosure (seventy six paces), the entire distance of the colonnade around the courtyard (two hundred and thirty paces, tested three times for an average), and even the number of scroll compartments in the Latin library. That last had seen the end of the counting games when he�d become unutterably bored somewhere around the three-hundred-and-fifty mark.
Further games involved tossing pebbles into the huge fountain that ran most of the length of the terrace, or trying to skim them along the surface of the water.
Slowly, the sun had disappeared behind the vestibule of the water villa, casting the courtyard and terrace into deep shadow and plunging their temperature to bone-chilling depths. Consequently his wanderings became more focussed on the interior, spending more time in the Greek library than the Latin, partially due to its extra floor, giving it more complexity and interest, but mostly due to the fact that, through some curiosity of design, it had been given heating on the uppermost level that was still kept warm. Rufinus held a private theory that the building was heated on the order of Phaestor so that the guards had somewhere to shelter from the cold.
It became increasingly apparent as the sun�s rays faded, plunging the place into gloom, that he was not likely to be replaced. Resigned to a long shift, he hurried around the Greek library in deep shadow, striking flint and steel, lighting the oil lamps spaced periodically around the building and cursing the last guard for not replacing them as more than half of the lamps stuttered and failed for lack of fuel.
Searching for the oil that surely must be stored somewhere, Rufinus hurried around the half-lit, flickering gold-black interior of the library, opening and closing the numerous half- or full-sized doors that marked cupboards, most of which were empty. Up the stairs he climbed, to the second level, where the cupboard doors were fewer and further between, receiving the fright of his life as he opened one particular door to display an artistic composition in marble that would make a whore blush.
Up again, to the top floor where he intended to spend most of the remaining shift, staying warm and making occasional forays out into the night. At the top of the staircase which ran up the outer edge of the building, he spotted another full-sized miscellaneous door ahead of him. Nodding at this obvious location for a store of oil � one would hardly store such a flammable material within the walls of a library � he reached out and swung the door open, stepping back in surprise.
A flight of stairs descended into the darkness, a faint glow at the far end, two storeys down. His brow furrowed at this discovery which had escaped his earlier searches due to its mundane, cupboard-like appearance, and he padded slowly and quietly down the stairs, keeping to a side wall.
His frown melted away with wide eyes as he reached the bottom of the stairs, turned a corner and discovered the source of the light. He was in the colonnaded walkway surrounding the water villa!
Frowning again, he looked back up the stairs. He�d seen this doorway on his first visit to the amazing structure, no doubt, but the stairs were offset round a bend, and it would not be obvious that the entrance led up to the library.
It made sense. Hadrianus was a lover of Greek things. He�d paid special attention to the size and comforts of the Greek library, and had apparently set aside the water villa for his more personal amusements. To find that the two were so simply linked should hardly be a surprise.
His gaze danced around the circle of the huge enclosure. No guards were visible. Listening carefully, he could hear footsteps pacing somewhere at the far side. Someone was on night duty.
His eyes focused with a start of surprise on the figure standing directly in front of him. From within the comfort of the well-lit villa on the island, Saoterus had stepped out of the strange and convex columned portico and was standing on the odd little half-moon garden and watching him with his head tilted to one side. Rufinus stepped back in surprise.
�A timely appearance, jailor� the young man said with a smile. �I feel the need of a leg stretch.�
Rufinus panicked as the sound of bored pacing at the far side of the circle became that of fast running.
�Hey!� shouted a voice.
Rufinus stood rooted to the spot, wondering what to do for a moment before his senses kicked in again.
�It�s only me: Marcius. I think they�ve forgotten about my relief, so I�m looking for oil. It�s damn dark in the libraries!�
The figure of the other guard appeared and he realised with a tiny touch of relief that it was Atracus the Gaul, one of the few men who seemed to consider him an equal. The big, blond man with the braided beard slowed with a relieved smile, his hand leaving the hilt of the longsword at his side.
�Marcius! I thought we�d had a break-in.�
Rufinus smiled. �I�ve only got enough oil for half the lamps in the library. It�s going to be a dark shift if I can�t find spare.�
Atracus snorted. �At least you�ve got light and heat. I�ve been walking around this pissing circle for four hours without a break. No heating or light for me!�
�Excuse me?�
The pair turned to look at Saoterus, still standing on the flagged path before the villa. �Yes, master Saoterus.�
�I�m not sure what your orders are with regards to my �accommodation�, but I have been allowed to visit the baths on occasions and once to walk on the sunlit terrace, all under the watchful eye of one of your stalwart staff. Is it permissible that I visit the libraries? Under escort, of course, lest I steal Lucilla�s collection of Aristophanes comedies.�
His smile was knowing and friendly, and Rufinus found himself immediately warming to this young man who was so important, powerful and feared. Rufinus and the Gaul exchanged glances and the former shrugged uncertainly. Atracus nodded. �The libraries are no trouble. You alright with this one, Marcius?�
Rufinus nodded wearily, trying to hide his growing excitement.
�Good� the Gaul grinned. �Try and be at least an hour, �cause I need a crap and a drink, alright?�
Rufinus nodded and glanced across to their �guest�. Saoterus smiled. �I think I can safely occupy myself in a library for an hour.�
Atracus grinned at them and hurried off with the gait of a man who has been dreaming urgently of the latrines for some time. It took Rufinus only a moment to locate one of the removable wooden bridges, leaning against the outer wall. With a great deal of difficulty, given only one working arm, Rufinus half-walked, half-dragged the bridge across to the water opposite the guest. With a grunt, a heave and a quiet curse at Atracus for hurrying off so quickly, he dropped the bridge into the guide slots and manoeuvred it into position.
Saoterus waited patiently until Rufinus stepped back and gestured for him to cross.
�You have been in the wars, my friend� he said quietly, eyeing Rufinus up and down.
�A disagreement with bandits.�
�I trust they regret their actions� the man said with a smile as he crossed the bridge and stepped into the colonnade. His toga was crisp and clean and warm, yet he issued a shiver in the cold night air. Rufinus gestured to the door through which he had arrived.
�This way, sir.�
Rufinus led the way, pausing at the corner and halfway up the stairs to make sure his charge was following. His mind raced. He would never have a better opportunity to speak with Saoterus. They were alone and with very little chance of discovery, and shortly they would be in a warm, secluded room.
�The Gaul is not a great talker� the slight man said. �I fear you have been instructed not to speak to me unless it is unavoidable, but I have the impression he is not even talkative with his friends. Still, he seems friendlier than a number of the others.�
Rufinus paused and turned to find Saoterus smiling engagingly at him.
�Are you also taciturn, or someone from whom I might squeeze a pleasantry or two?�
Rufinus bit his lip and stepped out onto the landing, gesturing toward the library interior.
�Please��
Saoterus, that enigmatic smile still on his face, bowed and swept past into the room. �This is magnificent. Hadrianus had the most wondrous tastes and designers and was a lover of all things cultured. I would like to have met the man. Our current emperor has the makings of a great man himself, would you not say?�
Rufinus closed the door behind them and turned to see narrowed eyes assessing him in a single glance. �You�re testing me, master Saoterus? Sounding me out?�
The man laughed out loud. �Thank Jove. Someone with a brain.� His eyes narrowed again. �And a sense of humour?�
Rufinus sighed. �I used to have one. Long ago, before the world slipped into Hades around me.�
Saoterus gave him a look that he found unsettling. �May I?� he asked, gesturing to the numerous scroll racks around the room.
�I�m sure the domina won�t mind.�
The young man began to stroll round the edge of the room, squinting in the low light as he examined the labels beneath each aperture, occasionally pulling a scroll from a compartment, glancing at it briefly, then sliding it back.
�If it�s not a forbidden subject, may I ask your opinion of the mood in the villa?� Saoterus saw Rufinus� eyes darken as his guard came up and smiled disarmingly. �I only ask as I have matters of import to discuss with Lucilla and, while two days in such luxurious surroundings is a respite after the scuffle of the city, I begin to wonder if she has any intention of speaking to me.�
Rufinus took a deep breath. �Why are you here?�
He was aware of the bluntness of the question, but he�d spent a lot of the last few hours wondering how he would approach the subject should he find the opportunity, and no solution had presented itself. Sometimes, as a boxer knew, there came a time to stop dancing from foot to foot and plant a blow, even if it can�t be a powerful one.
The man turned with that same knowing smile. �Ah, such directness. You would never make a politician, my friend.�
�I know of you, Saoterus. Everyone does. You are the emperor�s man; his favourite. What possible business can you have with Lucilla?�
Saoterus� eyes narrowed. �You mean �domina� or �the empress�? I cannot see you advancing in these ranks with such familiarity. Lucilla is not easy-going.�
�Answer the question.�
Something about Rufinus� tone caused that smile to falter for just a moment. �My business with Lucilla is private, not to be discussed with even that fidgety major domo, let alone one of the guard.� His eyes narrowed suspiciously and something about his smile changed, though Rufinus couldn�t have said quite how. �That is, unless there�s something I don�t know? Am I talking to one of the guard?�
Rufinus sighed. �The world is becoming a dangerous place, master Saoterus. Here and in Rome. It�s always well to be prepared.�
�Tell me about yourself. You ask penetrating questions and think outside your station� on the assumption this is your station.�
�We are dancing around two different questions here, master Saoterus. I am not about to answer yours, I�m afraid, but it�ll be to everyone�s advantage if you answer mine. There is a flood of violence building and the struts that hold the dam come in all shapes and sizes, even that of a simple guard. Why are you here?�
Saoterus folded his arms and leaned back against the wooden racks. �Very well. I am here to try and avert the looming crisis. Commodus and his sister must be reconciled before they tear Rome apart.�
Rufinus frowned. �Laudable. I�m not sure I see how such a thing could happen. You�ll be more aware than most of the lady�s attitude to her brother, and there are those in Rome who feel the same in the other direction.�
�I am here to put a proposal to the lady Lucilla. It has taken me months and every argument at my disposal to get the emperor to agree to it, and he has imposed his own conditions, but it can be the only solution if this is to end peacefully.�
Again, Rufinus frowned and Saoterus shrugged, arms still folded. �Lucilla believes her line carries the direct line of descent for the purple. Even with her children by Verus dead, she believes that Tiberius, her son by Pompeianus, should inherit, a point that a good rhetorician could argue. But, possession being nine-tenths of the law, and Commodus sitting on the throne, no rhetoric will change things now.�
He stood straight and unfolded his arms. �I am here to offer Lucilla that her son Tiberius be named Commodus� co-emperor.�
Rufinus stepped back in surprise, and Saoterus smiled. �Good. I�m very much hoping to elicit the same response from the lady should she ever see me. Quite simply, Commodus will make young Tiberius Claudius Pompeianus Quintianus his junior co-emperor in the same way he himself was his father�s co-emperor. Commodus will remain the senior partner, of course, and the decision on matters of succession will still be his, but Lucilla�s son will have the power she thinks he deserves.�
Rufinus shook his head, taken aback. �It�s generous beyond reason.�
Saoterus� face darkened slightly. �I said the emperor had imposed his own conditions.� He started to stroll slowly round the racks again, scratching his scalp. �Young Tiberius will have to take an oath of fealty to Commodus in the Capitoline temples, very publically vowing never to move against Commodus or stand opposed to him. It would be an embarrassment, as no such demand has ever been made of a co-emperor. And�� He paused and sighed deeply. �And Lucilla and the rest of her family will have to agree to exile. Pompeianus will be made governor of Syria for life and will have to take Lucilla and stay there until the day she dies. The emperor was immovable on that. He wants her and her family as far from Rome as they can be.�
Rufinus� face fell. It had sounded too good to be true. His memory skipped back to that first time he had met the siblings in the headquarters of Vindobona. Lucilla was every bit as strong-willed as her brother. �Do you think she will agree to the terms?�
Saoterus stopped his wandering and let his arms fall by his sides. �No, sadly I do not. But it is my duty to try, and I can be quite persuasive, so there is still small hope.�
Rufinus regarded the sad eyes of the man opposite and could not help but well up with respect for the man who appeared to be single-handedly standing at the centre of the political storm in Rome and trying to guide the winds to keep all houses equally safe.
�Then I wish you luck and, in the interest of peace, I�ll offer you two pieces of information. Firstly, tread carefully with Lucilla. More than you would normally. There have been� incidents� and she will be jumpy and difficult. On the other hand, recent events might push her to seeing you tomorrow, as soon as she can.�
Saoterus frowned, but Rufinus pointed at the man. �Secondly, be equally careful back in Rome. I suspect there are knives being sharpened for you and I cannot help but feel that your loss would be a bad thing for the empire.�
Saoterus smiled with those sad eyes. �I am flattered, but the dice will fall as they may.�
Rufinus watched as the man turned and strolled off along the scroll racks once again. He too was thinking of dice. Of the most famous general in history as he crossed the Rubicon and claimed the die was cast. �And look what happened to him� he muttered beneath his breath.

XX � A higher rung

RUFINUS hurried along the unfamiliar corridor, nervous tension and eagerness coursing through his veins. The marble busts of the Aelian dynasty of Hadrianus watching him with stony aloofness. It had been a fraught morning with few chances for a breather.
First light had brought the assembly call and all the guards who were not currently on patrol had gathered behind the barracks, the servants undergoing a similar assembly elsewhere. Phaestor had addressed his men calmly and in measured tones, but with a hint of tension that could be seen readily by those who knew where to look.
He told them of the death of Dis and the fact that the once-trusted second may well have been an agent of the Frumentarii sent to spy on the villa. The guards� reaction was predictably disbelieving and confused, but Phaestor hammered his words into their brains: Trust. Honour. Loyalty. These were things he expected from his guards. That Dis had managed to fool everyone for so long was a matter of personal disgrace for him and public shame for the rest of them. He would not be fooled again.
In short order he began to read out names from a tablet in his hand: those men who he had reason to be concerned over, those who had had cause to be reprimanded more than once, those who he simply didn�t like the look of.
Of the villa�s remaining sixty-eight guards, fifty-eight of whom were present at the briefing, Phaestor summarily dismissed thirty-one with no further pay. They were simply told to gather their things and be on the road away from the villa by the next watch and that any of them found on the premises after that time would be considered a spy and dealt with.
Even Rufinus, who had an inkling that something like this was coming, was staggered by the number of men who were ejected from the villa that morning, among them: Atracus the Gaul, a man as stalwart as Rufinus could possibly imagine. The Gaul had held his head high and left the villa proud and straight, making Rufinus feel no better about the part he had played in this horrible shake up that had lost the jobs of so many innocent men when the real enemy within � himself � remained to rise through the ranks.
Phaestor then went on to outline his plans for tightened security: the villa�s outer patrolled perimeter would be drawn back to contain just the buildings and their immediate surroundings, abandoning the vineyard, the olive grove and the woods, the fields and the banks of the stream. All guards would be paired to share duty, meal breaks and all free time. This way no one would have the opportunity to commit underhand acts.
When someone had pointed out how restrictive that would be for staffing levels, Phaestor had fixed the man with a hard glare and continued, explaining that guards would be given greater leeway and freedom only when both he and Vettius were in agreement over their competence and loyalty. The guards were then placed under the command of Vettius for a few days while Phaestor left the villa for Rome on a recruitment drive.
The pace of life had changed and would soon change again.
Now, pacing through corridors on his way to see the major domo, Rufinus happened to look out of a high, west-facing window and saw an expensive carriage leaving the villa along the tracks left in the frost by Phaestor�s cart hours earlier. Saoterus had been summoned by the mistress at dawn, the very time that the orders for the new regime were being delivered to the staff. Collected from the water villa by two of the guards on duty, the imperial advisor had been hurried into the empress� presence.
According to one of those guards who Rufinus had spoken to at shift change half an hour ago, Saoterus had been quiet, calm, gentlemanly and eloquent. The phrase the guard had used was �could talk a Vestal out of her underwear�. The young politician had offered Lucilla the deal he�d explained to Rufinus: half the world�s power for her son, on the understanding that she would disappear.
Lucilla had replied with invective and bile, vicious words spat at him from her lofty throne. She had told him, apparently, that her brother was simple and child-like, without the balls to run a whorehouse, let alone the empire, that the name Commodus would soon be gone and forgotten drifting along in the wind, while her family would usher in a golden era for Rome.
When the guard told him of these things, Rufinus had actually stopped in his tracks, astounded. Recent events and conversations with Phaestor and Vettius had clearly taken her to the edge for her to lose such control. The words were treasonous in themselves, but they also hinted heavily at plans to remove her brother.
In a way, it had brought a wave of relief. After so long slogging through duty in the villa, and given the lack of concern the Frumentarius had shown over the possibility of a coup, he�d begun to wonder whether the whole thing had been cooked up from the fears and imaginations of the Praetorian prefects and whether in fact Lucilla was innocent of everything other than simply being a cold-hearted and sour bitch. Her words to Saoterus, assuming they were true and not some invention of the guard, seemingly confirmed the fact that a plot was forming, albeit slowly.
Saoterus had been told that he was lucky he was being dismissed alive and not skinned so that his flesh could fly like a warning banner above the villa while the pig farm in the valley fed on his raw corpse.
And so the emperor�s advisor had been sent on his way in the carriage in which he had arrived. Rufinus watched the carriage trundle off along the private track toward the main road with a certain sinking sensation, albeit a thoroughly expected one. With that carriage and its occupant went any hope of a peaceful reconciliation of the imperial family and any chance of avoiding confrontation and bloodshed.
Alea iacta est� the die is cast.
Vettius� door stood ajar and muttering could be heard within. Rufinus listened quietly for a moment, but the man was chattering too quietly and fast to be intelligible from the corridor. With a deep breath, Rufinus rapped twice on the door.
The rattle of quiet chatter stopped abruptly. �Come!�
Striding in, Rufinus left the door ajar behind him and came to a halt in front of the large walnut desk. Vettius looked stressed. His hair and beard glistened with sweat, his eyes focussed, squinting, as he pored over piles of wood sheets and wax tablets, the fingers of his left hand drumming a constant irritated rhythm on the desk.
�Master Vettius?�
The man held up a silencing finger as he continued to mumble, running his finger down a column of figures. Rufinus stood patiently, waiting for the man to finish his calculation. Finally he looked up. �Marcius. Yes. List one. Both wings of the palace, golden house area, water villa, libraries and palace baths. You�re to be assigned to the central areas. Phaestor has left me to work out a rota for the current guards, bless his black heart. It�s a nightmare of organisation the likes of which no man has ever attempted. But for the next three days at least, until Phaestor returns with recruits, you�ll be on two shifts a day, with six hours of free time.�
His finger ran down a different sheet. �First watch, �til noon you�re on Pecile garden, libraries and terrace. You�ll cover both areas due to the shortage of men, so there�s a lot of walking.�
Rufinus smiled to himself. Perhaps to a man perpetually knee-deep in paperwork, who rarely left the confines of the villa, such a duty would be onerous. Given the change in the weather � the frost had failed to touch the ground this morning and the sun was already beginning to blaze with a warmth uncharacteristic for so early in the year � a morning strolling around the garden and the library terrace would be a blessing, and with a few places to shelter, should the weather become inclement.
�I shall endeavour to keep the villa free of vagrants and enemies� he said brightly, earning himself a black look.
�Then you will have half an hour to eat before you report to the empress� palace, where you will relieve Harrapus the Cappadocian. Understood?�
Rufinus nodded, his heart racing. The central area and Lucilla�s palace. It would be a tiring regime, with little free time, but it was what he had been working for these past months.
A thought struck him. �Who am I to be paired with?�
Vettius gave him a surprised look. �Paired?�
�All guards are to be paired off to prevent treachery.�
�Only those who haven�t proved themselves, Marcius� he replied with an exasperated sigh. �List one: those who can be trusted. I swear I thought you were brighter.�
Rufinus smiled. �Too daft to be dangerous, I suppose.�
Again, Vettius flashed him a black look. �Anyway, you�re almost halfway through the first duty, so as soon as you can, you�ll need to report to the Pecile, since there�s no one patrolling that area. But�� he added as Rufinus turned, �there�s something else you need to do first. The empress wants to see you.�
Rufinus� heart skipped a beat.
�The empress?�
�Yes. She�s wanting to speak personally to all those who�ll be patrolling her palace. She�s a lady who likes to be aware of her surroundings. But interestingly, she asked for you by name as soon as I could send you. So run along. You�ll find her in the council chamber, if you remember the directions, and then make your way to the Pecile when she�s done with you.�
Rufinus nodded, pulse still pounding like a chariot hurtling round the Circus Maximus. He thanked Vettius, but the man was already involved once more with his lists, paying no further heed to the guard.
Turning quickly, Rufinus hurried out into the corridor. It took him but a moment to recall the route to the council chamber, jammed between the Pecile, the imperial baths and the water villa, tucked away almost forgotten in a corner. The last time he had stood in its echoing marble hall had been following the accusation of Fastus that had precipitated this sequence of events.
A hundred heartbeats later, he approached the open door of the chamber, the apsed end to the black and yellow marble room visible through it and lit by bright sunlight flowing through the huge triple arch, white marble statues in their niches almost shining with a strangely lunar glow. The door stood wide, one of the veteran guards he knew by sight to the side. Rufinus nodded to him and the man returned the gesture, ushering him in with a sweep of the arm. Inside, the room warbled with the sound of quiet conversation which died away as he entered.
Lucilla was every bit the monarch in her crimson stola and golden shawl, hair bound with a fine gold net, complemented by gilt earrings and necklace, any one of which would pay his wages until the day he went grey. She sat upon a throne of dark wood which still bore inscriptions that carried the words AELIVS and HADRIANUS. Clearly she already considered herself the inheritor of the imperial title.
A tall man with a lean face and grave expression, made-up like a painted woman, stood to one side and slightly behind, in the manner of a chamberlain. The man tried to smile and the effect was like a crocodile sneering. Rufinus took an instant and almost pathological dislike to the man. His wandering gaze as he stepped inside also took in the four slaves standing quietly in the corner, waiting to attend their mistress. Rufinus felt the hairs stand up on the back of his neck as he saw Senova, and warmth thrilled through him.
Remembering himself just in time, Rufinus came to a sharp halt some five paces from the throne and sketched a deep bow.
�Guardsman Marcius, I believe?�
Rufinus straightened and nodded. �I am, your imperial majesty.�
The title seemed to please Lucilla and he saw the corner of her mouth lift just a little. �You look familiar, Marcius.� She frowned for a moment and then something passed. �I expect I�ve seen you around the grounds.� She turned to the slaves. �Cesta? Valla? Go prepare my bath, and shut the door on your way out.�
Two of the four slaves bowed and scuttled off through the door, which shut with a click, sealing him into the room with Lucilla, her �chamberlain� and the two remaining slaves. Silence reigned for a long moment until Lucilla stood and stepped down from the raised throne, her gold sandals clacking on the marble floor and the delicate Serican silk garments swishing around her alabaster shins. Stepping towards Rufinus, she walked slowly around him and then came to a halt, facing him.
Rufinus was acutely aware that he had a blade slung at his side in the presence of a member of the imperial family and that he could probably quite simply do away with her before any of the servants reached him. Moreover, if he braved crashing through the arched windows, he could be across the terrace and into the wilderness before the guards even heard.
He could prevent Lucilla striking against the throne!
But it would be stupid, despite everything. There was still no proof that a coup was her intention, and striking her down without proof of wrongdoing shifted the nature of the deed from duty to plain murder. Moreover, if she truly was planning on striking at her brother and making a play for the throne, it would involve a number of people. To do away with her now would only remove one player from the game, no matter how central she be, and would dismiss all hope of identifying whoever else was involved.
An opportunity, but one that he had to pass up.
She tapped her lip as she regarded him, one eyebrow slightly raised, quizzically.
�You are an interesting character, it seems, Marcius.�
He wondered for a moment whether he was expected to reply, but held his tongue resolutely. This was not a woman with whom to bandy words or test patience. Her smile fell away and suddenly she was all business. �My villa remains secure and peaceful for almost a year under the careful control of captain Phaestor and master Vettius, everything running smoothly, and then suddenly you and your little friend are hired in Tibur and the world here turns upside down. Some might say you were a disruptive influence?�
Again, Rufinus held his tongue, but the lady gestured for a reply.
�With respect, majesty, I have done nothing but secure your villa to the best of my ability.�
�Well said.� She paced back and forth a few times. �I have been informed that men in whom we have placed the utmost trust have been revealed as base villains in the employ of my brother, sent to spy, and no doubt worse, in my home. A network of them, no less! At least two, one of whom you unmasked personally � Vettius is most impressed at your reasoning and work in that affair � and the other who fell, presumably as an indirect result of either his own actions or your unmasking of his accomplice.�
Rufinus bowed slightly. �I serve your majesty.�
�Tell me about yourself.�
Rufinus swallowed nervously. �I�m sure your majesty has been told my somewhat colourful history with the eagle? If it please, I would rather not relive such memories.�
A tiny flash of something passed across her eyes and was then gone, replaced by an understanding smile that Rufinus had the feeling was about as real as the lead-white pallor of her face.
�I have been told your history, such as it is, by Phaestor. Tell me more, though. Tell me of your family. Tell me of your home and what led you to the legions.�
Rufinus frowned, unsure of what was unfolding.
�I am no fool, Marcius. I am familiar with your clan. I have known members of the Marcii in Rome, of at least three family branches. The simple �Gnaeus Marcius� might be enough for those in low circles. But to me that name is missing a family and I would know why. Phaestor and Vettius have both recommended you very highly as the man to place in charge of my palace, raising you to a commanding rank among your peers. I rarely deny their opinions, even given separately, but when they agree on the value of a man, I would be foolish to pass up such opportunities.� She narrowed her eyes. �But a man who keeps secrets from me cannot be trusted, whatever his reasons. I will have your complete openness, or I will have you opened, if you take my meaning.�
Rufinus found his throat had gone very dry. It had never in all this time occurred to him that someone might be familiar with members of his clan. While the Rustius branch of the Marcii had fallen foul of Antoninus and left Rome for foreign climes, the ignominy that had attached to the name had not spread to other branches of the Marcii.
And now he was suddenly presented with three choices.
He could continue to hold his silence, in which case he had absolutely no doubt that Lucilla would follow through on her threat and have him split from neck to balls and opened for the crows to feed. Or, he could spin a yarn of adoptions and dubious histories that put him on the periphery of a family of distant cousins that would take months or even years to confirm or deny. But there were deep risks involved in such a deception. If Lucilla was not fooled by his dropping of a family name and knew a number of his more illustrious distant relations, she would be unlikely to fall for another contrived story.
Or he could tell her the truth. Not the whole truth, of course, but a reasonable story constructed upon foundation elements of the truth, omitting damning parts such as Paternus, Perennis, and his time in the Praetorians.
�Well?�
Rufinus fixed her with what he hoped was an earnest look. Bone-deep it still felt wrong to be perpetrating lies and falsities, even to a woman suspected of plotting against the emperor. The deeper the currents at the villa took him, the more the truth slipped from his grasp and floated to the surface far above, out of reach, though hopefully not forever.
Nothing for it but to dive ever further and hope.
�Very well, majesty. My name is Gnaeus Marcius Rustius.� A simple lie by way of omission. One that caused less of a wrench to his sensibilities than most.
Lucilla turned her head slightly and narrowed her eyes as though examining something behind his left shoulder. Rufinus felt uneasy. Had he underestimated her? She might remember a Rustius presented at Vindobona, clad in blood and gore, though her attentions at the time had seemed more focused on arguing with her brother.
�Familiar,� she said, finally, �though I cannot at this moment put my finger on why. Enlighten me as to why your name rings a number of bells for me?�
Rufinus swallowed nervously.
�My father, Publius Marcius Rustius, caused a furore in Rome a little over twenty years ago that almost escalated into a riot and threatened the divine Antoninus. The name is a familiar one in high circles, ma�am. It is the reason I try not to assume it in public.�
Lucilla�s frown deepened. �Rustius. Yes. I remember that. I�d just come of marital age and father and I were in Rome considering suitable husbands.� She looked up sharply. �The Judah affair! Your father called the divine Antonius a �filthy jew-lover� if I remember correctly?�
A wicked little smile passed across her features; a smile that had nothing to do with humour. Rufinus swallowed again and lowered his eyes.
�I believe, majesty, that that might be a piece of brutal paraphrasing by someone not present at the event. My father claims never to have said such a thing, but he did openly speak out against the emperor�s friendship with the Rabbi Judah. He felt it was inappropriate for an emperor of Rome to consort with a man who openly denied our Gods and preached as much to his people. In fairness, at risk to myself, and despite the fact that my father and I can rarely even speak civilly, I cannot say that I entirely disagree.�
Lucilla shook her head. �You cannot have been even born then, when the riot was crushed before it began?�
�No, ma�am. The divine emperor was busy signing proscription orders against my family when his illness took him from us. A number of the Rustii had already found their ends on a Praetorian blade before your divine father came to the throne and renounced the proscriptions. My father took ship for Hispania with my brother while their lands were taken in to the Imperial parks. I believe one of the emperor�s freedmen now occupies our house in Rome.�
Again, that wicked smile passed across Lucilla�s face and she stepped back and looked him up and down.
�My father was perhaps more long-sighted than I had thought. Antoninus� association with that rabbi� she spat the word almost as a curse, �was entirely inappropriate. Antoninus was soft. My father less so, but still given to romanticism. Rome needs a strong ruler, the likes of a Traianus or a Vespasianus.�
Rufinus nodded thoughtfully. �Strong� and wise� he added. Suddenly he blinked, aware that he had unwittingly spoken his thoughts aloud rather than keeping them in the privacy of his head. Lucilla�s eyes had narrowed to slits again.
�Wisdom. Yes, wisdom too.� She straightened. �So the scions of the Rustii come back to Rome to� what? To rebuild the family honour? Hard to do when hiding under assumed names.�
Rufinus took a deep breath. �Only I, majesty. My brother died in a hunting accident a number of years ago. I left Hispania to seek a life in the army, though events conspired to deny me that and I find myself in Latium as a mercenary.�
�Fortunate for us, however.�
She frowned once more and then turned to her painted chamberlain and nodded. �You will serve well here, I feel, Rustius. You need not deny your name with us; I am hardly a woman to hold the grudges of men long dead.�
She returned to her throne and took a seat, shifting among the cushions until comfortable.
�I will speak to Phaestor and Vettius. You will be given a command of eight men and shall be responsible for the security of my palace. I expect total and utter loyalty, as I�m sure you understand.�
Rufinus� heart swelled. Despite the subterfuge involved in all of this, it was hard not to feel pride in advancement, especially being told to use the cursed family name openly. He bowed respectfully.
Lucilla gave him another look up and down. �And have some new clothes and armour made. I have no wish to watch you stride around the palace with the gait of a peacock and the garb of a vagrant.�
Rufinus felt the colour rise in his cheeks and lowered his face to hide the fact.
�Now go and prepare yourself. You�ll continue to follow assignments Vettius hands you until the captain returns with my new people, and then we will look to your new role.�
Rufinus turned his lowered gaze into a bow, then straightened and spun on his heel, striding from the room with his head high; a moment of unaccustomed pride, marred only slightly as his boot slid on the smooth marble floor and he almost pitched forward into the doors.
Recovering himself in a flurry of movement that caused chuckles from the throne area, Rufinus pushed open the door and rushed through, before his blush became noticeable. The door swung shut behind him and he pushed it the last fraction until it closed with a click. The veteran guard who attended the door stood to one side, leaning against the wall in a relaxed fashion.
�You alright, Marcius?�
�Yes. Why?�
�You�re bright red.�
Rufinus harrumphed and his shoulders sagged a little. �Wish I was going off duty� he said with feeling. �I could use a strong drink.�
The other man grinned. �I�m off in fifteen. I�ll have it for you.�
�Thanks.�
Turning away, he strode along the corridor, past the water villa, nodding to the guard patrolling there, and into the courtyard that separated the twin libraries from the palace, its colonnade reflecting the morning sun from dazzling white marble columns and painted walls, the decorative garden in the centre well-tended and perfect. Most perfect of all: it was entirely devoid of people.
Rufinus, still walking with head high and back straight, glanced this way and that and, noting his solitude, slumped against the wall and let out an explosive breath. That had been a challenge he had been neither expecting nor prepared for. He realised with a small wave of sadness that he was becoming an accomplished liar through necessity, and the fact was anathema to him.
He needed to think. Fortunately, patrolling the Pecile garden with its ornamental ponds and tree avenues would be the perfect situation to consolidate his thoughts on these latest developments. He realised that he could have passed through the circular colonnade of the water villa and headed straight for the garden, but his mind had been whirling as he�d left the room, and he�d automatically exited the way he�d originally arrived. Now he would have to stroll through the library terrace and across the slope to the beautiful garden.
The sound of footsteps echoing from the corridor out of which he had just emerged pulled him straight and he squared his shoulders to move off when he realised that these were not the hob-nailed steps of a guard, but the gentle slap of feminine sandals on an �opus sectile� floor of marble and glass. The tinkle of female laughter sent a shiver down his spine.
Senova.
The breath-taking creamy face of the British slave girl, framed with elegantly waved sable hair, appeared around the door frame, her mouth turned up at the corners with a delicate smile. Next to her, the other slave girl from the council chamber breezed along, recounting some tale of amusement, charcoal hair hanging to her shoulders, displaying the signs of recently having been tightly curled atop her head, her hazel eyes only a few shades lighter than her bronzed skin.
Trying to push a relaxed smile onto his face as he stepped away from the wall, he cleared his throat.
Both women squeaked and started away from him in surprise, Senova leaving the floor by a fraction.
�Apologies, ladies.�
Senova narrowed her eyes as she straightened and a flash of irritation passed across them. �What are you doing lurking in shadows and jumping out at women? Has Phaestor stopped bringing whores in for his men?�
Rufinus felt irritation rise parallel to the ruddy colour that rushed to his cheeks and, to make matters worse, as he tried to snap out a comeback, he found his mouth was dry and all that emerged was a curious rasp.
The swarthy-skinned girl gave him an impish grin.
�No� he finally managed to trot out in a hoarse voice. �Though actually, Phaestor has stopped bringing in such women as a security risk.�
He realised how idiotic it sounded, harshly countering a sarcastic jest. �But�� he floundered for a moment and felt the colour blush hotter on his face. With a sigh, he let his shoulders droop in defeat. �I was recovering. Came as a bit of a shock, all that.�
Senova nodded, an expression of calm understanding replacing the irritated smile. �I can believe it, given your talent for keeping secrets.�
Rufinus felt his heart start to pound faster and a cold wave brushed the hair on his arms making them stand straight. He had not seen this intoxicating, wondrous woman for weeks, or even months, barring a quick sighting across the grass, and other, more immediate events had conspired to push her from his thoughts. It was only now, standing face to face with her, that he remembered just how much she knew about him. One word from her in the council chamber could have seen him crucified within the hour.
�Relax, Gnaeus Marcius� Rustius, is it? You�re free of such worries now.� She winked from an angle that kept the gesture hidden from the other girl and Rufinus felt his pulse slow to a steadier pace.
�Maybe you can walk back with us?� the other girl asked, and something in her voice caused Rufinus to turn his gaze on her, tearing it with regret from the grey eyes of Senova. The second slave smiled sweetly, her eyes creasing in a pleasant manner.
�Of course� he replied evenly. �I have to patrol the Pecile, so I�ll drop you both off at the quarters on the way.�
�Thank you, though I am only travelling to the entrance complex. You can drop me there before you walk on to the chambers with Senova.�
There was a hint of a knowing smile on her face and Rufinus snapped back to glance at the pale-skinned taller slave, only to see her flash a quick admonishing glance at her companion. His heart soared at that one tiny accidental admission.
�Come on� he said, his voice cracking slightly as they walked.
It was certainly the longest way round to the Pecile garden, but he needed the time to recover from the interview and as they strode past the barracks, Rufinus looked up at the building, wondering whether, as a newly-promoted junior officer, he would no longer be quartered there? Would Phaestor move him into the Praetorium? It was quite possible, particularly given Dis� departure and the coming influx of new men. Or possibly he might even be moved into the palace proper, given his new role?
The security of the empress. It would have been a thing of great pride, were it not for the fact that he embodied the very thing he had been promoted to prevent; that his priority was the security of the emperor.
His wandering gaze fell upon the other slave girl as they walked, and he noted that her eyes darted out across the villa�s grounds nervously when she believed no one was looking. Curious.
Past Pompeianus� palace they strode and Rufinus felt a smile tug at the corner of his mouth at the sound of a deep, ferocious growl somewhere in the huge garden. The noise of one of the former-general�s servants admonishing it in a panicked voice completed the job and his smile widened. Circumstances had not allowed for him to keep Acheron by his side and so he�d left the giant Sarmatian hunting hound within Pompeianus� household, at least until the wound was fully healed. He had heard rumours of several other injuries appearing among the staff as they tried to feed, contain, or simply tend to the beast.
Perhaps if he moved quarters, he would finally be in a position to make room for the dog. Curiously, he found that even in such a short time, he had grown to enjoy the company of the great black beast in the scant moments he�d managed to spend with it. Somehow, providing Acheron with a stable life and a new, caring master seemed like the honourable thing to do, given his culpability in the events that had robbed Dis and Cerberus of their lives.
His mood threatened to darken at the recollection and he was once again vowing revenge against those murdering Praetorians when the slave girl paused at the top of the steps leading into the servants� tunnel and he almost walked into her, making her lose her footing and have to grasp the side of the entrance, flashing an angry glance.
Shrugging apologetically, he followed them into the dim tunnel.
A few moments later they emerged into the garden and the girls paused at a junction in the path, exchanging pleasantries before the bronzed slave hurried into the huge entrance vestibule to attend to her duties. Rufinus swung open the door that led to the staircase, ushered Senova through and then closed it behind her, falling into step as they descended the stairs and strode along the lengthy, dimly lit corridor toward the slave chambers and the Pecile garden above.
He rolled a series of questions over his tongue before drawing breath to ask one of them.
�Your friend��
�Galla?�
Rufinus nodded. �She�s been at the villa a while?�
�A little longer than you, I suppose. Vettius bought her from Diogenes the slaver on one of his trips through Tibur. Why do you ask?�
Rufinus frowned and pursed his lips. �Is she alright? She�s not in any trouble, is she?�
Senova stopped and Rufinus had to backtrack a few steps to fall in next to her once again. �Again, why do you ask?�
�She seems nervous, but she hides it well.�
Rufinus watched the girl carefully and saw almost exactly what he was expecting as she shrugged and replied �I hadn�t noticed.� Her voice protested innocence, but her eyes spoke volumes. There was a moment in every boxing match, sometimes several, when the bout could be won or lost on anticipating an opponent�s move. Most fighters had a �tell� when they were about to execute a feint, and if you didn�t know what to look for, the next thing you knew you�d be on your back with your mind swimming in black soup.
That �tell� was almost always in the movement of the eyes. Senova�s had narrowed slightly and then flicked to the right for just a moment. Not a certain thing, but worth basing the possibility of a lost bout on.
�Then you might want to keep an eye on her. I think she might be in danger somehow.�
Again, the flash of hidden understanding, covered over with a veil of innocence. �I will.�
They reached the bottom of the staircase that led up from the slave quarters to the Pecile garden and Rufinus opened the door open. �I enjoyed speaking to you again, Senova. Wish we could��
She smiled. �I know. Enjoy your newfound authority.�
Rufinus watched as she turned toward the slave quarters and whatever business she had there, opening his mouth to reply but not knowing what words to use.
He watched her shapely sway until she disappeared from view into the wooden staircase assembly, and then turned back to his own duty.
Finally, clambering over the bodies of two innocent dead men, he had a foot on the ladder and could reach high enough to see over the wall of secrecy Lucilla had constructed. Extra care was now required. Nothing must slip if their sacrifice was to have had any worth.

XXI � The turning of seasons

TIME at the villa rolled on, the uncharacteristically mild late-winter giving way to a spring bursting with life. A positive attitude flourished throughout the complex, even down as far as the slaves. More attention was paid to the restoring and maintaining of the numerous gardens and even the dilapidated Canopus, whose only regular visitor in more than four decades was Pompeianus, had been returned to its former glory, the detritus of the years cleared out from the nymphaeum�s fountains and channels, the long pool cleaned and replenished, wooden arbours repaired and replanted with vines.
The guard had been bolstered with strong and loyal gladiators and Rufinus had quickly discovered, much to his relief, that the bulk of the new arrivals were good men who were happy to take on whatever duties their commanders assigned them.
Rufinus had initially revelled in the chance to run the security of the main palace area, though it had quickly become a humdrum task of assigning patrols and guards, dealing with supply of equipment, and complaints. It had also become apparent to him that, though Lucilla continued to hold her private gatherings, even close security were kept distant from all such private matters.
He had, however, taken as close an interest as possible and watched the arrivals roughly once a month, learning the names and positions of the regular visitors.
Marcus Ummidius Quadratus Annianus, generally referred to simply as Annianus. Some sort of cousin of Lucilla and Commodus, a middle-aged senator and former consul and a man who had clearly once been powerful and athletic, his body now gone to seed and his hair and beard were flecked heavily with pale grey, matching his sad eyes.
Ummia Cornificia Faustina, oft referred to with the moniker �Stina� by her family. Sister of the aforementioned Annianus, she was also a cousin of Lucilla�s, a slightly-built woman in her early forties with a face battered and worn by years of troubles.
Quintianus, nephew of Pompeianus and recently arrived from Syria to take a position in the senate, was an eager young puppy who clung to Lucilla whenever the two were together as though he might drop dead if left to his own devices. In truth, Rufinus could not understand the presence of the apparently wet and weak-willed young sycophant among these older, more world-weary and experienced people. He seemed an odd companion for any of them, particularly given his connections with the estranged and solitary Pompeianus.
Plautia, the daughter of Lucilla and her first husband � a surprise for Rufinus as he had no idea such an offspring existed. Plautia was a petulant and arrogant fourteen-year-old, almost a perfect adolescent reflection of her mother, and Rufinus had taken an instant dislike to her.
Annia Aurelia: the only sibling of Commodus and Lucilla who had emerged from the country estates in the south to rise into the public eye. Though nothing was said, Rufinus felt certain that the other children of Aurelius � there were apparently a number of them � had been warned to remain in distant obscurity and not to interfere with the business of the elder brother and sister in the capital. Annia was a graceful, ash-blonde lady whose eyes reflected both calm and wisdom, and who took the moods and unpredictability of Lucilla in her stride, dispelling inevitable anger with a knowing smile. In almost every way, she reminded Rufinus of the old emperor he had met in Vindobona and he found himself wondering whether all this subterfuge could have been avoided, had Annia been able, and selected, to inherit the purple.
Rufinus� entire experience of these visitors was gained from watching as they moved from about within the palace, escorting them to and from rooms, overhearing snatches and fragments of conversation, always social and never damning. The secretive gatherings to which they were invited were always centred in a triclinium at the heart of the palace with solid walls and no suitable position from which to observe. The visitors would arrive of an afternoon, change and bathe, then retreat into the triclinium where they would stay late into the night before retiring to bed. The next morning they would mount their carriages and return to their homes and estates.
The only people to enter the room during those meetings were two of the palace slaves, bringing food, drink and other luxuries as requested, and all matters discussed within the room were put on hold at such times. The level of privacy of these meetings was almost total.
It was frustrating to Rufinus to watch these clandestine gatherings going on right under his nose while unable to overhear any details. Even those guards Lucilla trusted were posted outside the vestibule that led to the dining room, with two doors between them and the quiet conversation within. In addition, it appeared that one of the guests played the lyre with accomplished skill, adding another layer of cover to any potential talk of sedition.
A quick investigation throughout the corridors and rooms of the palace that surrounded the private dining room had drawn a blank. There was simply no way to be in earshot of the conversation within. The room being designed for use in winter, it was buried within the complex, with no windows or outside walls.
Still, it was, to Rufinus, an advance worthy of note just to be able to name people to watch. Initially thrilled at having something useful to pass on, Rufinus had quickly engineered an excuse to visit the merchant Constans in Tibur after the second such meeting, giving him a detailed account of those present to pass on to Paternus and Perennis. He had waited tensely until Constans� visit the next week and had been deflated to receive the reply �Satisfactory. Continue with investigation�.
And so Rufinus had continued to make notes of the tiniest change in any of the visitors� entourage, their attitude, even their mode of dress, all the while fighting the frustration of failure. He had begun to feel that perhaps there was nothing to all the talk of plots and conspiracies among the Praetorian commanders and that perhaps these private meetings were nothing more than simply an opportunity for Lucilla to spit invective and complain about her brother among sympathetic people.
The turning point came with the advent of the warmest and sunniest summer anyone could remember and a party held in the Canopus to celebrate the festival of Vertumnus, the first such gathering since the days of Hadrianus. It had been a grand night with good humour, a steady flow of wine and platters of sweets, fruits, vegetables and endless roasted delicacies, all officially celebrating the God of abundance, though in Rufinus� eyes more celebrating the wealth and position of the hostess.
The great water garden with its arbours, decorative statues and caryatids resounded to the sound of music and conversation, and flickered with the shadows of dancing girls and occasional, carefully-obfuscated romantic interludes. Lamps had been lit between the columns so that the festival could go on through the night and even the guards� shifts had been shortened and staggered so that they and the villa�s free servants could make merry in their own separate celebration elsewhere. Rufinus knew that a similar gathering was occurring as a poor mirror of this party in the roughly-chiselled grotto of the Inferi up the hill and across the olive grove, where burning torches would be illuminating the drunken cavorting of guards and servants.
The officers of the guards, though � Phaestor and Rufinus � were permitted to attend the nobles� festival, along with half a dozen of their more trusted men, in an attempt to restrain the more unruly guests and deter any trouble.
Rufinus had tried to keep his eye on the invitees and to make notes of those present, though only half-heartedly. While Lucilla continued to host her secretive gatherings for that select group of luminaries, the Vertumnalia was a festival celebrated across rural Latium and had clearly been organised as a social occasion, a fact attested by the sheer scale of the noise, the quantity of expensive wine brought in by cart the week before, and the unexpected quantity of sweat-prickled flesh visible among the more inebriated nobles and their partners.
The usual suspects were present, of course, in addition to men and women of importance from Tibur, a few of the senators and nobles from Rome with a grudge against Commodus, and landowners from nearby estates who were well known to the mistress.
Two hours of surreptitiously scribbling notes whenever he could find a few moments alone, watching the guests with narrowed eyes that he hoped made him look more like a guard on the alert than a spy within the ranks, and eavesdropping on endless dull conversations had grated. Talk revolved around the latest minor political appointments, new hairstyles gracing the inflated heads of Rome, the games, of which there seemed to be an almost constant run sponsored by the new emperor, the plays filling the theatres of the capital, the dearth of good fish sauce following the accidental sinking of a galley of finest garum from Baetica in the harbour in Ostia. The subjects under discussion were varied, the quality singularly pointless and dull.
In the end Rufinus had sighed, rolled his shoulders, given up all hope of subterfuge and intrigue and simply settled on relaxing and attempting to enjoy himself, lifting his cup and toasting the God of growth for the detailed attention he seemed to have paid to vines in particular this year.
With a smile, he had reached out to a passing tray bearing slices of roasted and stuffed hare and honey-glazed ham, just as the servant turned sharply and hot-heeled it away at the shout of another guest, the tray slipping out of his reach just as Rufinus� fingers dipped in. He had had to arrest his suddenly free momentum and almost pitched into the ornamental pool with its golden fish and terrapins.
Angrily, he managed to stop himself in time, though not without dipping a boot in the edge, feeling the cold water soaking straight through the lace holes, making the leather unpleasant and raising a snort of laughter from a senator and his wife who had apparently decided the ornamental fish pond would make the perfect cross between a public bath and a marital bed.
Hobbling across the seething, writhing, heavily-occupied paved area beneath the arbour, he moved out of the hectic party and leaned against a tree in the dark recesses of the artificial valley, at the northern end of the Canopus where the crowds thinned and petered out. Here, he removed his boot and tipped it up, watching a trickle of dirty water emerge, half expecting a golden fish to flop out. It seemed that no matter how proficient he became in the military world and no matter how high he climbed in the ranks, he would never be able to shake the clumsiness that had plagued him since youth � a clumsiness that had inadvertently led to Lucius� death that day out in the forests of Tarraconensis. His expression darkened at the memory that refused to let him rest.
Shaking his head at the fates and their tendency to ruin even the most basic relaxation, he had put his back against the tree and drawn up his leg, knee bent, to replace his shoe when he paused, still as a rock, breath held.
The unearthly, pale figure of Lucilla had emerged from the cavorting mass and slipped quietly around the side of the portico, like one of the spirits of the departed, flitting through the night, almost appearing to drift in her gauzy silver and white garment. As he watched in astonishment, she picked up the silver-stitched hem of her stola and hurried back along the outer side of the Canopus, her sandals crunching on the parched earth.
Rufinus remained still and watched as the mistress of the villa followed the outer edge of the Canopus and then disappeared up the slope to the west, climbing steadily along the line of the retaining wall and heading towards�
Rufinus had blinked as he watched two tiny lights dancing around the base of the decorative and delicate academy tower. Why would anyone go there? It had been one of Rufinus� favourite haunts when hiding from the torrential rain last year, but had been abandoned and let fall to rack and ruin since the days of Hadrianus. Certainly not a place where party guests would go, even for a little privacy.
Would Phaestor have set men to watch the place? He would have men on duty in that area of the estate, but the tower was not on a patrol route. Decades of disuse had made every floor above the ground one unstable and dangerous and the wooden staircase had long since vanished. The guards on duty would be further north, near the temple of Antinoos, or south, near the academy buildings. In any case, wherever they were, the estate guards would not be carrying lit lamps. Such a thing made it practically impossible to catch interlopers and shattered a man�s night-vision.
What was going on? Clearly it was something that required secrecy and distance from the guests, and it involved Lucilla. Therefore, it needed to involve him!
His eyes flicked around the landscape as he contemplated his next move. He could follow her, but the white wall of the Canopus portico would show him up clearly, and the run up the hillside would also be out in the open. Whoever was waiting up there for Lucilla would almost certainly see him.
With leaden inevitability, his gaze fell on the service track.
In the days when that section of the villa had been in regular use, servants had been required to move from the main central region to the tower for cleaning, supplying and bringing food and drink to those in occupation. Since no nobleman liked to survey his fine estate and have his eyes light upon dirty, ragged slaves, the villa had been supplied with networks of subterranean access tunnels and, where these were impossible, such as between his current position and the tower, narrow paved tracks lined with tall poplars that obscured those using the route.
The hidden path began only four or five paces from the tree against which he leaned and ended directly below the tower, a ramp rising over hollow vaults along the edge of the tower�s square foundations. It was perfect in almost every way, barring his knowledge that the ramp was unstable. The only time he had set foot upon its gravelled surface, stones had fallen from the ceiling of the arched vault below and he had felt the floor shift beneath his feet before hurriedly descending once more. Pompeianus had told him that a gentle shaking of the earth some ten years ago had made the vaults dangerous and they had never been restored. Even the goats that occasionally wandered the grounds that side of the estate eschewed the ramp.
Taking a deep breath and hoping no one would be paying attention to the scattered trees near the Canopus� end, Rufinus scuttled across to the poplars that hid the service track and made his way swiftly along it, aware of the loud slap of his hob-nailed boots on the slabs. Irritably, he paused and quickly removed the boots, dropping them to the ground and racing barefoot along the tree-lined avenue toward the grey bulk of the tower, lit by the silvery moonlight.
A few moments later he passed the last poplars and ducked between two supply sheds, unused for so many years that the vines and ivy trained up their walls to disguise their presence had completely taken over the structures and begun to crack apart the walls and shatter the tiled roofs.
Grimacing at the dusty gravel and gnarled roots that made his feet hurt, Rufinus took a deep breath and hurried across the twenty feet of open space to the base of the ramp, aware that the speed of his hidden run must have brought him more or less level with Lucilla, who had taken the stable yet much longer garden slope.
Hissing quietly as a nettle stung his foot, he wondered whether he could have continued to wear his boots and moved slower with more stealth. But it would only have taken one of the lamp-bearing folk on the tower with good hearing to pay attention to the sound of running footsteps and his secret approach would have been for naught. The imagined consequences of such an event made him acutely aware of the belt around his middle that bore no sword, given that he had been a guest at a noble party. The blade�s absence felt like a missing limb at times like this.
Gingerly, he moved to the inner side of the ramp, his arm brushing the tufa of the retaining wall that formed the platform of the gardens above. His very first gentle footfall saw the surface beneath him give slightly and his heart lurched as he looked up the seventy feet or so of steep slope that would bring him up to the tower�s foundations.
Another step and the floor felt solid. Gripping the stonework to his left, he continued to climb, each footstep tentative and fear-laden, almost half-seeing some level of sag in the ground beneath him. Around halfway up the ramp, he felt enough gravel shifting beneath him that he could see a fragment of light as a tiny hole opened up through to the vault below. A small piece of tufa stone fell silently through the air and clicked off its companions in the small pile below. Rufinus held his breath for a moment, though the sound seemed to have gone unnoticed by the figures above.
Another quick glance and he noted there were four figures gathered around the two lamps, muttering quietly. As he watched, he saw one of them beckoning to someone out in the gardens. Lucilla had arrived.
Clenching his teeth and worrying at the volume of his heartbeat, Rufinus climbed the last steps of the ramp, ignoring the unsteadiness of the shifting dirt beneath his feet, finally arriving at a point where his head was a mere foot below the parapet. A slight movement to the left gave him an adequate view of the gathering through the delicate latticework of the parapet.
Lucilla arrived, out of breath and livid. Fury lent a colour to her face that was visible even through the plastered white lead that coated her skin. She gestured angrily at the figures of Annianus, Stina, Plautia, and Annia, their serious faces dancing orange in the glow of the lamps.
�What in the name of divine Pluto are you doing?� she demanded in a hushed snarl.
�We have concerns� the quiet voice of Annia said placatingly.
Lucilla rounded on her, cold fire in her eyes. �Then you wait for the appropriate place and time to voice them. Have you any idea how dangerous this is?�
Annianus, his sad grey eyes heavy with some unspoken burden, held out his hands.
�When we meet in your rooms, we are all present. We felt it time to hold a discussion between us alone, while we had the opportunity.�
Lucilla turned her furious gaze on the older man. �You know what is at stake. We cannot do this now. If you wish to discuss matters without Quintianus, you should speak to me at a more appropriate time and I will arrange a meeting at which he is not present.� Her eyes narrowed. �Concerns?�
�We don�t believe the boy is up to the task.�
Lucilla shook her head. �I will not have this conversation in open ground. You are foolhardy idiots.� She turned to Annia. �I would have expected more of you, sister.�
�Lucilla��
The older man had stepped forward, his hands outstretched, but Lucilla took a step forth to meet him and delivered him a ringing slap on his cheek. �Idiots. All of you. Get back to the Canopus and join the others as though you were a welcome party guest and not some back-alley conspirator. You are all hereby forbidden from exchanging a single word with one another for the rest of the night!�
The looks of shock at the command drew a snarl from her. �Go and try to act normal. And avoid drinking yourselves into talkative insensibility tonight. Any of you whose tongue slips tonight will wake tomorrow without it. Now get out of my sight!�
There were mutterings too quiet for Rufinus to catch and the four tramped off into the garden, the lights bobbing in the darkness.
�And for the love of Venus extinguish those lamps. You�ll attract every eye in Latium if you�re not careful.�
The orange glows faded and died quickly and the sound of footsteps faded into the distance. Rufinus� heart leapt once more and began to pound as Lucilla stepped over to the parapet, leaning on her elbows and looking out across the villa, bathed in silvery moonlight. Her hands gripped the stonework a foot above his head and he felt dust brush down into his hair. Her willowy garments, so gauzy they showed every contour of her shapely legs, billowed a handwidth from his nose.
�Venus divine, give me the strength to make it safely through another year of cretins and I will dedicate you a great new temple over their foolish bones.�
With a deep sigh, she turned and strode away from the edge, more dust fluttering down over Rufinus in her wake. He paused for a while before daring to descend the ramp. He no longer panicked as he walked, hearing the pitter-patter of falling mortar beneath. He no longer noticed the discomfort and pain in his feet. He no longer paid heed to anything.
The theories were true.
He�d had confirmation that the worries of Paternus and Perennis were more than mere imaginings. While nothing had been said that was directly damning, largely due to the careful control of Lucilla, the meaning behind the words was as clear as the new water of the Canopus pool: there was a plot. It was still in its formative stages, clearly, but those regulars who visited the lady were her co-conspirators, as was the young Quintianus, about whom the others had concerns.
He was �not up to the task�. It was not too hard to reach a conclusion as to the nature of the task to which they referred. That sycophantic, immature young man? The very idea seemed laughable, but then, who would suspect such a man?
The following days were tough for Rufinus. He finally knew, beyond doubt, that his sending to this place had been justified. He knew that, despite the deaths of innocent men and the lying and subterfuge that turned his stomach, at least his goal was still a true and noble one and not misguided or manipulated.
He�d hardly been able to wait, but the next visit by Constans to replenish the stocks depleted after the festival had seen him desperately scribble a list of the conspirators, a note that the plot�s culmination did not appear to be imminent as yet, and that the young senator Quintianus was at the knife-end of the attempt, a fact that did not sit well with the others. He was, sadly, also forced to add that although this was a conclusion he had drawn from overhearing them, and that the purpose was clear, he had no material evidence of the plot. He requested further instructions.
A week passed in nervous tension. He�d become as taut as a ballista rope and had begun to snap at people in irritation, a thing that surprised him, as he had never considered himself such a man. Finally, as his nerves reached breaking point, the reply arrived with Constans. Just as he had sent a tablet sealed with wax, the reply came in the same manner, despite the apparent trustworthiness of the merchant.
Good work. I am prepared to bring the matter to the emperor�s attention, following which warrants will be issued for all those involved. However, since there appears to be no urgency and you yet have no proof, you will need somehow to confirm the matter of Quintianus� role as the principal of the plot. We need to be sure we have the entire group and that no one slips through the net. It would ill-suit us to prevent this plot only to discover that there was more than one strike planned with different attackers who have escaped our round-up. Achieve confirmation of these things and pass on details and then we will move.
Rufinus had nodded slowly to himself. It felt nerve-wracking to be sent back into the viper�s nest and told to lift her up and check her eggs, but he could not fault the reasoning. The very life of the emperor was at stake and they had to be certain.
And yet, as the weeks rolled on through high summer and the first echoes of autumn began to fall across the villa with the red-brown leaves, it became apparent to Rufinus that his one chance to learn anything useful had been due to a slip-up by the conspirators and now that they were careful and secluded in the lady�s dining room on their visits, his chances of learning what he needed to know had shrunk again.
It was two weeks after the festival and its revelations that Rufinus found the courage to visit Pompeianus. His early euphoria at discovering the plotters had been clouded by the realisation that the Syrian nobleman�s blood family had now been irrevocably implicated in the plot, and at its very heart. The general�s nephew was on a path that led to arrest, brutal torture and very public execution.
He had marshalled every thought and given himself an afternoon off, collecting a jar of wine from the cellars and approaching the dominus� garden with a deep, unhappy breath.
The former general was exactly where Rufinus had expected to find him: pottering around the stadium-garden, trimming shrubs, tending flowers and edging lawns. It never ceased to amaze Rufinus how the man, who had been a friend to Marcus Aurelius, commanded legions in Germania, sat in the senate, governed provinces and guided the hands that ruled the empire, never seemed quite so happy and at home as when allowed to potter around his garden, keeping things neat and beautiful.
�Ah� guard officer Rustius. It seems to have been an age.�
Rufinus smiled uneasily. Behind him there was a ferocious barking noise and then a yelp of excited joy and a huge black blur bounded past his shoulder toward Pompeianus. The general, used to such behaviour after the month of the dog�s residence in this very garden, stepped carefully behind the conifer so that Acheron had to slow and round the corner to reach him. Too many times he had been knocked flat.
�Good boy. Stay down. You�re filthy.�
Rufinus� smile widened to a natural shape. �I only have to mention your name and he�s out of the praetorium and running to come see you. I fear he�s as much your dog as he is mine.�
Acheron had recovered fully from his wound and the brutal events that had led to the demise of his brother and master seemed to be receding, though not a night passed without the beast experiencing dreams that caused it to wail with the most hopeless and dreadful sound imaginable, a habit that had led to his accommodation being moved to the most obscure corner of the huge Praetorian barrack building, where Acheron could not keep Phaestor awake.
As the Sarmatian hunting hound fawned around Pompeianus, jumping and nuzzling, Rufinus cleared his throat.
�I presume we are safe to talk here?�
Pompeianus shrugged. �Unless you saw anyone loitering outside the wall.�
The young guardsman nodded to himself. �I finally have confirmation. My being here is justified.�
The general paused in his trimming, left hand still ruffling Acheron�s head. �I feared the time was coming. My wife is at its heart, I assume? As such it is almost inevitable that my own name will be drawn into the matter. Is this the reason for your drawn features and apparent unhappiness?�
Rufinus drew a deep breath. �I have already made a report, mentioning those involved. Your name did not appear on my list and I will make every effort to keep you out of the entire affair. I suspect that the known rift between you and the domina will not make that too hard. But other connections might be more damning.�
The former general frowned and Rufinus took another breath. �Your nephew, Quintianus.�
�I have seen him keeping bad company in his visits� agreed Pompeianus sadly.
�He is doing more than keeping bad company� Rufinus added quietly. �From what I have heard, I very much fear it is your nephew who is destined to wield the knife.� He shook his head in disbelief. �Why would he agree to such a thing? Why would Lucilla even ask him to do such a thing?�
Pompeianus wandered across to a stone bench and sank down onto it, Acheron still slavering and fawning at his side. �The young man�s motives are not too difficult to guess, my friend. He has finally achieved senatorial position and had a tiny taste of power in the capital. With links to myself and Lucilla, though, he is hardly likely to see any further power. I would think that he sees the death of the emperor and the rise of Lucilla and our family to the purple his only hope of advancement. After all, if Lucilla succeeds in placing our son on the throne, Quintianus will be a cousin of the emperor, rather than an obscure Syrian nobleman.�
He leaned back and patted Acheron. �As to why Lucilla would involve him? I would think that was obvious. Deniability. Quintianus is useful to her. He is a relation and so, when he is successful, she can claim it as a blow against the tyranny of her brother on behalf of her son. Should things go wrong and the attempt fail, however, Quintianus is obscure enough to her that she can distance herself from him and denounce the attempt as the act of an individual madman.
Rufinus nodded his agreement and took the seat next to the general. �You know what that means, sir?�
Pompeianus nodded unhappily. �To win the game, sometimes you have to sacrifice lesser pieces to preserve more important ones.� He smiled sadly and pushed Acheron away playfully. The dog barked excitedly and pushed back at him. �I must sever all ties between Quintianus and myself if I am to survive this.�
Rufinus stared at the gravel path between his feet. �I am sorry. Rarely does a day pass now when I don�t wish I was still an excused-duty legionary on the Danubius. I loathe the game you introduced me to. I yearn for my days in the army, when everything was simple and only criminals lied and murdered. I am not cut from the right material for this sort of work.�
Pompeianus let go of Acheron and turned to Rufinus, clapping a hand on the young man�s shoulder and shaking him gently. �And that is the very reason that you must persevere in the role. Rome is a seething pit of vice, decay and death and, left to his own devices, our young emperor must soon fall into those ways unless those few who wish for a better Rome can save him. You, Gnaeus Marcius Rustius Rufinus, may very well be the last honest man in Rome. Whatever happens to my nephew or myself, it would be a shame for the Empire to lose your talents.�
Rufinus reflected on those words in the following days. He was not sure how far he agreed with the general�s assessment, but he did know it gave him no comfort.
Summer gave its glorious sun over to autumn in an almost magical afternoon, when the leaf-fall became an impediment to the narrow paths of the villa and a thunderhead cloud rolled ponderously out from the mountains to the east, bringing with it the bolts of Jupiter and the ringing of the hammer on Vulcan�s anvil.
For more than a week, the weather followed the same pattern: a muggy and unpleasant morning, leaving everyone drenched with sweat even if they had done nothing, and then the thunderhead would roll out and bring the crash, boom and flash, drenching the land. The afternoon would experience a three-hour torrential downpour that would flood the roads and dips before drying out and moving on. Slowly the air would clear to a breathable coolness and then night would fall and the air would begin to warm, beginning the process all over again.
And then, in the second week of the jarring weather, the heat left the cycle and the thunder dissipated, leaving a shivering cold and regular damp. Rufinus returned to his daily duties, once again desperately testing the surroundings of the enclosed triclinium for any way to overhear the conversations held therein, and pacing around the guest accommodation, rearranging guard duties so that he would have almost exclusive access to the dining area on those occasions when it was used for plotting.
It was a dismal time for the young guardsman, aware of the futility of further investigation, but equally conscious of the sand running through the hourglass toward an unspecified time when the emperor would face a bloody and violent end. The weather did nothing to improve his mood, and things would have been thoroughly unbearable, were it not for Senova.
The pale-skinned and dark-haired slave girl seemed to have endless duties around the palace that kept her busy throughout the day and night. Rufinus honestly couldn�t see when she found time to sleep. He would bump into her while on night-shift as she scurried through the gilded marble corridors with armfuls of clothing or bedding or snacks, or empty-handed in a desperate rush to collect something. Then he would find her in the early afternoon, delivering the lady�s instructions to the other servants and slaves. Sometimes she was out at dusk, lighting lamps in rooms her mistress intended to use. Sometimes she rushed at dawn to make sure the baths were warmed, stocked and prepared for Lucilla�s morning relaxation.
While he couldn�t believe a person could survive under such circumstances, and struggled with a staggering admiration for her stamina and ability, he was grateful to the fates for the repeated encounters they shared.
In a way, it was bliss.
Though his mission here had once more drifted to an uncomfortable halt, the regular chance meetings he managed with Senova became increasingly lengthy and were a balm. He considered them close, though hesitated over the word �intimate� as he thought about them, partially because it was not quite accurate, but mostly because of the deep stirrings of desire it raised within him.
In another way, it was torture.
After each such meeting, as Senova laughed at his feeble jokes with a throaty, intoxicating chuckle and told him humorous anecdotes from the servants� area that would otherwise never surface, Rufinus would return to his solitary patrol or to his room, acutely aware of the vast gulf that would always separate Senova and himself. It mattered not that the slave girl was the bound woman of his secret enemy, or that guard and slave could hardly consort even if the domina allowed it; there was a deeper, blood and bone rift:
He was scion of a patrician family. His ancestors had been governors and senators. She had been a poor farm girl from a conquered nation who had failed to pay her taxes and been sold to the nearest slave trader. Or perhaps she had been arrested and sold following some revolt? He had heard that the people of Britannia were unable to mark a decade without launching themselves into violent rebellion. Whatever the case, he and Senova were destined to remain apart, if parallel, for their span in this world.
It cast something of a pall on their meetings; a pall that he tried desperately to keep out of his voice when they spoke. And yet it seemed that somehow the closeness and ties between them grew with every meeting. By the time the first snow hit, they had reached a point that they only had to lock eyes across a courtyard and they both laughed, kicking straight back into the conversation they last had as if they had never been apart.
Galla, however, who seemed to show up among the other slaves and servants almost as often as Senova, remained a mystery that bothered him. There was a constant nervous tension about the girl that kept him distant and slightly on edge, unable to relax in her presence. Time and again he saw her dashing across open spaces as though she expected to be attacked. He had seen similar looks in people�s eyes in his early days at the villa among the servants and guards, living in fear of Dis� vicious hounds.
Sometimes she smiled at him and asked him to walk her from one place to another. Sometimes she regarded him suspiciously and scurried off as though he might lunge for her. Whatever the case, she was clearly nervous about something, and those nerves were increasing with time. Rufinus watched her with interest and confusion, waiting for the inevitable crescendo that was coming. Would it be a romantic tiff gone wrong that would end in murder? Was she in some sort of trouble with one of her superiors?
The one thing that he felt fairly confident over was that she was not another spy in the lady�s house. She had been bought from a reputable slave trader and bore the signs of long-term slavery on her flesh, from the whip marks on her shoulders to the brand on her arm.
So what was the secret that lay behind those nerves?
He had tried to talk to Senova, and those times were the only occasions when the intoxicating slave-girl shut her lips tight, her face darkening, unwilling to pursue the subject.
The months rolled on as winter came again. This time, Rufinus was grateful that he was now in a position of command, running the indoor security in the palace rather than huddling in the arches of the southern theatre against the chill. As the moons waxed and waned, each cycle bringing another visit by the small party of conspirators, his strange close-distant relationship with Senova deepened, his concerns over the behaviour of Galla widened, his closeness with Acheron grew and his nerves frayed.
The sand in the hourglass of Commodus� life was now most definitely running low, and no matter what Rufinus did, he could get no closer to the secrets that were being discussed in that dining chamber.

XXII � Revelation

RUFINUS surfaced from sleep like a man clawing his way into the light, blinking, weary and confused. The room was lit by a glow from the lead-paned window, which meant�
�Dawn?�
�Yes, sir.�
�Damn it, man, I only went off shift in the middle of the night!�
�I know sir, but��
�But nothing. I can�t have been asleep more than two or three hours!�
�Yes, and I�m sorry sir, but this is urgent.�
Finally the man�s tone of voice registered, and Rufinus� mind swum to the surface, suddenly alert. The man sounded frightened. �What is it?�
�The empress, sir. She�s on the warpath. Really angry. Sent me to fetch you as fast as I could.�
Rufinus� heart jumped again, a feeling that was becoming so familiar it seemed almost normal. Quickly, he fell out of bed, grateful that he�d been so weary when he retired the night before that he�d slept in tunic and breeches. As quickly as possible he struggled into his boots, strapped on the belt and sword and, as a last moment decision, sprinkled a few drops of the balsam, alum and frankincense that had cost him a week�s wages at the market, somewhat masking the odour of night sweats with its heady spiciness.
�Where is she?�
The guard, a Thracian gladiator called Hactes who feared neither man nor beast and had reputedly killed one opponent with his teeth, blanched. �I�m not sure, sir.�
Rufinus tried to keep the irritation from his voice. �How are you supposed to take me to her when you don�t know where she is?�
Hactes shook his head, his face still nervous. �She was storming around the palace, sir. She could be anywhere.� His eyes slid to one side and Rufinus realised that he was regarding Acheron with a nervous look. Two incidents early on had taught the influx of gladiators to tread carefully around Rufinus� great black pet.
�Acheron � stay here.� He turned to Hactes. �Come on� he said with exaggerated patience. �Dawn. Her bath will be waiting, so she�ll be somewhere around there.�
With the worried gladiator in tow, Rufinus hurried out of the Praetorium and across the damp gravel, water-logged from yesterday�s rain, through the door to the palace proper, and finally to the Imperial baths. The complex was secured with a single guard on the exterior door, though the interior was frequented only by the lady and her attendants.
Rufinus nodded at the guard, one of the two men assigned to him that predated the influx of gladiators. The man nodded back respectfully.
�The empress?�
The guard pointed at the door and gave a grim smile. �She�s been waiting for you.�
Rufinus raised his brow as he regarded the door. The private baths of the family were not a place where guardsmen were welcome. The tone of the man on duty, though, as he�d gestured to the door, had spoken volumes about Lucilla�s mood. Taking a deep breath he strode inside, pausing for a moment to let his eyesight adjust to the shade after the watery sunlight. The baths were beautiful, even here in the outer chamber where the slaves generally waited in attendance and the materials and clothes, towels and wooden sandals were kept.
A young Greek eunuch who Rufinus vaguely recognised waved him over. �Majesty awaits you. You must remove your boots.�
Rufinus nodded. The nailed soles of his boots would wreak havoc on the beautiful, decorative floors of the bath house. In record time, he undid his boots and slid them off, tucking his feet into the wooden shoes and clacking off in the direction the eunuch gestured.
Other slaves, servants or attendants helpfully directed him at the next three doorways as he passed from hall to chamber until he entered a large, domed, circular room. The delicate roof centred on an oculus that let in a beam of sunlight which reflected from the foamy white surface of the water in the round bath below. The walls were painted with colourful scenes of marine life and the water-bound Gods. The central bath, with concentric steps leading down, appeared to be filled with milk, causing Rufinus to frown in confusion for just a moment before he remembered: it was a tale told of the decadent days of the early empire, when vain noblewomen would bathe in the milk of asses to keep their alabaster pallor. A circular floor around the edge held couches and tables of delicate gold and ebony.
His eyes fell on the chair at the far side of the room where Lucilla lounged, a slave buffing her nails while she tapped irritably on the chair arm with her free hand. Not a good sign, Rufinus sighed. The lady was still fully clothed and appeared not to have bathed yet, judging by the neatness of the surroundings and the lack of milky liquid on the floors.
The lady Lucilla caught sight of the new arrival in the room and anger flashed into her features as she ripped her hand out from under the slave�s ministrations and launched to her feet, padding angrily around the floor toward him.
�Rustius, at last. You took your time.�
Rufinus bridled. �I came as fast as I could, ma�am. I had only been abed for a couple of hours.�
The comment seemed to rile her even further and the lady pointed an accusing finger at him, narrowing her eyes.
�The Livia Brooch has disappeared!�
Rufinus� brow furrowed. �Begging your pardon, domina, but the what?�
Rufinus jumped slightly as the effeminate, painted chamberlain spoke just next to his left ear. The man must have moved up unnoticed behind him. �The Livia Brooch, Rustius, is one of the most valuable, prized assets in the imperial family. It adorned the blessed throat of the very first empress two centuries ago. Silver filigree, with emerald and ruby adornment and an onyx and alabaster cameo of the Goddess Venus. Quite simply, its financial worth can hardly be calculated in coins.�
Rufinus frowned and Lucilla flashed an angry glance over his shoulder, as though irritated at the interruption, however helpful it might be. �The Livia Brooch stays secured away in my collection, Rustius, and is only removed for special occasions. I am planning a trip to the amphitheatre to attend the games. In preparation, I opened the case to retrieve the brooch and have it polished and cleaned, but it has vanished. The last time it was removed was during Vertumnalia.�
Rufinus nodded as he digested the information, still unsure where he fitted into this affair.
�The crowning piece in my collection has been stolen, Rustius! And where, might I ask, were my expensive and carefully-selected guards when such a theft was perpetrated?�
Her voice had risen to a dangerous, shrill pitch, and yet Rufinus found himself rising angrily to the veiled accusation.
�With respect, majesty, the duty of the guards as laid down when I first took on the job was��
Lucilla�s voice jacked up another notch as she interrupted him. �That is not the issue!�
Rufinus ignored the interruption, his own voice rising to ride over the top. �The duty of the Guard is to police the palace for intruders and prevent any danger from threatening yourself!�
He fell silent, his face red as the lady Lucilla stepped back, startled. For a moment, Rufinus went cold. He had just been very outspoken in front of a woman who could have him crucified before he could blink.
Lucilla�s eyes bulged worryingly, but when she spoke, her voice was quiet and cold. �And you failed. An intruder has taken my most prized possession.�
Rufinus took a deep breath and straightened. �I apologise, ma�am, but there is no evidence of an intruder, and my men have had this palace secured so tightly that if a terrapin breaks wind, I know about it a moment later. This is not a failure of security.�
Lucilla glared at him but said nothing. Rufinus swallowed noisily. �The guard cannot take on the task of protecting your majesty�s jewellery, as it is secured in your private chambers, and no guardsman is allowed within even the access corridor. As I say, the brooch has not been taken by an intruder. That being the case, we should look closer to your imperial person for the culprit. It has to be someone who has access to your chambers. That fact narrows down the suspects quite severely.�
Lucilla began to nod slowly, frowning. �You�re sure this is not theft by an interloper.�
Rufinus shook his head. �I have been most thorough, Ma�am. At no time during the day or night is there any point of access to the complex that is not under scrutiny. Both Phaestor and Vettius had a hand in the system. If an outsider had come in, we would know.�
�Then it was one of the servants or slaves.�
The slightly lisping voice by Rufinus� ear spoke again, causing him to jump. He�d forgotten the man was there. �I shall run up a list of those who have access, my Empress. We shall burn and wring the truth from them one by one until the culprit is revealed.�
Rufinus squeezed his eyes shut and took a deep breath, the momentary image of Senova being caressed with white-hot irons flitting across his mind as he turned angrily on the fellow next to him, staring into his kohl-painted eyes. �That is both time-consuming and wasteful. How many innocent and well-trained slaves and servants will you torture to death unnecessarily in order to find the right one?�
He returned his gaze to Lucilla, feeling the hot, irritated breath of the chamberlain on his shoulder. �This is a task for your guards, ma�am. May I ask when you need the brooch?�
Lucilla�s eyes narrowed in suspicion and Rufinus felt the lead-certainty that he had just hit on a very important question entirely by accident. For a moment, the empress looked down and Rufinus could just see her fingers moving slightly as though making some sort of calculation.
�Not for a while yet. I was preparing ahead of time.�
Rufinus nodded. �Then may I ask that you leave the matter with us for the time being, majesty. I have every hope that we will be able to deliver you both the brooch and the culprit in short order.�
Lucilla�s gaze remained locked on him for some time, her eyes narrowed. �You have three days, or I will take matters into my own hands.�
Rufinus nodded. �We may need access to the imperial apartments, majesty?�
�If you do, then speak to Vettius or Menander� she indicated the chamberlain � the first time Rufinus had heard him mentioned by name.
�Yes ma�am.�
�Go then. Be about your work.�
Rufinus gave a short half-bow and backed out of the room as the empress returned to her seat. As he emerged at the entrance to the baths, pausing at the doorway to replace his military boots, Hactes the gladiator bustled round him.
�There�s talk of a theft� of interrogations and executions?�
Rufinus shook his head. �It won�t come to that. In fact, I doubt this will take me more than an hour or two.� He grinned at Hactes� baffled expression. �Get back on duty. Pass the word to the rest that everything needs to go on as normal.�
The gladiator shrugged and nodded, hurrying away, leaving Rufinus standing in the chilly, damp morning air. He had absolutely no doubt as to the culprit, though the motive was still obscure, and the matter of prime importance would remain finding the stolen brooch. Tapping his finger thoughtfully on his lower lip, he strode from the baths and out into the open, past the arch of the guard-house once more.
At least he was currently off duty and supposed to be asleep, so no schedules would be put out by his investigation. Senova. He needed Senova.
The intoxicating British slave girl had not been present in the bath house, which had seemed a little odd. Senova was rarely far from Lucilla. But if she wasn�t with the lady then she was surely preparing something for her.
Turning on his heel, he re-entered the palace, this time heading toward the imperial apartments. A quick journey through the corridors and he arrived at the vestibule that led to Lucilla�s private quarters. It was forbidden for the guard to enter, and he�d not spoken to the major domo or the chamberlain. For a moment, he toyed with entering anyway, but stopped. There was muffled conversation from the other end of the corridor and the sound of urgent work.
�Senova?�
The shuffling and clattering stopped and the muted conversation drifted off.
�Senova?� he tried again.
�Rustius?�
There was another brief, muffled exchange, and then the creamy-white-faced slave girl with her delightfully upturned nose appeared in the corridor, hurrying toward him with an armful of sheets.
�Rustius? What are you doing? You should not be near here. You will have us both punished!�
Rufinus smiled at her, which simply raised an exasperated sigh. �Senova, I need a favour.�
Quarter of an hour later, Rufinus paused at the top of the stairs and glanced around. The slave quarters murmured with the drone of life. The wood of the balconies and walkways was slightly slippery with the morning dew that clung to Latium with damp fingers.
He could just hear the Senova�s voice at the base of the stairs and padded quietly across the top balcony to the vaulted chamber next to the one outside which he�d been standing. With held breath, he listened, but could hear no sound from the room. Lifting the damp blanket that served as a wall to one side, he ducked within to the simple chamber, grateful to find it empty.
He had been a little delayed by his return to the Praetorium, where he had changed into his soft boots and paused to feed Acheron. Briefly he�d wondered if the dog would be of use, but had decided that stealth would win out here.
His breath coming in light bursts, he leaned against the wall, close to the blanket and listened carefully. Two distinct sets of footsteps lifted and fell as they reached the top of the flight of stairs and alighted onto the balcony.
�So will they bring everyone in for questioning?�
The voice quivered nervously. Rufinus, not distracted by Senova�s physical presence, could read volumes in that voice. Fear mostly. Fear, and panic, and urgency. Not just that. In the aftermath of such an event, all those who had cause to be close to the empress would now be in a cold sweat, panicking about the torture and death that would be heading their way. But this voice held something other than fear, panic and urgency. Hidden beneath those tones was a healthy dose of guilt. Rufinus could almost hear her very bones and blood crying out her culpability and once more shook his head, wondering at the motive behind it all.
�No.� Senova�s voice. �The empress has another of her gatherings coming up, plus a trip to the capital in the near future. She cannot afford to dismiss her entire staff and buy new ones in time. There�s to be a search.�
The second voice, clearer now as the two women approached the vaulted accommodation next door, sounded even more nervous. �Your soldier friend told you all this?�
There was a pause and Rufinus wondered what was happening, pictured Senova miming things to her, though if she�d wanted to interfere, she could have done it long before they�d arrived.
�We have� an understanding. I think he worries about me, that I might be connected or have something to do with it. They�re going to search all the servant and slaves quarters first and then go room by room in the palace. What they plan to do if they don�t find it then, I�ve no idea, but I suspect it�ll go bad for us all.�
Rufinus smiled in the darkness. Every morsel of information he�d passed to Senova, delivered perfectly. The smile faltered for only a moment as his conscience once more presented him with the fact that he was becoming a very accomplished liar.
�Then let�s hope they find it eh?�
Rufinus could almost hear the panicked twang in her voice now and his smile returned.
�Anyway, I have to get on. See you later�
The sound of Senova�s sandals slapping on the wood echoed in the vaulted chamber and then muted slightly on the balcony as she made for the stairs and descended them quickly.
Rufinus stood as still as he could, breath held as he listened intently for activity in the next chamber. There were a couple of shuffles, but no sounds that Rufinus would associate with a person digging deep into secret places to retrieve a hidden object. Then, a moment later, he heard the girl pass to the chamber�s entrance and the sound of a blanket being shifted. The occupant of the next room paused and Rufinus realised that he could still hear Senova as she neared the base of the staircase.
As that sound turned into a distant echo in the tunnel that ran along the length of the chambers toward the main villa entrance, finally the girl in the next room moved, presumably having waited long enough for Senova to leave.
Rufinus continued to listen intently as the girl�s footsteps rattled out across the wooden platform and began the tell-tale thud of descent toward the ground.
Waiting until he heard the sound change indicating that she had reached the first landing, Rufinus ducked back through the blanket and out onto the platform. Just to be sure, he crossed lightly to the edge and took a quick look over, at the staircase below and off to his left. His boxing history had provided him with more talents than simply beating a man insensible: despite his tendency to embarrassing accidents, Rufinus was extremely light on his feet when he needed to be, dancing quietly along in soft leather boots.
His gaze shifted back and forth among the supports and flights of stairs until it fell on his quarry. There she was. Galla, the slave girl with bronze skin, almond eyes and wavy black hair, hurried down the staircase, clutching her garments tight around her as she descended. He couldn�t say why it was that he knew she was the culprit, beyond the fact that she�d clearly been nervous for some months and was keeping secrets from even her closest friend. But he�d somehow known it was her as soon as the theft had been announced.
Lightly and carefully he descended the stairs, pausing occasionally to glance ahead and judge how far away she was. As Galla alighted on the ground and disappeared into the tunnel, Rufinus picked up his pace and started to gain on his quarry.
A few moments later he was in the tunnel. Pausing again, he could hear a number of footsteps echoing through the subterranean corridor and delivered an inward curse. It would be impossible to follow the sound of her and he would hardly see her from here. There was nothing for it now but to hope that she intended to exit the tunnel at the far end, by the common exit.
Picking up his pace, he turned the corner and rushed along the corridor, ignoring and ignored by the other servants and slaves going about their business in the dim interior. Of Galla there was no sign, and he began to curse himself for not staying closer, however risky it might be. Ignoring the faces that turned to look at him, he started to run, pounding along the corridor with light, slapping footsteps.
At the far end, he ducked quickly into the staircase and hurried up to the level of the villa�s main structures. At the top, he paused for breath and glanced left and right urgently, trying to spot his prey. A number of figures moved around the garden between here and Pompeianus� palace, and he almost missed her. It was only the slight movement in the corner of his right eye that drew his gaze as Galla, plain brown stola pulled tight around her, as she veered off from the residential sectors of the villa and toward the golden house and the amphitheatre that languished on the slope below. Rufinus knew the area well from his time patrolling the grounds, but in all that time he�d rarely seen servants there.
Frowning as he moved, he followed the slave girl along the line of the palace�s outer wall, skirting the golden house and disappearing through a small gate in the wall that lined the perimeter of the inhabited sections of the complex. A short set of steps led down to the dilapidated huntsman�s house, where the half dozen hunt masters who looked after Hadrianus� hounds and hawks had resided. No upkeep had been carried out on the building in decades and already ivy was attacking the outer walls.
On she went, around the amphitheatre and to the corner of the huge revetment that supported the terrace of the palace gardens. Here were half a dozen small sheds and stores that the gardeners used, the only place out here where servants ever went. Rufinus shook his head again. Those sheds were in daily use, or every other day at least. She couldn�t hide anything safely in there. And yet as he watched, Galla reached up and tied her hair at the nape of her neck, flexed her fingers and disappeared inside the nearest shed.
Confused, Rufinus moved to a large, gnarled olive tree growing on the slope nearby and ducked behind the bole, eyes locked on the shed. A moment later Galla emerged, though not, as Rufinus had expected, tucking away a small package and scurrying back. Instead, she appeared through the door with an armful of seasoned logs, struggling to keep the burden together.
Rufinus� frown deepened again. What in Hades was she up to?
He paused at the tree until the girl was some distance away, though now she moved slowly, balancing the wood. Rufinus squinted ahead and could just see one of Phaestor�s other men on duty, rounding the far end of the revetment. Good. He�d assumed this place was still regularly patrolled.
And in that realisation, as Galla strolled past the guard with an armful of logs, Rufinus understood what she was doing. She needed an excuse and she would be going with the logs to�
Rufinus grinned. His second realisation came hot on the heels of the first and smacked him between the eyes. He now had a good idea how she had hidden the brooch. His smile widened.
The guard nodded to Galla in passing and continued on towards, and then past, the tree behind which Rufinus lurked. Only a little further along, the girl struggled to change her grip on the logs she carried before turning and disappearing from sight along a tunnel.
The heating system!
Rufinus took one more quick look at the former gladiator who had walked past him less than ten paces away, entirely unaware of his presence. As soon as the gladiator had moved on sufficiently, Rufinus ran from his cover and along the side of the great supporting wall until he reached the nondescript entrance to the heating system. The heavy door stood open and unlocked. It would not have been hard for Galla to acquire a key to this service area.
The tunnel led some twenty paces into the darkness and to the furnace. Here, logs were burned almost continuously to provide the flow of hot air that passed beneath the floors of the some of the residential areas. An oil lamp cast a faint glow at the far end of the corridor, and the light bobbed and then vanished.
Rufinus frowned and moved as fast as he dared toward the last known position of that light, hands stretched out forward and to the sides to prevent stumbling straight into the rock wall. The light from behind cast a faint glow but it wasn�t enough to see anything other than the faintest changes in shade. His hands brushed the wall to his right and he felt the tell-tale shower of soot. He had reached the furnace.
Taking a deeply unpleasant sooty breath, he leaned to one side to allow what little light shone from the tunnel entrance to illuminate the area before him. Though the light was extremely dim, given the previous total darkness it allowed him to see the two channels before him. The heated current of air from the furnace would be sucked along those tunnels to warm floors. They were barely wide enough for a human to move through, but just wide enough, for the rare occasions when they required maintenance, when thin slave boys would be sent down there.
Not muscly ex-boxer guards.
He ducked low and looked back and forth between the two tunnels. Sure enough, a distant faint orange glow identified the route Galla had taken. For a moment, he wondered whether he could safely wait here for her to reappear with the stolen goods, but quickly dismissed the idea. What if this tunnel connected to another exit? He would lose her then, for sure.
With a quiet sigh of dismay, Rufinus dropped to his haunches and began to move into the narrow, claustrophobic tunnel. He was immediately both grateful and sorry that he was in a simple tunic without his mail shirt. The armour would have made noise that he could certainly do without, but it would also have protected his skin.
As he moved along the passage, his shoulders scraped unpleasantly on the sooty wall and he felt the cramps beginning in his leg muscles as he shuffled in a permanent crouch.
It seemed like half a year of crawling through darkness and scratching rock, but finally, he saw the glow brighten. As he neared the end of the passage where it opened out to a chamber, he could see the orange flicker of the oil lamp off to the left of the tunnel entrance. The dancing light reflected off the dozens of brick columns supporting the floor above and which formed the hypocaust chamber where the hot air warmed the tiles of the room that stood atop them.
Instinct saved him.
As he reached the entrance and poked his head out into the chamber to look at the lamp, lying untended on the floor, he was already continuing forward into a roll as the log swung at where his head would have been. Instinct born of years in the ring took over. Galla�s swing had put her off balance as her target disappeared in a tight roll beneath the blow. Still soundlessly teetering, she tried to bring herself back round, but Rufinus was already up and facing her as she turned. Her eyes widened and the last thing she would remember would be the sight of Rufinus� scuffed knuckles thundering towards the bridge of her nose.
The young guard rose to a crouch: all the low hypocaust chamber would allow. Galla crumpled to the floor with a thud that raised soot and dust which billowed in clouds, obscuring the light cast by the lamp.
He peered down at her, shaking his head. He had been struggling, somewhere deep down, with the knowledge that turning her in would effectively condemn her to death, and possibly torture first. But the catalogue of her sins was building up. She had thieved from Lucilla, apparently on more than one occasion. She was planning on running away, becoming a fugitivus, with an accomplice from the villa. And now she had tried to smash his head in with a seasoned length of ash, his sympathy was waning with every breath.
Ignoring her, sure that she would be out for at least an hour, with at least a broken nose, if not a broken cheek bone, he turned instead to examining the room they were in. The columns of neatly cemented bricks stood in ordered rows, fifteen deep and more than twenty long. The room above must be sizeable, though here, below the floor, Rufinus could move only with a strange crab-like crouched shuffle, almost double at the waist.
There were small niches where workmen could rest lamps or tools while carrying out maintenance, and his eyes were drawn almost immediately to the soot-stained draw-string bag that rested on one of them.
Shuffling across the chamber, he retrieved the bag and returned to the brighter glow of the oil lamp, still alone and guttering on the dusty floor. Carefully, he opened the drawstring and tipped the container so that the flickering orange glow danced upon the glittering, shining metalwork and precious stones within.
Rufinus drew in a deep breath and his eyes widened. The brooch was there at the top of the bag and unmistakable, partly due to its quality and partly the distinctive black and white cameo of Venus. But it was far from the only expensive item in the bag. There were perhaps eight or nine pieces in there, presumably stolen over the year that Galla had served at the villa With another deep breath, he drew the string closed again. A quick glance at the body led him to wonder how he would get the slave girl back out through the narrow passage. He would have to drag her back along the passage by the arms. Unceremonious and quite painful for her, but that would be the least of her worries in the coming days.
He suddenly became aware that voices were echoing through the hollow box-flue tiles around him and cocked his head to one side.
Lucilla�s voice!
The realisation surprised him. Where was he?
A second voice cut in and Rufinus recognised the faintly effeminate, lisping tone of the chamberlain, Menander.
�Perhaps you should select another brooch for the occasion?�
�No, Menander, it has to be the Livia brooch. Symbols are important to the people. I will wear the Livia brooch and the coronet and sceptre that Verus accepted when he was raised to rule with my father. I will be the living embodiment of Roma. The brooch must be found. I will skin every living thing in the villa�s grounds if I have to.�
Rufinus, his breath held, listened with widening eyes. He was beneath the triclinium: the dining room where Lucilla�s secret gatherings were held! All this time at the villa trying to get closer and closer to the centre of power, and even the lowliest slave feeding the furnace or repairing the brick stacks had access to what he�d sought so desperately.
He almost laughed at the simplicity of it as he tied the bag of stolen jewellery to his belt. The conversation above seemed to have ended. He heard Menander making conciliatory and supportive noises that faded as the two of them moved away and out into a corridor.
Rufinus� face split into a wide grin as he crossed the room and grasped Galla�s wrists. Unable to stop smiling, he began to drag her along the passage and back out into the damp winter air.
The world was about to become very unpleasant for the thief and her accomplice, but all thoughts of the grisly fate that awaited them could not shift the grin from his face.
Next time those secretive guests came for their private, conspiratorial meeting, Rufinus would learn everything he needed to know.
The great game played on, and he was finally gaining the upper hand.

PART FIVE: ENDGAME
XXIII � Secrets revealed

RUFINUS looked down at the stacked logs, trying not to think about where he�d gathered them, collecting dead wood around the clearing where the decaying bodies of Galla and her accomplice hung rotting on their crosses. He swallowed noisily at the memory. The bone-chilling wind whistled along the tunnel behind him, battering his back and shoulders, making the flame of the small oil lamp gutter in its niche.
The flickering light had begun to play its part when Rufinus threw the first bucket of soil onto the inferno that heated the triclinium, and now he struggled to break the wax seal on the jar of petroleum oil pilfered from the stores. With a satisfying noise, the seal gave way and he tipped the contents over three of the logs. Job complete, he turned his attention to the recently extinguished furnace fire and blackened tunnel beyond.
It was all a matter of timing. He had experimented with the heating system for the floor of the Greek library over the past two weeks, though that room was considerably smaller. Tentative measurements made it roughly half the size of the dining room above the corridor down which he now peered. Dumping a bucket of water on the library furnace had been his first mistake. The gust of roiling black smoke had sent him choking back out of the furnace room, and he�d watched with dismay as trails of black rose into the sky from the outlets on the roof. When he�d worked out that a bucket of the local sandy soil could extinguish the fire quickly without the billowing smoke, his experiments had begun in earnest.
Half a dozen times he extinguished the fire and paced the library floor in bare feet, testing the heat. Though the results varied a little depending on the room�s ambient temperature and prevailing weather conditions, it generally took almost half an hour for the floor to become noticeably cooler, rising if the room had been preheated for a length of time.
Half an hour was all he could rely on. Likely the occupants of the imperial triclinium would have footwear and therefore would be slow to note a difference in the heat but, again, he could hardly rely on that.
Given the relative difference in the area of the two rooms, he�d estimated that a quarter of an hour was the longest the fire could remain out beneath the triclinium before the occupants began to notice the falling temperature. Perhaps less than quarter of an hour, to err on the side of caution.
Then had begun the second phase of the experiment: how fast could the heat begin to flow once he was done. Wood took too long to fire, as he�d clearly expected, no matter how dry and seasoned it was. Adding a wadding of straw sped up the process, but it was only when he accidentally spilled oil from his lamp onto the pile that he realised petroleum was the solution to a speedy conflagration.
Finally he was satisfied. As long as the materials were ready in advance, he could extinguish the flames, wait two hundred heartbeats for the tunnels to clear of choking, toxic fumes, then hurry down the narrow passage to the chamber. He would then have to count five hundred beats, after which he�d have to rush back to the furnace and ignite the fresh pile of logs, shoving them into place with the long, iron tool. Seven hundred beats in total between extinguishing and the lighting the next pile, allowing a further two hundred beats for the heat to reach the hypocaust.
Less than quarter of an hour, with no room for mistakes.
When these gatherings took place, the visitors were invariably locked in the triclinium for the evening, receiving an evening meal and constant flow of wine and snacks, retiring to their own rooms late. Five hundred heartbeats listening out of an entire evening of potentially useful conversation! Of course, if the plot was not to take place for some time, there may be other opportunities to repeat, and even refine, this eavesdropping process.
But still: five hundred beats of a whole evening.
The second task was to work out the timing for the evening in general. Given an entire night of conspiring, when would be the best time to listen in? He�d thought long and hard, and begun to observe conversational habits in the villa for several days, from nobles to slaves, from angry rants to loving trysts. And over those days, a pattern had emerged that seemed to be a general trend in the conversational process; a pattern that might give him the edge he needed.
People would meet and exchange brief pleasantries to begin with. Sometimes the encounter would end with this meaningless chatter. But in proper conversations, this would be followed by a second exchange, a little more in-depth � perhaps enquiring after a third party or querying the subject�s plans.
Then: the meat of the conversation, following an interrogative style of question and answer. This was when real decisions were made, important information exchanged, and critical questions asked.
Finally, the whole thing would begin to devolve into repeat phrases and trivial comments and, eventually, one or more of the speakers would decide all that could be said had been said and the encounter ended.
His rhetoric tutor in Hispania would have applauded him for his attention to the conversational habits of others and he had to thank his reading of Greek philosophers for the belief that humans were creatures of habit and such patterns were universal and hard to break. Better still, those folk he overheard who had something private to say followed the very same pattern, but in a more defined manner, being sure they were alone and unheard before launching into the problems of their love-life or their empty purses.
He�d allow five hundred beats from the moment the conspirators entered for them to pass the initial pleasantries. Then it would be time for him to listen in.
It had taken a lot of subtlety to set everything up over the day the guests arrived, and he�d watched them all carefully in order to be ready when necessary. It had surprised and concerned him that young Quintianus was not among them. At this stage, everything could be significant, but he could not afford to change his plans and wait for the young man if he was to be a late arrival.
Contriving to be off-duty, Rufinus had watched until the guests had gathered together and were ready to move into the private chamber, and had rushed off to the revetment of the palace gardens, watching for slaves rushing in or out of the tunnel. The furnace would be lit an hour before use and fed every half hour, further defining Rufinus� timing.
He had waited behind the olive tree as the slave rushed in and added a number of fresh logs to the fire, smiling as the man returned to the main complex. He�d then rushed across to the hollow where he had secreted a barrow of logs, wadding, and the small jar of oil. Gathering his gear, he�d hurried for the tunnel, disappearing inside just before the duty guard came strolling round the corner, idly twiddling a dagger.
It had taken less than a hundred heartbeats to light the lamp, reach the furnace and tip the bucket of grit over the flames, dumping fresh materials nearby. The activity and nerves had sped his pulse to the point that he could no longer use his heart to measure time, but relied on a well-spaced count.
By his estimate, Lucilla and her guests had been in the room for eight hundred beats now. Longer than he�d anticipated, but at least they would have got past the initial pleasantries. He just had to hope he hadn�t missed the pertinent parts.
Taking a deep breath and squinting, he nudged the sizzling, black timbers out of the way with the metal prong and rushed along the narrow heating corridor, his shoulders brushing the hot walls and gathering fresh soot.
Finally, gratefully, he emerged into the hypocaust chamber. Tiles and brickwork pinged around him and the hiss of the fresh air being drawn through the system, clearing out the smoke, was a balm, given the stifling heat of the chamber.
Sweat ran down his forehead, bringing with it rivulets of black dust that stung his eyes and soaked his face and neck. As long as he could make it back to his tree, he could use the bowl of water and clean clothes he�d left there yesterday in a greased cloak.
Concentrating, he listened intently as the sound of voices began to cut through the rush of wind and the pinging of the stone, blinking sooty sweat from his eyes and flapping his arms as best he could in the crouched, cramped circumstances to allow air access to his warm, damp armpits.
�I don�t like the choice, is all I�m saying,� the voice sounded petulant and female. Lucilla�s daughter, presumably.
�Then it�s a good job the choice was not left to you,� snapped Lucilla irritably. Perhaps the stress of the situation was getting to her?
�A private place might have been sensible?� a male voice interceded. �I understand the need to make a spectacle of the event, and you�re nothing if not a show-man� -woman� but at the amphitheatre he�ll be accompanied by the entire Praetorian Guard. Are you sure you wish to sacrifice ease for meaning?�
It was Annianus, Lucilla�s cousin, sounding nervous. As he should, Rufinus thought grimly, his teeth clenched.
�Perennis has his dogs around my brother everywhere; even in the latrines. There is nowhere easy. The prefect suspects something, else he would not have arranged for the frumentarius to infiltrate.�
�I thought only the emperor could command his agents?�
�In theory that�s true, Annia, but you know our brother. He�ll have given authority to one of his prefects, and Perennis is his pet.� There was a pause and Rufinus could picture Lucilla turning to take in all her guests with a sweeping gesture after the fashion of great rhetoricians.
�Commodus has ignored everything to which he should be turning his hand. His generals consolidate the borders in Britannia, struggling to hold back barbarians that would never have dared come south in my father�s reign. His treasurer deals with the crippling payments that keep our freshly conquered Marcomannic enemies from rebelling again and negating the success of two decades of war.� She snarled. �Perennis, Saoterus and Cleander control everything else. All our dear brother has done for the last six months is play at being swordsman, get drunk, and arrange grand games for the Agonalia down to the finest detail. It is only fitting that his reign should end there.�
Rufinus� pulse quickened. The first Agonalia festival was only two days away!
Talk of the great games to be held in the Flavian amphitheatre had been everywhere for weeks. The strangest and most impressive animals had been brought from all over the world: elephants from India, single-horned monstrosities and horses with stretched necks from the lands south of Africa, bears and wolves from Germania. Every gladiator available for sale with traders from Lusitania to Syria and Britannia to Carthage had been brought to Rome� some of whom now patrolled outside this very tunnel. It was said that these would be the greatest games held since the days of Titus Flavius, when the amphitheatre had been consecrated.
Two days!
He had to get to Paternus and Perennis and let them know. Clearly the venue was the great amphitheatre at the heart of the city. Now he knew when the attack would take place, where it would happen and who was to strike the blow. His task could hardly have been completed any more thoroughly. And yet, with another two hundred beats to go, it made sense to listen on and see if anything else relevant turned up.
�Is Quintianus up to the job?� Annianus again.
�He�s already in the city and has been scouting the amphitheatre during the preparations. He knows what to do: It has to be a killing blow, so he�s been practicing on cheap slaves at an estate near Tusculum for weeks, and I�ve had former soldiers training him. He�s prepared.�
�And if the Guard are so thick around Commodus that Quintianus can�t get near?�
Rufinus nodded. That would certainly be the case once he had spoken to the prefects. Lucilla�s voice began to take on an impatient edge, as though she was sick of explaining things to a dullard. �We have been over this a dozen times, Annianus.�
�No, Lucilla. We agreed on the location, though only with your pushing it down our throats. We agreed on how it would be done, but you have been evasive at best over how Quintianus is expected to get past the Praetorians who will flood the place.�
Rufinus could almost hear the empress� teeth grinding. �I have not been evasive, Annianus. Quintianus has always been present at our meetings. He may have his heart and soul in the task, but he is still young and impressionable. I have tried to keep all potential problems and doubt from him. We cannot afford for him to question his ability or all will be lost. What you think is evasion is actually attention to detail.�
�So tell us now how he is supposed to get past the guards. The time�s almost upon us!�
�It�s a simple fact of timing and location. I would rather that the young man plunge a knife in his heart before the entire crowd, but that is impossible due to those same Praetorians that plague your thoughts. So we are forced to deal with Commodus before he reaches the interior. The emperor always enters the amphitheatre by the north entrance, as tradition demands, so we know where he�ll be. The arch and passageway behind it to the interior are fourteen feet wide� possibly a little less. Given the fact that no one would risk brushing against the emperor�s person, there simply isn�t room in that corridor for the Praetorians to line the edges without risking impeding my brother�s grand entrance.�
There was a murmur of understanding.
�Instead, the Guard will keep the crowd away from the corridor, behind barriers at the inner junctions. They�ll keep the entrance corridor completely clear; that and each other inner passage he will pass through to his seat. The crowd will be held back by a line of men at least two deep, but the route will be emptied for him. The only people who�ll be close will be his sycophantic cronies about whom I have no concerns, and possibly Perennis, who will be at the back, behind the �advisors�.�
She had managed to pour so much contempt into the word �advisors� that Rufinus could not help but be impressed with her vehemence. She truly believed that she was doing the right thing, but whether she believed she was in the right or not, it did not excuse treason against the emperor.
Her voice was strong and clear, full of confidence as she went on.
�There will be two thousand Guardsmen in the amphitheatre, but in those tunnels that lead from the entrance to his seat, Quintianus will have the room he needs.�
Rufinus nodded. Not just a location, but the whole plan laid bare for him. Paternus and Perennis would be able to prevent the attack in plenty of time, arresting those responsible before the games began, but he could also give them complete details of the plot.
Furthermore, he knew who had attended the meeting and was in the room. Their very presence condemned them. It was all rather neatly tied up: he had the conspirators� names, the time and location of the attempt, and even the method and wielder of the blade.
Rufinus� mind raced. He was short of time and had to get to the Castra Praetoria to warn them all. He wondered briefly how Pompeianus fitted into Lucilla�s plans? Was he expected to take a back seat, as father of the next emperor, perhaps in voluntary exile on Caprea, or would Lucilla find a way to remove him from the picture as soon as she had power?
A thought struck him, unpleasantly: once Rufinus� absence was noted they�d be alerted to the fact that their plan had been discovered, and everything would fall apart. He would have to engineer some way to leave the villa overtly. Perhaps Pompeianus would be able to help him? Perhaps he could even get the Syrian to safety. Could they go on a hunting trip? Or visit Tibur? Certainly he would not be expected to accompany Lucilla to the amphitheatre.
He would take Acheron with him, of course. Strangely, in the months since the death of Dis of the Frumentarii, he and the dog had forged such a bond that he could no longer imagine life without the hulking Sarmatian hound.
His stomach knotted as another thought occurred to him. How would his disappearance affect Senova? He had not seen her since the jewellery recovery, and even then just momentarily to involve her in his troubles. If only he had time to see her� to perhaps figure out a way to take her with him?
First thing�s first, though: he�d visit Pompeianus and go through everything with him, trying to find an excuse to leave the villa that raised no suspicions. Hurriedly, he turned and, grasping the guttering oil lamp, made for the tunnel. Ahead, he could see the small rectangle of grey light that stood at the end of the tunnel, though his initial destination was the furnace, half way along that length.
Desperate now, knowing his continued secrecy depended on getting that furnace flame relit as fast as possible, Rufinus blundered along the narrow tunnel, his shoulders scraping painfully along the soot-blackened walls, head occasionally connecting agonisingly with the ceiling. A few moments later he burst out into the furnace room, oil lamp in his left hand, his right reaching down for the iron fire-rod before him.
As he rushed from the passageway, a figure stepped directly into his path, and the two went down in a surprised flurry. Rufinus� mind whirled and panic hit him as his eyes made out two other pairs of legs in the flickering flame of the lamp which fell to the floor on the far side of the furnace fuel.
Not slaves, then. Only one slave would be required to service the furnace; not three. Instinct and his experience in the ring took over and, before he could make a conscious decision, he pounded a flurry of blows on the face of the man who�d tried to intercept him only to end up beneath him on the rough floor. Rufinus felt the nose shatter and heard a crack, a sharp spray of blood slapping across his face.
As he tried to bring his mind into focus, one of the other men made a lunge at him with a blade, and Rufinus rolled just in time, receiving an angry red line down his arm for his efforts. It was all so familiar, as his boxer�s mind began to superimpose a ring over the scene.
Three men in a snow-covered dell in the north � a perpetual barbarian hell of frozen forests and blood-crazed attacks. The first had gone down the same way, in surprise, with a broken head. The second in for a slash, while the third dithered.
He�d lost that fight. Three against one, even with a surprise opening move; the odds were against him. If it hadn�t been for Mercator�s timely intervention, he would have been spitted and bled out on that barren forest floor.
The two remaining guards advanced on him from either side, converging to block the exit, their silhouettes blotting out the rectangle of light. His only advantage was that the man on the left with the gleaming, crimson-edged gladius hardly had room to manoeuvre his weapon, and would be restricted in the fight. The other held only a dagger.
Rufinus was unarmed.
�Sword� man was bulky, while �Knife� was reedy and agile. It was so damned familiar. But he�d almost lost last time because of a simple mistake: he had planned it all correctly, but made the potentially fatal error of allowing a fallen opponent the chance to recover and strike him from the floor.
Not this time. His face settling into a furious growl, he beckoned to the two slowly advancing guards as he stamped down hard on the fallen man�s face with his grimy hob-nailed boot, hearing the distinctive sound of a head smashing. He felt the tip of his boot dip into something soft and tried not to think too much about it, turning back to the two, who were approaching warily.
�Come on, then.�
Big man first. A blow to keep him off-kilter while he dealt with the little one, same as those three barbarians. Sure enough, the bigger of the two lengthened his step suddenly and lunged, stabbing towards Rufinus� chest while the smaller man ducked to the side, looking for an opportunity. But these were no barbarians in a forest glade. These were gladiators: trained killers, experienced in combat and quick as the blink of an eye.
As the man lunged faster than Rufinus had expected, he ducked to his left just in time, bringing his elbow round in a blow that should have connected with the man�s head. But the brute had already reacted, leaning away as he fell past his intended blow, and ducking Rufinus� raised elbow. As the man staggered toward the flue passage trying to right himself, the smaller man, with a speed Rufinus would never have anticipated, was suddenly across the room, delivering a scything wound across his right shoulder and ducking back out of reach before Rufinus could respond. They were both quick, adaptable and, worst of all, they worked together. It didn�t matter then which one went first. So long as he evened the odds.
He glanced down at the pile of goods at the centre of the room. The petroleum-soaked logs were still there with their kindling piled atop, ready to be pushed into position with the iron. Nearby, his oil lamp had somehow survived the fall without shattering on the stone floor or being extinguished. The small lamp lay on its side, guttering flame blackening the terracotta spout.
Gingerly, he started to circle into the corridor�s centre, his back to the light, eyes on his foes. The two gladiators watched warily, weighing up the desire to deal with their prey before he could run now against the need to approach carefully without overextending.
Rufinus� reputation had got around, apparently.
Even in the dim light, he saw the thigh muscles in the bigger man twitch. Preparing, Rufinus put his body weight on his left leg, remaining still as stone. Just because the big man had given away his intention hardly meant that Rufinus should follow suit.
Another twitch, and suddenly the big man leapt for him. As he lunged, Rufinus gave a light jab with his right foot and kicked the oil lamp onto the pile. Just as the bulky gladiator passed across the log pile, the flame of the lamp caught the petroleum oil glistening on the wood and the wadding atop it. The entire heap ignited instantly, dry grass and hemp wadding, soaked with oil, roaring into an inferno, the logs catching immediately.
The big man shrieked as he passed through the flames, the spray of flaming oil droplets spattering his feet and legs as the lamp shattered, orange tendrils of flame roaring up his shins and rippling across breeches and socks.
Rufinus had already moved. His weight had all been on his left foot but, as his right came down, he used it to pivot out of the way of the yelling man, back against the wall as the would-be attacker fell to the floor, patting at his legs, trying to put out the burning, though the oil had soaked into his breeches and the rest of the material was already catching. His patting hands picked up the flaming oil and the fire spread to them.
Across the panicked, shouting form, Rufinus could see the smaller man, eyes narrowed, knife moving from hand to hand as he judged his chances of crossing the fiery gap between them. Keeping his eyes on the smaller man, a nasty smile spreading across his face, Rufinus reached down and retrieved the gladius from the floor, where it had fallen unheeded from the bigger man�s grip as he fought to dampen the flames.
Without even looking, he grasped the hilt in a reverse grip and brought the blade down into the burning gladiator�s neck, feeling the resistance as passed through cartilage and bone, severing the spine. The big man spasmed twice, feet twitching as the torrent of red poured from his opened throat, fountaining up around the blade and then running down to join a growing pool beneath him as his face speedily turned a waxy grey. Despite everything, Rufinus was grateful that his eyes were locked on the smaller Gladiator and that he�d missed once again that intensely private moment of death.
His grin widened as he saw the uncertainty growing on his opponent�s face. With deliberate slowness, he drew the blade back out of the neck, giving it a slight twist to make sure that every possible clicking, cracking and sucking noise it could make echoed around the chamber.
Slowly, he straightened and raised the blade, beckoning to the smaller man.
�Come on. Just you and me now.�
He watched the man�s legs for some tell-tale hint of what move he was about to make and frowned as the gladiator lowered the knife hand and reached up with the other one in a gesture of submission. He was so surprised by the gesture that he didn�t notice until too late that the man�s other hand was not making to drop the knife on the floor, but simply lowered and reversed his grip before hurling it underarm with surprising accuracy.
A man with lesser reflexes would have spent the next few moments wondering how to remove the blade from his eye socket before toppling over dead. Rufinus, trained to a high degree of agility and fitness both by the army and his hobbies, threw himself to the side at the last moment, realising what a close call it had been as the blade carved a bloody line down his cheek, and ripped open his ear.
He staggered, blood running into his eye and occluding his vision.
The shock had been so complete he barely had time to straighten before dropping toward the floor as the man�s second knife, drawn from some unseen location by his other hand, hurtled across the open air between them and scraped across his shoulder.
�You sneaky bastard!�
Slowly, he pulled himself upright, watching his opponent intently in case the man pulled a third knife from somewhere. He gripped the gory, glistening gladius with his right hand and reached up with his left, testing the cut on his shoulder. Deep.
�Right!� he snapped angrily, stepping across the body of the fallen man, sizzling flames bubbling and blistering the flesh and filling the chamber with the most odious, pungent smell. In a move that Rufinus had almost deemed inevitable, the smaller man broke and ran, hurtling down the corridor towards the light.
The injured Rufinus, coated with soot, blood and sweat, resembling one of the dread spirits of the underworld, straightened. How the three had cottoned on to him he had no idea, but that little knife-throwing turd couldn�t be allowed to report back to the villa. Taking a deep breath and uttering the briefest of prayers to Mercurius for a turn of speed, he turned and raced off down the corridor after the knife man, who was already close to the exit.
Rufinus puffed and panted as his boots pounded along the passage, the din echoing around the walls and back down to the furnace room. The figure of the smaller gladiator ducked to the right as he exited the tunnel. The rectangle of grey light grew wider as Rufinus approached, pushing his tortured body for an extra turn of speed. Not stopping to check the surroundings for anyone who might observe him emerging, he raced around the corner to the right after the small man�
�and ran into the large shield, almost knocking himself unconscious on the bronze boss at the centre. The unexpected blow threw him backwards and he fell, rolling, and shaking his head on the damp grass. Slowly the shape of the shield coalesced in his foggy vision, followed by the large figure behind it, holding a sword raised.
With a sinking feeling his head turned this way and that to take in the semi-circle of a dozen guards, all the toughest gladiators and the more solid and long-standing men the captain could gather. All surrounding him now, drawing into a circle, weapons at the ready with shields raised.
The small knife-throwing man loitered behind the cordon of men, breathing heavily and clutching his knees, spitting on the ground.
Too many to fight.
There was no hope of success. The three men in the furnace had just been the ones sent to bring him out. The circle opened slightly and the figure of Phaestor appeared, shaking his head, his face a mask of cold contempt.
�Rustius� if that is your name?�
�What�s going on?� Rufinus hoped he�d managed to inject enough baffled innocence into the words.
Phaestor�s expression suggested otherwise. �A clever man, but not clever enough.� He folded his arms. �I presume it was you that killed Dis? You are Frumentarius? The one we attributed to my second-in-command? Clever� you even had me believing. Me and Vettius and even the empress. You must have butchered him just before you arrived back at the villa. Impressive! And I�d love to know how you managed to take out the dogs. Did you plant the tracks somehow, or did you have help from cavalry?�
Rufinus pulled himself up onto his elbow, opened his mouth and took a moment through the soot and panic to find his voice. �I didn�t��
His sentence ended as one of the gladiators put a foot on his chest and pushed him forcefully back to the damp ground.
�Fastus?� Phaestor went on. �Was he something special? Did he discover who you were? I am fascinated in the tangled web you�ve woven around the villa over more than a year. You seem to have involved yourself in every corner. I even understand you�ve been infiltrating the slaves and involving yourself with master Pompeianus.�
�No! I just��
Again the foot pushed him back, driving the breath from him.
�And you almost got away with it, but you underestimated the inquisitiveness of slaves.�
Rufinus frowned. How had they found out about him?
�An obvious failure, really. You can�t take the running of the library furnace out of the hands of its assigned slave repeatedly without him eventually questioning what you�re doing. Yet we still had to keep an eye on you in order to find out what it actually was that you were doing. Eavesdropping on a secret meeting with the empress? Tut-tut my young spy.�
�She has to be stopped!� Rufinus blurted. �She�s going to��
This time he was interrupted by Phaestor who, unfolding his arms, gave him a backhand across the mouth, three finger rings ripping into Rufinus� lip and drawing blood.
�I know what she�s planning, you idiot.�
Rufinus looked around at the men. The expressions told him that, while Phaestor might be aware of the Domina�s plans for the emperor, the bulk of the men were not. But, being mostly slaves offered their manumission by Lucilla, they would hardly harbour any loyalty for Commodus. No help would be forthcoming there.
�I regret nothing.�
Phaestor smiled an unpleasant smile, reminding him of the serpentine look he had first attributed to the captain so long ago in the marketplace of Tibur. The wicked side of the man had finally been released.
�That will change.�
The captain gestured to a big man with a cestus, a leather glove fitted with iron plates over the knuckles. The gleaming plates were the last thing Rufinus saw before his world went black.

XXIV � Paying the price

CONFUSION flooded Rufinus� mind as his consciousness slowly bubbled to the surface and his good eye opened. Then pain came in waves like the pounding of the sea on the rocks, making his head jerk, adding to the confusion. A gritty, brown surface moved back and forth sickeningly in front of his vision. He closed his eye again, recognising at that moment that the other eye was welded shut from the beating he had taken.
The beating�
His eye snapped open again, this time recognising the surface before him as a floor. He tried to turn his head to see how he was swinging above it, but the effort was too much and he hung limp. A quick exploration of body parts revealed that he could wiggle all his fingers and toes, but that he appeared to be trussed somehow, so further movement was impossible.
He�d failed. After everything he�d gone through, everything he had achieved, he�d failed in the end, right on the cusp of success.
Fortuna, you fickle bitch.
There followed a momentary deep breath, and then the inevitable struggle to see if there was any hope of freeing himself. The simple answer was: no. He was bound and tied so securely he couldn�t even bend his elbow.
The reality of the situation started to sink in. He was a spy and a traitor. Spies and traitors had no rights, even in civilised circles. Traitors were expected to suffer every possible pain and indignity, all the way from their unmasking to their excruciating and degrading death on the cross.
He had absolutely no doubt as to the reason he was bound like this.
He opened his mouth to shout, but quickly shut it again. The urge to scream at his captors that he would tell them anything was almost unbearable, but he managed to bite down gently on his lip and prevent it.
It would be useless, anyway.
They could have killed him quickly, outside the furnace tunnel. That they had not, spoke volumes about his near future and the unbearable pain it held. They would suspect Rufinus was no lone spy; that he was part of some Praetorian or Frumentarius plot to bring down Lucilla. They would want to know everything he had learned, who he had spoken to, who else was involved� they would want to know everything.
Rufinus knew a few things about pain. Battle wounds and beatings were a brief flare, followed by a long stretch of aching and stinging, though the pain decreased with every convalescent day as you knew that you were improving.
Torture was the opposite. It would begin small: a sting. An ache. Discomfort, even. Gradually, the pain and the damage would increase to the point where no living creature could suffer it and live. He had once seen his father torture a slave who had stolen food. It had seemed harsh for such a meagre crime to warrant so brutal a punishment, but the things the old man had done to the Illyrian still sometimes haunted Rufinus� nightmares.
And that was as nothing compared to what the �empress� would have in store for a spy in her camp. Involuntarily, a whimper escaped his lips at the memory of the slave, lying on the floor with his severed ears swimming in the pool of crimson on the floor before him, crying through blood and snot and promising never to take anything ever again.
�He�s awake.�
Rufinus tried to jerk his head back, but some ingenious knot in the ropes nestled at the base of his skull prevented even fractional head movement. He had a horrible feeling that knot might come into play later.
The other thing he knew about torture was that no man could endure it without breaking. They said some heroes went to their grave with their secrets, but that simply could not be true. If it did happen, then the torturer was not competent. The right man would get a screamed confession from a corpse if he worked it right.
Again, he remembered the brutalised slave, babbling about every wicked thought and pilfered apple in his entire life, spilling his guts over every misdemeanour he remembered, knowing that the villa�s master was about to spill his guts for real.
Rufinus sagged again, releasing the pressure from that knot on his neck.
�Ah, Rustius, you piece of maggot-ridden filth. About time you woke up. Amardad here has had to feed the brazier three times to keep the coals hot.�
Phaestor�s voice. Not a surprise. He might have expected Lucilla, though. It was not common for a noblewoman to take a close interest in such grisly business, but the lady of this villa was no ordinary noblewoman, and her cold demeanour suggested that she would not baulk at such duty.
�Nothing to say for yourself?�
Rufinus bit his lip.
�I won�t lie to you, even though you�re an untrustworthy, spying shit bag. You�re going to die tonight, but how that happens is up to you. You tell us everything and we�ll cut things short and just open your throat. What do you say?�
Rufinus felt his stomach knot into a ball of fear. He�d assumed his end was going to be drawn-out, agonising and grisly, then Phaestor had thrown in a shard of hope for a quick, clean death, but he knew deep down they�d make him last the night, and possibly longer. He couldn�t have been asleep for long, so this was probably the same day he was caught. The conspirators would still be in the villa. If they�d gone to Rome to carry out their scheme, Phaestor would have gone with them.
A realization filled him that he was the only man who knew what was going to happen tomorrow, and he was going to die before then. The only hope for the emperor, then, would be if someone else discovered what was happening, and there was only one man in the villa who might. Rufinus knew that before the end he would tell Phaestor everything, but the longer he could hold off, the more chance there was that perhaps Pompeianus might act.
�Shall we get started then?�
Phaestor�s grinning snake-face appeared beneath him, bent at the knees and leaning back to look up into the prisoner�s open eye. Rufinus spat as hard as he could, though little came from his dry mouth but a spatter of foam. Phaestor easily ducked out of the path of the insult and grinned.
�Spirited. I hope the Persian is up to the challenge. Dis would have loved it.�
Rufinus felt cold dread rush through his veins as he heard the sizzle of something metallic being placed in a brazier of embers. �I�ll tell you nothing.�
There was a snigger from the other side of the room, and then Phaestor grinned up at him.
�We both know that�s not true. You�ll tell me everything by the time we�re finished with you.�
Rufinus swallowed uncomfortably in his dry, scratchy throat. When the full confession came pouring out of his broken body, his words would condemn Senova, Pompeianus, and even the man�s doctor-servant for treating him in the aftermath of the fight with the Sarmatian cannibal� unless Pompeianus did what Rufinus hoped and took it upon himself to reveal the whole thing before his noble name was muddied by the poor wretch hanging in the cellars.
�How do you want me to begin?� asked the thick, Persian voice.
Phaestor rolled his eyes and shrugged with comic apology to Rufinus as though excusing himself from a social engagement. As he disappeared from sight, Phaestor�s voice took on an irritable edge.
�Are you, or are you not, an expert? My contact said you were.�
�I�m not asking you how to do my job, Captain, but I need to know how you want to approach this? How long do you want it to last? How mobile and capable do you want him? Does he need to be able to write as well as talk? Does he need to be able to see, or can I deal with such things?�
When he replied, Phaestor sounded relaxed once more. �I don�t know whether we need him to write, but it wouldn�t hurt to keep one hand working. And I want him to be able to see everything that�s coming. Take your time. Start small and build up. Do your best work and you�ll be paid handsomely.�
�Then I shall begin with his hand and arm.�
Suddenly, a swarthy-skinned face with a small pointed beard and shiny black hair appeared beneath Rufinus, peering at him with interest.
�It�s a shame you beat his face flat. I like to work with faces and he could have spared one eye.�
There was a thoughtful pause as Amardad looked him over. Finally, Phaestor spoke up again, just out of sight. �I remember seeing him write with his right hand, so you can start with his left. What are you planning? We want Rustius to know in advance so he has time to savour the anticipation.�
A frown creased the dark face below Rufinus.
�For the best possible process, I push needles beneath his nails until they press home. Then, after a time, I remove them, and then the nails too. I will then break each finger, and then the bones of the hand. I have a spike and mallet for the wrist. I find spiked wrists are exquisite. It is irreparable, though, I must warn you.�
�He won�t need it again. Go on.�
�There follows shaved elbow bones, broken forearms, broken upper arms and finally removal of the limb near the shoulder. After that we move on to a new body part.�
�They were right� Phaestor said with a carefree lilt. �You are a master. How long will this take?�
The Persian shrugged. �The whole arm? I can make it last as long as you like. For best effect, I would recommend at least four hours.�
Rufinus, tears welling in his eyes, could picture Phaestor shaking his head. �We only have tonight. I need him on a cross at first light before we leave. Skip any steps you have to, but I want him completely broken before dawn.�
�Then I must pass on some of the more exquisite choices, for they are also the longest.�
�Just make sure that he suffers, and that he talks.�
�There is no doubt about this.�
There was a series of shuffles and metallic noises, and Rufinus� blood ran cold again. Moments later, he was aware of the presence of someone beside him.
�Aren�t you going to show him, first?�
The Persian made a �tsk� sound. �Some things will be better anticipated. Some things are better as a sudden shock.� Rufinus felt the little finger of his left hand being grasped and held tight. Panic gripped him and he tried to pull free, but his finger was held fast as something cold and metallic probed around the tip.
�No!�
Rufinus� world exploded in agony.
* * *
He surfaced again sometime later and his mind immediately furnished him with the memories of the last hours: after the fingers � the removal of the nails had been agonising in particular, though it had now been lost amidst the sensory explosion that filled him with pain � the burning had begun. To add insult to the injuries, rather than using a poker or simple heated blade, Phaestor and Amardad had used a branding iron � the one used to identify slaves who had lied, cheated or otherwise proved false. The three letters �KAL� were now fully or partially visible in half a dozen places on his body. Miraculously none appeared on publically open body parts, though that was simply due to their application being aimed at the more tender, pale and soft areas.
Each application of the brand, accompanied by the sizzle of burning flesh, had brought fresh waves of pain, and Rufinus had almost cracked twice during that time, only holding his tongue out of spite, because he knew wagging it would not save him even a moment of torment.
And each application of the brand had brought Phaestor�s leering face, close enough to smell his fetid breath even over the odour of crackling flesh. Each time, he had asked the same simple question.
�Who sent you?�
After those half-dozen brandings, Rufinus had begun to make gagging sounds and convulse. The torturers had stepped back and allowed him time to rest, to prevent a repeat of the previous event and avoid his heart taking him from them. It had been a ruse to buy him breathing time, of course, and it had worked, but he couldn�t pull it off too often.
Then the cuts had begun.
Small narrow cuts, all carefully placed to be painful without nicking any major blood vessel and ending things too quickly. In his infinite attention to detail, Amardad had selected three different knives for the task. The razor sharp one was the easiest to bear, while the dulled, wide one was more painful. Neither compared to the jagged, saw-toothed monstrosity that the Persian favoured.
That last hour had been the most humiliating, as the blades were taken to more private areas of his naked body. Fortunate he had been that after only quarter of an hour, he had blacked out again. Now, as his eye opened and he stared wildly around, his mind focusing quickly and reminding him of where he was, he tried not to move. Moving would just make them aware that he was awake once more and spur them into fresh torment.
�Why does he keep doing this?� Phaestor�s voice demanded from somewhere across the chamber.
�The medicus said he was weak. I have caused him intense pain but nothing we have done is truly damaging or incapacitating. It is all just pain, and he seems to have a delicate system.�
Rufinus frowned in his silent hell. It was odd. He didn�t black out like this. He�d never had a bad heart, and he could resist the pain of cuts. The first time it had happened, with the finger torture: yes, that had been too much; but the cuts were a different matter. He shouldn�t be falling unconscious over these? He tried to swallow, which was difficult with the wedge holding his swollen tongue flat. Actually, the tongue seemed to have gone down a little, and certainly it had stopped bleeding. No longer could he taste only the overpowering tin of blood.
There was the clunk of a latch and a door out of sight swung open noisily.
�Ah, Good. Check on him.�
A moment later, footsteps closed on Rufinus and the face of Pompeianus� servant appeared beneath him, looking up with concern. Disgust filled him as he tried to keep his eyes closed and feign unconsciousness. The medicus peered at his face, prising open the better of the eyes and squinting to see the contraction of the iris. The man drew a thoughtful breath through his teeth, tutting.
�He�s out cold. He needs at least another quarter hour of rest. With any luck you�ll have a couple more hours with him, but I don�t hold out much hope of him lasting the night, so be prepared.�
�Wonderful� snapped Phaestor. �If we don�t get the information out of him, the empress will tear me a new arsehole. And I expect you don�t need me to tell you what that means for you, Persian?�
In the background, Amardad muttered something about weak victims and inferior Roman specimens, earning another slap from Phaestor.
Phaestor sighed. �He�d damn well better survive until we have what we need. Don�t go too far. If I send someone for you, I want you back here in a hundred heartbeats.�
�Of course, captain.�
Rufinus slumped again. He felt a thick fog enveloping his senses. Even if there was room, he�d no longer be able to lift his head. Sleep. That was what he needed now. Sleep.
* * *
Rufinus� eyes opened wide. Even his battered, glued-shut eye widened fractionally. This was a new pain. A different pain. This was something unexpected. He felt himself shudder and jerk. He gasped.
�What did you do?� snapped Phaestor somewhere to his left.
�Nothing!� The Persian replied angrily. �I barely touched him. Just prodded him with the tip of the knife to see if he was awake yet!�
Rufinus felt a pain that easily rivalled Amardad�s ministrations, as if someone had opened up his chest, planted a boulder between his lungs and heart, and then snapped him shut again. He couldn�t breathe. His veins were on fire.
The sound of Phaestor�s boots running across the room. �You drew blood.�
�Only a trickle. In the name of Aditi, I barely touched him.�
�That�s his spine� get the Medicus!�
As the Persian slapped out of the door in his sandals to find the nearest slave for a messenger, Phaestor reached for Rufinus� head. The boulder in his chest was too large. His lungs had no room to take in air. His heart had no room to beat. He couldn�t breathe! He couldn�t breathe! He couldn�t�
* * *
The medicus ran into the room ahead of Amardad.
�You needn�t bother,� Phaestor said flatly. �He�s dead. Died a few moments since. Pissed himself again; on my boot this time.�
The medicus bent beneath the limp, swinging corpse, opening his good eye with two fingers and peering inside. He opened the dead man�s mouth and examined it. A last cursory glance across the back and he spotted a small fresh rivulet of blood.
�Perhaps you touched the spine cord. There is an important cable that runs down the backbone. If you damage it the effects are extremely unpleasant.�
The Persian spat angrily. �Preposterous. It was a pinprick. No one dies from that!�
Phaestor took a deep breath, his lip wrinkling into a livid sneer. Before Amardad had time to react, Phaestor snatched the �KAL� brand from the glowing brazier next to him, bringing it round in a wide arc until it smashed into Amardad�s face. The Persian shrieked in agony as the red-hot iron shaft broke his cheek, sizzling skin and blinding him in the right eye.
�Persian piss-pot. Never trusted your lot.�
Amardad managed to raise an arm in a pathetic attempt to ward off another blow, screaming as he covered his ruined face with his other hand.
�Noooooo!�
The second blow was a lunge, and the sizzling brand slammed into the torturer�s face, burning as he pushed it ever harder. Amardad fell back and collapsed to the floor, grasping at his bubbling face.
Stepping over him, ignoring the screaming, Phaestor took out his anger and frustration on the Persian, repeatedly smashing the iron into his face. Again and again the blows struck, melting, smashing and ripping away bubbling, crisped skin. By the time he stopped and straightened, Amardad had been dead for a while, with little left to tell he was ever a man.
On the far side of the room, unheard beneath the violence of the flurry of blows, the screaming and the snarling of the captain, the medicus bent to look up at the sightless, dead eyes of Rufinus.
�And yet, life goes on��

XXV � Rebirth

PHAESTOR paused at the door. He was not given to nervousness but this was a meeting he would have given an arm not to have to attend. Taking a deep breath, he knocked.
�Come� called the light voice of Menander, the empress� chamberlain, a man for whom Phaestor privately maintained the most spiteful loathing.
Another deep, heaving breath to steady himself and Phaestor pushed open the door and strode in with a purposeful gait. The room was well-lit, oil lamps and braziers adding a warm orange glow to the gilded room with its wall paintings of country scenes and white pavilions and its decorative marble floor.
Lucilla stood, already bathed and dressed in her finest stola and shawl, poring over her jewellery collection with Senova, while her cosmeta slave mixed white lead for her cheeks in a small bronze bowl. Menander stood talking to another slave, a list in his hand.
�Phaestor?� the chamberlain said in surprise. �What brings you here at this time?�
�There has been a � development� he said in a strong voice.
Lucilla stopped mid-task, ears pricking up at the words. Slowly she turned, and Phaestor wondered, not for the first time, why she bothered with the white lead paste, given the unhealthy pallor of her natural skin.
�Problem, captain?� she asked quietly.
�After a fashion, ma�am. I beg to report that the traitor Rustius suffered with a weak heart.� His voice tailed away and cracked a little towards the end, and he winced.
� Suffer-ed?�
Phaestor flinched at the sudden rise of voice by an octave.
�We did everything we could. Even your husband�s pet medicus could not save him. We barely got started before he started having attacks.� Again, he flinched at the empress� eyes. �We did everything we could. Had Dis been alive��
�But he isn�t, Captain. Because of this very traitor. Tell me something I want to hear.�
Another nervous swallow. �The Persian we hired from Tivoli appears to have made a mistake and pushed him too far for his heart to take. I dealt with the Persian appropriately. Fortunately, we hadn�t paid him in advance.�
Suddenly, Lucilla was close enough to him that he could smell the salt and honey on her breath from her morning teeth-cleaning.
�Pay? You think I care for petty coinage? I need to know who else might be aware of our plans, and I do not believe that there was any other source of such information but the miserable little runt that you just killed, no?�
�No, ma�am.�
Lucilla, her eyes blazing, stepped back. �We will have to be careful in the coming hours. It was always my intention to leave most of the staff here and travel with a small, appropriate entourage of personal slaves and the best of the guards. You were to accompany us in the stands, of course.�
�Of course, ma�am.�
�That is no longer the case. This place is unimportant now, while security will have to be stepped up in the city. You will leave a skeleton staff of half a dozen men. The rest will be posted around the amphitheatre, covering every possible entrance. Annianus� guards will watch over us at our seats, while you and your men secure every foot of the arena and its stands and tunnels.�
�Yes, my empress.� Phaestor�s reply sounded deflated.
�And if anything goes wrong today, for any reason, I will lay the culpability square upon your shoulders, just before I have you beaten, broken, and crucified. Do I make myself clear?�
�Very, majesty.�
Lucilla turned and walked away, back to Senova who, keeping a carefully neutral expression, reached up with the earring. �Ouch!� Lucilla turned and slapped Senova across the face, leaving a beetroot coloured handprint on her cheek. �You clumsy barbarian cow. You�ve made my ear bleed!�
Phaestor frowned at Senova. He�d known that she and Rustius had shared words, and possibly more. On occasion it was the cause of ribald jokes among the men. Clearly the news of his death had affected her.
He wondered for a moment whether the curiously attractive British slave girl might have been in on it with Rustius? A momentary feeling, quickly dismissed. She had been at the villa long before Rustius and, even if she did know anything, she would be accompanying the empress all day with the guards and would have no opportunity to say or do anything that might prevent the day�s events from unfolding as planned.
Moreover she had drawn blood from Lucilla and, given the way the empress was treating him at the moment, he felt more inclined to embrace the clumsy slave than chastise her.
�What is that?� asked Menander, his shrill voice rising with distaste.
Phaestor frowned and turned to see the men who had accompanied him standing quietly in the doorway. In the face of Lucilla�s invective, he�d entirely forgotten about them. The four men bore aloft the messy remains of the former guard, crimson droplets falling to the marble floor.
�I brought Rustius� remains for confirmation of my report.�
The chamberlain�s kohl-painted eyes widened and he spluttered. �Get that thing out of the empress� sight, you utter barbarian.�
The four men made to turn, but Lucilla held up one hand, the other dabbing her ear with a linen swatch. �Wait.�
Her golden sandals slapping on the marble, she crossed the floor to the grisly corpse. Slowly she circled the body, her eyes drinking in every abrasion, welt, singe, and tear. When she had reached the head end again, she leaned over it and used a perfectly manicured hand to open first his mouth and then his eye, peering into them and nodding to some unheard thought.
Finally, she raised his mangled left hand and examined it closely, ignoring the blood dripping from it onto the marble, except to take a half step back and keep her sandals from the droplets.
�Your Persian seems to have known his business, whatever he might have done. His work was immaculate; painful but not damaging. It must have been excruciating for the young fool and, had he not been weakened by the Gods, he could have lasted for days. I have only once before seen such a work of beauty.�
She sighed, almost happily, and ran a perfect finger along a particularly messy cut, raising it to examine the blood on her nail. With a smile, she wiped it on the linen swatch she carried.
Phaestor rolled his eyes, grateful that he couldn�t be seen from this angle, as all eyes were on the empress. He turned to face her.
�A careless prod to the spine with a knife seems to have done for him, ma�am.�
She nodded slowly and patted the corpse on the head. �A shame you achieved nothing other than pain. But at least we know he can no longer do any harm. Have him nailed up, but assign it to the six men you�re leaving behind. I want you and the rest of the guards packed for three nights� stay and ready to leave for Rome within the hour. When we arrive, I have a number of engagements to take care of before we head for the amphitheatre.�
Phaestor bowed.
�Now get out and take this thing with you.�
Another bow and the captain gestured to his men, who turned with difficulty in the doorway and bore their burden out into the corridor. As the door closed behind them with a click, Phaestor gave a deep sigh. �Harpy! If she wasn�t the most powerful woman in the empire, I�d be on my way to find new employment.�
There was a chorus of concurring murmurs and nods from the other four.
�Hhhhhhuuuuaaaaaarrrrrrr!�
Rufinus awoke with a start, his heart on fire and veins burning. He heaved in a deep breath and his eye snapped open.
�Shitting shit!� shouted someone less than a foot in front of him.
�What?� snapped another off to his right.
�He�s alive! He�s shitting alive!�
Rufinus jerked and struggled, heaving in deep breaths. His body felt as though it was burning from the inside out, and every tense of muscle felt like his skin was tearing from his body. He issued a loud cry of agony. Behind him, a grizzled gladiator fainted.
�Stick him!� someone yelled.
�Fuck that! This one�s of the other world. Even Hades spat him back!�
�I�ll do it.�
Finally, Rufinus� brain lurched into life and his head turned, with screaming pain, to take in the scene. He was lying on a wooden cross. His left wrist was tied to the horizontal beam, and the man who had first spoken held a length of rope, presumably for his other arm.
He was being crucified!
Another man � the one who had demanded they attack � was holding a mallet and a bag of something heavy. He knew damn well what that contained! A third man stood behind him, grasping a spear handle and changing his grip as if for battle. There was a fourth lying unconscious.
Four in all, though only three standing.
Rufinus writhed. His body screamed in agony though everything seemed to work, despite the pain. The man with the rope grasped his hand and pushed it back against the beam, desperately trying to tie the rope.
�We nail him up, live or dead. Makes no difference.�
�Dead� stated the one with the spear flatly, pushing the man with the hammer and nails out of the way and striding forward, pulling his arm back ready to thrust. Rufinus, struggling with feeble strength to fight off the hands of the man tying his arm to the bar, watched with horror as the spear was pulled back. He didn�t have enough strength to fight off one man, let alone three, and his left arm would have been less than useful even if he managed to free it, given the damage to his hand.
�Wait!� he yelled.
The man with the rope ignored him, pulling the cord tight and slamming his wrist back against the wood. �Bring the nails.�
But the nail-and-hammer bearer was now behind the spear-man, who had manoeuvred closer to the right to gain a clear thrust at Rufinus� bare chest. The man�s eyes met with his good one and the two stared at each other for a moment. Then the spear-man frowned in suspicion as he saw Rufinus� eyes slip away from his, looking past him; past his shoulder. He half turned, spear still poised.
Acheron flew through the air like a ballista bolt of black hair, gleaming teeth and flaring eyes, a trail of saliva catching the dawn light behind him. The spear-man�s eyes widened in the moment before one hundred and fifty pounds of snarling muscle hit him square in the back, knocking him flat, the spear falling from his grip. The man struggled beneath that immense weight for a moment before Acheron�s teeth closed on his windpipe and ripped it away in a spray of gore.
The struggling guard in front of Rufinus left off pulling the rope and sat back on his haunches, drawing his curved blade ready to fight off the huge, black beast that was busy tearing pieces off his friend�s shuddering corpse. He straightened.
�Tuccius! Drop the nails and help me!�
Rufinus� eyes slipped sideways to the man with the hammer and bag but all he could see was a rapidly diminishing figure as the nail-carrier hurtled off into the trees as fast as his legs could carry him, panic infusing every muscle with the speed born of desperation.
Acheron gave a low, throaty, threatening growl and lifted his head, blood dripping from his teeth. The rope-man held up his sword and scrabbled for the small round shield that lay nearby. Rufinus tried to pull his right arm free. Although the man had not managed to tie the rope, he just didn�t have enough strength to pull his arm free of the wrapping of hemp.
Watching with some trepidation as Acheron advanced on the now armed and shielded gladiator, Rufinus swallowed nervously. Acheron was dangerous, certainly, but against a fully-armed gladiator?
A loud �crack� echoed around the hillside and Rufinus frowned as the gladiator wavered for a moment and toppled onto his side on the ground, his temple red and white, mashed to a pulp. A blood-and-brain coated sling-shot bounced across the grass and came to rest next to Rufinus and his eyes went from the missile, up past the slumped body, to the man emerging from the bushes.
Pompeianus� medicus had placed another bullet in his sling and begun to whirr it swiftly, his eyes taking in the scene, knowing that at least one more of the crucifixion party was up and about, even if he had fled the scene.
Rufinus stared in disbelief.
�You?�
�Don�t try to move too much. Wait until I�ve had a look at you.� Satisfied that none of the crucifixion party were in a position to attack him, he stopped swinging the sling and tucked it into his belt. Acheron padded over to join them, gore dripping from his smiling black muzzle. The medicus reached down and grasped the curved sword from the fallen gladiator, walking past Rufinus and the cross upon which he lay and using the curved blade to calmly and efficiently slit the throat of the unconscious guard.
�Shame one of them got away. But I had to act then before they started nailing you. Rope burns you could manage with, but if they stuck iron through your wrist, you�d be no use.�
�But how�?�
Discarding the blade and crouching next to Rufinus, the medicus peered closely at him. �I did worry whether there would be long-term damage from the compound, but it appears you�ve made a very quick recovery. You must have the constitution of an ox, young man.�
�How did you�?�
�Medicine, Rufinus. Sometimes it pays to know you are cleverer by far than those around you. To those who look no further than the surface, such as Lucilla and the captain, you died in front of them.� He grinned. �But there is a plant with purple bell-flowers from which can be extracted a substance which slows the heart. It is not well known in the civilised world, dangerous to use, and few practitioners would consider it, even if they�d heard of it. I used it in the field in Germania to slow blood flow when proper supplies were sparse and we had to supplement with whatever we could scavenge in the woodlands.�
Rufinus� eyes widened.
�I have discovered,� the medicus went on conversationally as he began to untie the ropes at his wrists �to my cost, that too heavy a concentration can be fatal and stop the heart entirely. In order to give you the outward appearance of death, I had to slow your heart far enough that a cursory check could not sense a pulse. It is a delicate balance. I could easily have miscalculated and killed you. I have to say that I�m quite pleased with the result.�
Rufinus, his right arm free, boggled. �You faked my death?�
�Indeed, though the master and I wondered whether you could hold out long enough to manage this without screaming the name �Pompeianus�. We took a gamble and it appears to have paid off. Now you are free to finish your task.�
Rufinus shook his head, wincing at the pains it brought. �I�m in agony. I can hardly move.�
�These things can be managed. The stiffness is the result of four hours of immobility. Once you�ve spent quarter of an hour moving, you�ll loosen up and the difference will surprise you. Your strength will return soon, and I�ll give it a little help. There are numerous compounds I can administer that will supply you with the energy of a fit and healthy man, though when they wear off, you will suffer. As for your wounds: well, they are superficial.�
�Superficial?� Rufinus was aware that he�d just shouted angrily at the man who had saved his life, but the calmness of the man in the face of what he�d endured seemed insane.
�Of course. Minor cuts, burns and a broken finger. In time your hand will heal fine, though I will have to splint your finger. You can easily live without fingernails. They serve no specific purpose unless you have a lot of pins to pick up. We managed to see you out of their clutches before anything permanent was done. All your wounds will heal soon enough.�
Rufinus shook his head again and narrowed his eyes. �What�s happening? What time is it?�
�The sun�s up, but only enough to show her light over the horizon. The villa is almost deserted, apart from the lowest of the staff; the lady and her entourage left before dawn�s glow. All her personal servants and slaves and most of the guards went with her. She took master Pompeianus too, for the look of things.�
�Then there�s no time. The attack will take place this morning in the arena. I�m too late.�
The medicus rolled his eyes. �Rome is only an hour away on a fast horse. There�s time.�
Rufinus winced and sucked in painful breaths between his teeth as the medicus gently helped him to his feet.
�I can�t ride. I can barely contemplate walking!�
�Take this. Drink it now.�
�What is it?� Rufinus asked, peering at the vial the man proffered, and noting what had happened the last time this man had given him a drink.
�Pain-suppressant: henbane, mandragora and poppy juice. It�s strong, so take just a sip now and repeat any time the pain becomes too intrusive. If you use too much, it�ll lead to insensibility and you will lose control and eventually consciousness, so just take enough to keep the pain down, yes?�
Rufinus nodded, grasping the vial with his good hand and tipping a few drips into his mouth. His face wrinkled in disgust. �Couldn�t you make it taste better?�
The medicus smiled. �You�re obviously getting better. Come on� I need to find something to lend you a little extra energy and to tend and bind your wounds before you leave. I�ll be fast as I can.�
�In a moment� Rufinus said quietly. Staggering, he crouched, wincing, next to Acheron, who lay patiently nearby. �Come on, boy.�
Leading the hunting beast across the grass, he located the bag of nails and hammer, discarded as the guard had run off into the trees. With an involuntary whimper as two cuts reopened, he lifted the leather bag and held it before Acheron, who snuffled around it, pushing his nose inside.
�Go get him.�
Born to the hunt and the chase, Acheron needed no further encouragement, loping off into the trees nearby. Rufinus returned to the medicus by the cross. �I hope the bastard got himself a long head start and didn�t just hide.�
The medicus gave him a wry smile as they gathered their things, the older man helping Rufinus slowly back up the hill toward the villa. Somewhere off in the woods, a blood-curdling scream echoed among the trees. Rufinus smiled.
The sun had risen fully before Rufinus emerged again from Pompeianus� palace, now dressed in tunic and breeches, most of his wounds hidden beneath plain material and acres of linen wraps, lips tingling with the strange elixir the medicus had fed him and which now coursed through his blood with the vitality of a running stag. He felt as though he could run a thousand miles. His first move � to stand up suddenly and turn � had proved otherwise. It gave him energy, certainly, but he would still be reliant on his damaged body and screaming muscles.
�You say there are only two other guards on the grounds?�
The medicus nodded. �They should be patrolling, but we both know how such men work when their employer is absent.�
�Will you be safe here?�
�No one pays a servant any attention, especially one of master Pompeianus�. I will await news of your success.�
With an uncertain smile, Rufinus reached out and gripped the medicus� shoulder, wincing a little at the pains it brought. His left hand was bound with linen wraps, covering salves for the damaged fingers and a splint for the broken one. �Thank you.� It seemed so insufficient.
Turning away, Rufinus walked, stiffly and carefully, to the praetorium. Time was of the essence. He could not have more than a couple of hours left, and yet some things needed to be done before he could leave the villa. Reaching the door to the building that had been his home for many weeks, he pushed through, still hurting with every movement, though the medicus� concoction had transmuted the myriad sharp pains to a dull all-over ache that itself was buried beneath the coursing power of the second elixir.
A few moments later he reached his room. Just as he�d expected, the chamber had been ransacked and most things of value had gone. Not everything, though. Phaestor had only searched for anything personal, valuable or incriminating. He had ignored the standard kit issued to the villa�s staff, even specific items for an officer.
He had ignored the key ring on the window sill.
Grasping the ring, Rufinus shuffled back out, along the corridor, and to the storeroom that was kept secure at all times. A quick twist of the key and the lock snicked open, allowing Rufinus to open the door with his good hand. The medicus had told him that he could use his left hand for simple light tasks without any damage. Rufinus was not yet willing to put that to the test, given the residual ache that underlay the man�s concoction.
Phaestor�s master storeroom was a treasure trove of high quality goods, not like the cheap kit in the villa�s armoury. Rufinus nodded professionally as he perused the shelves. Time was of the essence and he had to leave the villa forthwith, but it would not do to march into battle unprepared.
His eyes lit on a suit of segmented plate armour of military manufacture and apparently never worn, but he couldn�t take it. It would be impossible to don on his own, especially with only one working hand. Besides, it was truly uncomfortable to ride in.
Instead, he selected a shirt of extremely high quality mail, slipping it over his head with some difficulty, yelping as the dull ache turned into a thousand sharp needles pricking his skin, and struggling to fasten the straps. A few moments later, suitably armoured and huffing with the pain and effort, he returned to the shelves, eyes alighting on a manica, a sleeve of segmented plates to cover a sword arm. Not in this case, though. He couldn�t grip a shield, but he could do the next best thing.
Wincing and gritting his teeth, he used his good hand to pull the sleeve over the bad arm and laced it tight. Momentarily, he considered drawing the fancy eagle-hilted spatha: a cavalry sword with a good foot on a standard legionary blade. In the end, he decided against it. The reach could be helpful, but he was trained and experienced with the shorter blade, and that counted for a lot more than a foot of steel. Grasping a gladius from the shelf, he slung the baldric over his shoulder and grasped a dagger for the other side.
With a nod of satisfaction, he turned and shuffled out of the stores, aware of how much such simple tasks had hurt. Could he really do this? It had been less than quarter of an hour since his wounds had been bound and already the ache was becoming unbearable, the sore burned patches and knife cuts firing his nerves. Hurriedly removing the vial of painkiller from his belt pouch, he took a small swig; more than the medicus had told him to, but clearly he needed a higher dose or he�d suffer too much to manage what lay ahead.
Straightening and wondering at the almost instant effect of the drug as he felt a woolly coating flood his mind, he shuddered. Was it stupid? He could simply hurry to Constans the merchant in Tibur and send a message to the Praetorian camp. Then he could find somewhere to hide away while he convalesced. He was in no state to ride to Rome, taking on a conspiracy.
No. He simply couldn�t entrust such a matter to anyone else. Constans might not get a message there in time. Rufinus had to know that the message had reached Rome and Lucilla had failed. He had to do it himself, despite everything. Then he could rest, when it was all done.
With as deep a breath as he dared and throwing out his good hand to the wall to steady himself, Rufinus stepped out of the Praetorium and made for the barracks. According to the medicus, no senior slaves or staff other than he remained at the villa, and only six guards. Four were already dealt with, so there were two left before he could depart, confident he�d left no enemy behind, nor anyone who would ride to Rome past him and raise the alarm with Lucilla.
As he approached the entrance to the barracks, he spotted the black shape of Acheron loping over the grass towards him and smiled. The pair converged on the doorway and Rufinus paused to listen.
A gentle patter of rain began to fall on the flags outside. Over the quiet background of the weather, Rufinus could hear two people murmuring in a room to the right. He smiled. Both the remaining guards in one place� that saved time.
Stepping in as quietly as he could, given his military-style boots, he moved along the interior wall until he was next to the door of the occupied room.
��back by now. I�m bollocksed if I�m going out for another tour in the rain, just because that lot spent all their time poking the body to see what it does.�
�Maybe something happened?�
It certainly had. Rufinus nodded, a move that caused a strange flood of fluffy muzziness to fill his brain. Blinking away the mental murk, he concentrated. Edging a little closer, he took a deep breath and slid the gladius from its scabbard quietly as he could. Fortunately the blade and sheath were both new and well oiled. With a quiet hiss the steel came free.
�I still have trouble believing Rustius was a traitor. He was good to us. Better than Phaestor!�
Rufinus halted as he moved into the doorway. He knew that voice! Glaucus, his long-time roommate. Flatulent and sweaty, but a good man.
�Screw him� the other man snapped. �He�s dead anyway. The crows will have his eyes by nightfall.�
�Still. I wish��
�Ah shut up, Glaucus, you soft sod. You�re just pissed like the rest of us, �cause you got left behind with us and can�t watch the games.�
�Come on. Let�s go check on the others.�
Footsteps approached the door, and Rufinus pushed himself back against the wall. The two men paused at the threshold. �That�s Rustius� dog. Someone should gut the bloody monster.�
Again, Glaucus� regretful tone followed: �I feel sorry for him. He�s lost two masters in a year. Maybe I can��
Glaucus took two steps out of the doorway, past Rufinus, his hand reaching out beckoningly to Acheron, before the other guard grabbed his collar and hauled him back. �Don�t be daft. He�ll eat you whole. Come on. Just edge round him and let�s get out.�
Rufinus took a deep breath as Glaucus stepped forward once more and turned to move along the wall, only to find Rufinus directly in front of him.
His eyes bulged and his mouth opened to say something, but nothing emerged as the pommel of Rufinus� gladius connected sharply with his temple and he fell forward onto the floor, eyes rolling up into his head.
There was a squawk of surprise from the second man as he leapt out of the doorway, wrenching his blade from its sheath. It never made it clear, as Rufinus� gladius lanced out and took him in the gut, with no armour to protect him. The man made a strange clucking noise and looked up into Rufinus� face, fingers twitching on the hilt of his half-drawn blade as Rufinus quickly turned his own sword left and right, wincing at the effort it took, and withdrew it with a tangle of gut and a wash of blood.
He felt somehow that he owed Glaucus the benefit of the doubt. This man: not so.
Watching as the mortally-wounded gladiator toppled backward, he lunged forward with his sword� and completely missed the prone body, his blade skittering across the stonework.
He straightened and stared at the gladius in surprise. He could barely feel the aches and pains of the many small wounds inflicted upon him now, with the overdose he had taken, but also his judgement and reactions had apparently been adversely affected, and every sharp move flooded his brain with fuzz.
As the man on the floor struggled to hold his ruined stomach together, Rufinus concentrated as hard as he could and lunged forward again, this time driving the point into the man�s chest and on through his heart, his own cry of pain melding with that of his victim. The gladiator stiffened for a moment and began to twitch.
Rufinus slumped against the wall. The effort he�d expended in the short fight had almost drained him. Clearly he wasn�t going to be able to continue on the dosage he�d self-administered. It was simple: less pain and clarity or more pain and clarity. Horrible choice.
Once his head had settled and stopped swimming quite so much, he crouched and examined Glaucus. The man was out cold and would be for several hours. He was almost certainly no threat. And, despite the nagging thought that he was leaving a man behind him, he couldn�t bring himself to do away with the flatulent old sod who�d shared his room and never done anything wrong to Rufinus� knowledge other than choosing to serve the wrong mistress.
Wiping his sword clean on the fallen man�s tunic, he replaced it and stood, looking at Acheron.
�I think you�re going to have to stay here for now, boy.� The dog padded over to him and nuzzled his hand, leaving sticky, bloody marks. �I�m sorry, but even if I thought it was a good idea taking you to Rome, you�d have to run the best part of fifteen miles just to get there. It�s not a good idea. Go back to the room and I�ll come back for you as soon as I can.�
Acheron stayed stock still as Rufinus smiled sadly. �Go on. Run along.� With a last reproachful look at him, the Sarmatian hound slunk away through the doorway and disappeared.
Rufinus took a deep breath, wobbled a little, and righted himself with a hand on the wall. Turning, he hobbled out of the barracks and made his way back past the praetorium, up the hill and toward the Inferi grotto.
A few hundred heartbeats later, he was in the network of access tunnels that threaded the hillside beneath the villa, connecting many of the outlying structures that were no longer used. Cold, wet days patrolling the outer regions of the villa had given him the opportunity to learn the servants� passages and once or twice he�d been up to these storage corridors near the grotto. The stables were built into one such tunnel, the cold wind that was constantly drawn along the tunnel carrying away the smell of horses and their stalls.
The three slaves who maintained the tunnels, distributed goods and looked after the beasts and vehicles paid no heed to the limping, unsteady guard, armed and armoured and strolling in their midst. It was not the lot of slaves to question the employees of the villa.
�I need a horse� a fast one.�
�Of course, Domine.�
The slave bustled around the busy tunnel, gathering saddle and harness, and Rufinus slumped back against the wall, wincing as he felt one of the brand marks rub against the bindings around his chest.
The medicus had been right, of course. There was nothing critical about any of the wounds, even the missing nails. In a few months he would be hale and hearty. And even now, the wounds were small and manageable on their own. It was just the sheer number of cuts and burnings taken all together that was difficult to deal with. Every move brought with it at least half a dozen small pains.
Straightening, he saw the slave leading out a placid-looking bay mare from one of the stalls. He cast an approving eye over her as she walked out into the glow of one of the light-wells. She was sleek and healthy with good muscle tone. Slightly larger than the breeds used by the military, she had a long step and would surely be fast. He watched as patiently as he could manage while the horse was prepared in front of him.
It was perhaps an hour after dawn now, by his estimate. Time was running short. The games in the arena generally started mid-morning. There had to be time to get in a few of the mock fights, martial displays, animal processions and so on before a break for the noon meal. Equally, the games were never begun early enough to disturb the relaxed morning routine of the higher classes. By Rufinus� estimate he had as little as an hour, or as much as two at most before the games would begin with the Emperor�s arrival� and death if he wasn�t there to stop it.
And here he was watching the slave faff around with tack.
�She�ll be fine like that. Thank you.�
The slave frowned. �But she needs��
�She�s fine.� Gritting his teeth, Rufinus hauled himself into the saddle with no small pain and difficulty, swaying as he sat, tears flooding his eyes, his jaw clenched.
�Are you alright, sir? Can I help?�
�Just be about your business� Rufinus replied irritably, shifting himself into a remote semblance of comfort. As the slave scurried off to his tasks, Rufinus turned the horse and began to walk her down the passage, trying not to yelp with every bump of the saddle� mostly failing. Occasionally he passed other men loading carts or stacking boxes in side rooms, but he paid them no heed, nor they him.
A few moments later, he exited the tunnels with a sigh of relief. He�d only rarely managed to explore the western exits of the corridors, and wasn�t entirely sure of their full layout. And yet, as he rode from the claustrophobic gloom into a small open courtyard, he saw the ivy-clad arcades of the abandoned theatre off to his right.
Painfully kicking the mare into life and regretting not having asked her name, he cantered across the open ground beside the theatre, skirting the glorious curved colonnade and making for the slope. The first few loping steps were agony, but the rhythm quickly settled into a jostling blur of aches.
�Come on� Atalanta. I shall call you Atalanta.�
As carefully as he could, yet speedily as he dare, he raced down the steep hillside, jumped the stream at the bottom � a move that made him scream aloud on landing and almost unhorsed him � and kicked the beast into an extra turn of speed as he rose up the slope beyond, cresting it and making for the road ahead, where it ran alongside the woodland of the estate.
It felt like an hour had passed when he finally reached the metalled surface and pushed the mare into every ounce of speed she had. He was racing against time itself, with the Emperor�s very life hanging by a thread at the end of the course. Every step of every hoof brought pains that threatened to drive the wits from his head, but he gritted his teeth and gripped the reins for dear life.
Cursing the distance and the many delays he�d been forced to endure, he rode past the edge of the woods that marked the end of Lucilla�s domain, and was almost overcome with emotion when a huge black shape emerged from the undergrowth at a run and fell in alongside the mare, trying to match her pace.
�Acheron!�
Surprise gave way to relief and gratitude as he watched the huge, muscular hound, pushing itself to the limits of its endurance to keep up. Recognising that the pace he had set in his desperate panic would destroy his mount before he reached the city, Rufinus eased off just a little. Besides, losing consciousness from the pains of the gait and falling from the horse would serve no use at all.
The mare relaxed into her gallop, and Acheron began to match her pace for pace, pink tongue lolling from the side of his mouth as the three of them pitted themselves against the passage of time to save Commodus from disaster.
The exhilaration of the ride almost made him forget his pains.

XXVI � Preparations and reparations

RUFINUS slowed Atalanta to a walk. Despite the tortuous pace he�d set since leaving the villa three quarters of an hour earlier, he had slowed twice already to allow the magnificent bay mare, as well as his screaming flesh, a rest. Acheron had kept up remarkably well, and Rufinus had felt the bond he shared with the great black hound strengthen with every mile.
Now, the Castra Praetoria�s eastern gate stood impassable before him. Approaching the gate at a walk, he came to a halt.
�Ho there!� he called.
Strange. The alarm should have been raised before a visitor got this close to the walls. He should have been challenged by now. He paused for a moment.
�Praetorian?�
A tense moment later, a face appeared above the gate, his white horsehair crest wavering in the wind. A gentle rain had passed an hour ago, but the speed of the clouds scudding across the sky promised further showers for the day, and the gusting wind contained a chill.
�Who goes there� said the surprised guard, out of breath.
�Gnaeus Marcius Rustius Rufinus; guardsman of the first cohort.�
�Argentulum? Where in the name of Vesta�s tits did you come from?�
�Let me in. Where is the rest of the guard?�
The face disappeared from the gate and there was silence for a long moment before the sounds of the bolts being withdrawn and the heavy restraining bar lifted. The face of a tired-looking guardsman peered round the edge of the gate.
�Don�t expect you know the password?�
��Course I don�t!� Rufinus snapped. �What is going on?�
The man straightened and stepped aside, swinging the gate a little wider to allow Rufinus entry. �I ought to escort you under guard when you approach without the password, but I think we�ll forego formalities.�
Rufinus glared at him as he dismounted painfully and stood, shaking from the pain and discomfort. �I asked you what�s happening. Where is everyone?�
The man shrugged. �All down in the city. The emperor took the whole guard to secure the palace, the procession route and the amphitheatre. There�s only half a century of us left in the camp as a guard: mostly those of us who were in the hospital and a few malcontents and lazy bastards. Sorry I was a long time answering� suffering something chronic with the shits right now.�
Rufinus gave him a distasteful look. �Any of the officers here?�
�Nah. Just a fat optio lounging around in the headquarters, helping himself to the wine ration, and the quartermaster faffing around somewhere.�
�So where are the prefects?�
�Perennis is at the palace, commanding the emperor�s escort. Paternus is at the amphitheatre, securing it.�
�Not securing it enough.�
He handed the reins of the mare to the surprised guard.
�Do me a favour: put Atalanta in the stables for me, and make sure she�s fed and watered. I�ve got to kit up and get into town before the world comes crashing down.�
He was already stumbling off toward the barracks, legs wobbling slightly after the ride, when the guard waved at him. �But I need to go shit!�
�Stable the horse. Then shit!�
Ignoring anything further from the unfortunate ill guardsman, Rufinus tried to run but devolved into a painful stagger after a few steps, feeling the aches and pains start to come on again. As he ran, he unstoppered the vial of painkiller and tipped a small measure between his lips, hoping it was enough to take the edge off the rising tide of pain, but not enough to wool-coat his brain.
Behind him, the guardsman, busy swinging the gate closed, yelped and jumped back as Acheron trotted into the fortress, sparing him a baleful look. The guard�s bowels surrendered.
Hurrying as much as his body would allow, Rufinus made his way through the corridors of the building to the room that had been his more than a year since. Icarion had kept the room clean and clear, though he was still using Rufinus� bunk for extra storage. Rufinus� kit stood in the corner and he staggered across to it. If he was to get near the emperor armed, he would have to be in Praetorian paraphernalia.
He noticed with some regret that the more valuable of his possessions seemed to have vanished. Even worthy Icarion couldn�t watch his treasured items at all times, and any sneak thief could find access to any room, given enough time. The leather medal-harness still hung on the bedstead, though the phalera from it had gone, probably to some street vendor for a few sesterces. Such decorations fetched a high price in some circles. Besides, no other Praetorian could wear it without being questioned as to its sudden arrival on his chest.
But the phalera was not the saddest thing. His two javelins stood in the corner, but the third spear in its leather wrap � his hasta pura � was also conspicuously absent. He gritted his teeth as he removed his mail shirt, allowing it to drop to the floor and painfully drew on his musty, dusty white Praetorian tunic, hissing and yelping. When this was all over, someone was going to pay for that theft. Melted down, the hasta pura would be worth a fortune in silver.
Would it be worth the unfortunate thief�s punishment? Hardly, he growled to himself.
Grumbling continually, sharp pains and dull aches drawing tears from his eyes, he divested himself of the drab equipment of a private mercenary and kitted himself out as a Praetorian guardsman. He realised with surprise and relief, as he examined his belt buckle, that he was using both eyes. His beaten eye�s swelling appeared to have gone down enough to allow him to open it. The sudden addition of depth perception to his vision made him feel queasy, but it would be most useful if he met any kind of trouble.
It felt odd after all this time to don official vestments, but somehow also right: as though he had merely stepped out of them for a while. For precious moments he considered the armour. The mail shirt he�d dropped to the floor would do the job, but he felt more at home in segmented plate, and his own armour stood there waiting for him expectantly. There was no hope of getting into it on his own. With a cluck of irritation, he gripped the armour and hauled it painfully from the corner onto the bed. He would have to find someone in the compound to help him. The chain shirt would have been easier, but today he was a Praetorian again, and would damn well look like one!
Acheron appeared in the doorway, tongue lolling, wandering over to the rainwater catchment basin near the end of the corridor and lapping water as though he may never stop. Rufinus smiled at the hound as he gingerly slung the gladius and baldric over his shoulder, feeling one of the cuts on his ribs leak into its wrapping.
A distant roar brought him back to focus. Somewhere off in the city, that sound had risen and fallen like a wave of noise.
Thousands of people shouting.
Like a crowd at the games.
His heart jumped as he was forced to consider the possibility that Commodus had just shown up at the amphitheatre. If that was true, then it was all over. Even at the fastest a man could run, he couldn�t be at the amphitheatre in less than quarter of an hour and that would be quarter of an hour too late. The condition he was in, it would be half as long again at best. Had he missed his opportunity by that little?
Acheron continued drinking, unconcerned. Panicked into rushing ever more, Rufinus grasped the helmet from the table in the corner and, jamming it on his head and lifting the plate armour with his good hand and a grunt, turned back to the door, ready to face whatever awaited him in the greatest city in the world. He�d love nothing more than to take his shield, but there would be simply no way of using it with his arm in this state. If it came to a fight, he would just have to rely on the laminated plates of the manica to protect him.
A second distant roar rose and fell, and this time Rufinus could distinctly hear the sound of an elephant trumpeting over the top. His pulse racing, he realised that the wild animals were being led from their places of captivity through the streets in preparation for the day�s events. The most dangerous beasts: the lions and rhinoceros, the bears and wolves, would have been kept in the cells beneath the arena, but for a celebration of this magnitude, even the great amphitheatre of the Flavians did not contain enough cells to hold all the gladiators and animals required. The less dangerous would be kept in the training schools and bestiaries nearby, and paraded to the amphitheatre in time for the show to begin. As long as the beasts and men were still being brought to the arena, he had time, but it was running out rapidly. The presence of such a large crowd in one place pointed to the imminence of the event.
�Come on, lad.�
Ruffling Acheron�s ears as he left the room, he staggered and almost fell sideways against the wall. Worried for a moment that he had overdosed on the painkiller again, he pulled himself straight. Hopefully it was just a combination of the extra weight of the helmet on his confused skull and the hour-long breakneck ride that had given him unsteady legs.
Taking a measured breath, he strode along the corridor, ignoring the aches and pains from his body. His mind was so wrapped up in his task that he ran straight into the figure standing outside the barrack block�s door before he even spotted him, dropping the segmented plate armour to the ground. Hissing with pain as various small wounds reopened, he straightened, wishing the painkiller had a quicker effect.
The figure of the Guard�s chief quartermaster straightened scratching his copper-coloured hair. �Rufinus?
The young guardsman shook his head and focused on the man in front of him. �Allectus? Why aren�t you at the amphitheatre?�
The ruddy quartermaster�s face took on a grumpy aspect.
�Paternus ran a check on my stores and decided they weren�t up to scratch, so here I am going through everything. Where in God�s name did you spring from, anyway?�
Rufinus shook his head. �Sorry� no time. Can you help me into my armour?�
The quartermaster nodded with suppressed interest and stooped to pick up the plated suit, opening it like a clamshell so Rufinus could push his arms through the shoulder holes, with some difficulty where the manica caught, closing it and lacing it up. As he finished, he stepped back and admired his work, noting for the first time the wrappings on Rufinus� damaged hand.
�You�ve had trouble, I see?�
�I�ll manage. There�s trouble heading for the emperor, so I�ve got to run.�
Allectus nodded thoughtfully. �If you�re heading for the amphitheatre, Merc and Icarion are assigned to the western side, gates fifty-five and fifty-six. You find them and they�ll be able to help.�
�Thank you� Rufinus called over his shoulder, already heading along the barrack block�s wall toward the camp�s main thoroughfare. Another cut opened up on his side as he veered off round the building and hurried toward the western, city-oriented, gate. Once more there appeared to be no guardsmen on duty. Ducking beneath the archway, he moved to lift the pivoting bar, wondering whether he�d have the strength.
�Oi!�
Rufinus turned at the shout. A Praetorian stepped out of the chamber in the flanking tower, pointing at Rufinus. �Where in Hades do you think you�re going?�
Rufinus turned to him, rolling his eyes. �Duty. What do�?�
But Rufinus� voice trailed off as he narrowed his eyes. The man was familiar. He looked the guardsman up and down as the man limped out of the doorway. Something had happened to his leg that kept him in hospital. The tell-tale bulk of a bandage was just visible under the man�s white full-length trousers.
Full length� like the cavalry often wore. The man�s six-sided shield confirmed his status as a Praetorian horseman. And Rufinus knew him from the wayside on the road to Tibur so long ago. He smiled, and the guard frowned at his expression, turning as he heard a low, menacing growl.
Rufinus� smile widened as the man�s eyes bulged. �Where did you get that dog?�
�He belonged to a friend. He�s a good lad really� unless you cross him.�
The cavalryman backed up to the wall and fumbled for his sword hilt. �Bastard thing should be dead! Get him away from me!�
Still smiling, Rufinus turned to the gate, stepped to the bar and lifted it, slowly and carefully, feeling the muscles in his arms burn with every flex, more cuts across his body hissing their agony at him. Concentrating on his task and trying to ignore the pain, he slid back two bolts and lifted others from the indentations in the threshold slab, trying not to listen too closely to the noises behind him, though the initial shriek that was cut short had been tough to ignore.
Finally, he swung open the gate just enough to step through and staggered out into the city. Behind him, Acheron hurried along, the hair of his head glistening wetly. That brief scream that had echoed around the vault of the gateway had turned into low moans of agony, and Rufinus could hear the shouts of other men on duty running across to the cavalryman.
But he and Acheron were now in the city and picking up speed to a fast walk as they made for the great amphitheatre of Vespasianus, with its crowds and delights, its victims and murderers. He would prefer to run, but was well aware of his limitations. Even the slowest jog would likely make him black out. A fast walk was all he could reasonably manage.
There was still time.
And his friends would be there at the western gates to help.
He could make a difference; for the emperor and for Pompeianus; for Saoterus and for� for Perennis. He wondered whether Acheron had killed or wounded the man at the gate but, either way, at least Rufinus wouldn�t be there to look in his eyes as he faded. Whatever the man got, he deserved, for taking part in the brutal murder of a loyal imperial agent.
One day Rufinus would find the other five cavalrymen and administer appropriate justice, as well as to the prefect who had sent them.
One day, but not today.
Today he had other duties�

XXVII � Commodus

THE great Vicus Patricius, that began near the Castra Praetoria and ran down to the very heart of the city, was strangely empty and quiet. Scores of times during his months in barracks, Rufinus had walked that street, fighting his way through the crowds and purchasing fruit or bread at the stalls of the street vendors.
Not so today. The street was almost devoid of life, barring the few sellers whose businesses were failing or slow enough that they could not afford to take time off for fear of missing a sale. They looked uniformly hopeless and bored.
Here and there a beggar remained; those who were too immobile to have moved themselves down toward the great amphitheatre and the richer pickings of the crowds gathered there. A few slaves hurried about their business and, once or twice, Rufinus spotted people who were obviously running late for the games, hurrying along their spouses with irritable words.
Yet the quietness, unusual as it was, was of no interest to the Praetorian guardsman staggering deliriously through it at the fastest pace he could safely manage with his myriad injuries, a black dog the size of a wolf at his heel. Rufinus could feel the seeping of a tiny trickle of blood into the linen wraps that bound him from several cuts. He could feel the crack of burned, blistered skin with the movement, the constant throb in his disfigured hand.
He ignored them all.
Because they were simply pain, and pain could be ignored.
Because there were so many things of far greater importance.
He felt panicked. More than ever, this was a race against time. The last surge of noise from the crowd had died away a hundred heartbeats ago and everything had settled. The animals and gladiators would be in position in the arena now, and that meant that everything was ready and awaiting the arrival of the Emperor. Even a moment�s drop in the pace could make him too late to stop the assassin�s blade. He could have been there by now if he could run. If he could even jog, rather than hurrying at an uncomfortable stagger,
He felt the weight of unfathomable responsibility. A million people and more lived and breathed in the city and of that astounding number only he and the conspirators themselves knew what was coming. No one else could possibly help. No one else could do anything. If he failed, there was no second chance, no reserve force of Gallic cavalry waiting in the treeline.
Just him.
He felt anger.
Anger at the audacity of people who believed they had the right to question the undisputed emperor of Rome and who planned to murder him for their own benefit. Lucilla particularly. After all, what true Roman could plot the death of their brother? Images of Lucius flashed momentarily through his seething mind.
He felt anger at the emperor himself for allowing his freedmen so much control over the state, while he played editor for the games and enjoyed his luxuries and for permitting the world to reach this desperate situation. Rufinus felt he knew Commodus enough to know that the man was capable of so much more.
Anger at Pompeianus for having the ability to have done something about all this, and yet sitting back and letting it happen while he moved his imagined pieces on an imagined board.
Anger at five guards of whose faces he had only a memory and who had tracked down a loyal Roman agent and slit his throat in the name of �duty�.
Most of all, he felt anger at prefect Paternus, who had taken him under his wing and raised him from the legions only to set him on a path of espionage, murder and bloodshed that had stained both their hands and tarred their souls; a man whose path had strayed from the honourable duty of the Praetorian Guard into chaos and crime; a man whose very abuse of his position made him the worst kind of villain.
Rufinus ground his teeth as he stumbled hurriedly along, Acheron plodding easily at his side, heads turning at the sight of a white-clad Praetorian staggering like a drunken madman accompanied by a giant hound. A quick swig from the vial of painkiller, with no thought as to what dosage it was. He could not spend the time measuring.
He barely noticed as the wide thoroughfare that descended from the Viminalis hill gave way to the narrower streets of the subura. This area of the city was the most thriving and busy, permanently full of life (mostly of the �low� variety) and teeming with the poor, beggars, soldiers on furlough, whores and thieves, hawkers and drunkards and spies. That the subura seemed to be as deserted as the higher regions was telling of just how many people had converged on the great amphitheatre at the eastern end of the forum to attend the games, to see the arrival of the Golden Emperor Commodus, or simply to sell their wares to the crowds, peddle their flesh, or cut a few purse strings.
The noise was increasing again with the closeness of the masses. The sound of a quarter of a million excited, expectant people arose ahead. Rufinus rounded a curve in the street and caught sight of the upper arcades of the great amphitheatre. Even now, with everything that was at stake, it was hard not to marvel and just drink in the sight of that great wonder of construction. The top level, with its solid facade, punctured with square windows, supporting the dozens of poles that held the great retractable sunshade aloft. The third level, below that, with its encircling arcade of decorative arches, each containing a statue of a God, a hero of Rome, or an emperor of the past. And below that, out of sight behind the buildings, a second level mirroring the third, all above a final, lowest arcade of entrance arches.
Breath-taking. Or it would be, had Rufinus spare breath to take.
Wheezing and panting, clutching his side where a particularly bad burn had begun to rub painfully on the bindings, he rounded two more corners, descending to the lowest level of the city, and turned out into the wide paved area that surrounded the arena, where he was confronted by a wall of people, shoulder to shoulder, crowding the square. Children sat on their father�s shoulders. Youths climbed the colossal, hundred foot statue of the god Sol, using his pedestal and feet to gain an improved view. All but the lowest storey of the amphitheatre were visible above the seething mass of people and from this close it could be seen that hundreds of people filled the dark arches of the building, leaning around the decorative statues to wave to friends and beckon family.
And at regular intervals, all around the arches, glittering armoured figures in white tunics stood, scrutinising the crowd as they remained stolid and impassive. Rufinus stopped and shook his head. How was he supposed to get there?
�Make way!� he bellowed. �Praetorian Guardsman!� Even at the top of his voice, the command was almost lost in the drone of thousands of excited people. A few of those nearby, at the periphery, glanced round in surprise and jostled to move out of the way. Even with the best of intentions, there was not enough room in the mass for them to adequately shift and allow him passage.
�Make way!� he bellowed again, voice cracking with the effort. Beside him, Acheron snapped out a loud bark, startling more of the nearby folk and causing them to open a tiny gap � not much, but all they could manage.
Rufinus peered into the passage through the crowd. It was barely wide enough for a man to move through, let alone an armoured one with a huge dog, but it was clearly the widest he was likely to get. Wincing at the multitude of aches and pains the action brought, he began to push through the crowd, shouldering his way and clamping his teeth down on the cries he issued with the pain of every jolt and jostle.
His steel-plated segmented armour battered members of the public, causing bruises and drawing blood as he forced his way ever deeper into the crowd, constantly demanding that they make way and announcing his status, the great dark shape of Acheron padding along close behind him. Here and there, despite everything, a man or woman would complain or curse at him as he trod on feet, cut cheek bones with his shoulder plates, pushed people physically out of the way with his own yelp of pain joining their cry of irritation.
No one complained at Acheron.
It was a hot, painful and interminable journey but gradually he fought his way closer and closer to the looming edifice. He struggled to make his way through the mass, but Perennis and Paternus would have a path cleared for the emperor. Likely his route would take him around the far side, looping the whole building before he entered, so that the whole crowd could see and cheer him.
He was so close now that he could see the inner arches and radiating passages echoing back from the entrances into the heart of the amphitheatre. A few of those interior vaults would hold food stalls but many seemed unoccupied and dark.
�Rufinus?�
He missed it the first time, and it was only as the man shouted again and waved an arm that Rufinus recognised his name and his head snapped back and forth, trying to identify the source of the call. Mercator stood on the second level, next to a statue of one of the Flavian generals, waving his free arm, javelin leaning against the stonework. In the next arch along, Icarion was looking across at his friend in confusion, and then turned at a pointed finger and traced its path to see their friend pushing through the crowd toward the arena. Icarion had brought both his javelins. Perhaps he was expecting trouble?
�Mercator! Icarion! Come down!�
With redoubled effort, he heaved his way through the crowd, crying out with every stab of pain and not caring who heard, pushing people roughly aside and causing shouts of consternation and threats to rise up around him. Acheron stayed at his heel as he moved.
Suddenly, at last, his good hand touched stone, and he grasped the amphitheatre as though it might be pulled away again by the undertow in the sea of people, the cold blocks gritty in his hand. The crowds did not stop at the outer circumference, though. The entrance corridors were packed with people, and Rufinus had to pull himself along the wall and heave through people into the passageway.
A moment more of struggling, and Rufinus found elbow room. Within the inner passageways the crowds cleared. Those who had managed to secure a seat in the stands would already now be there and watching the arena and the imperial box eagerly. The rest had gathered to see the emperor�s arrival, and would have no chance of doing so while hidden within the arcades of the structure.
Indeed, few people had any business in the tunnels of the amphitheatre, just the food and wine and trinket stalls that had set up in a few of the dead-end radiating passages, and the people rushing to buy last moment snacks before the main event. Torches burning in sconces lit the routes from seating access passages to the stall areas, whole sections remaining dark between them.
Panting wildly and wincing at the pain lacing around his body, Rufinus shook his head at the organised chaos of it all.
�Hey, captain! You�re not going to believe this!�
Rufinus turned at the voice to see two men in drab grey tunics moving toward him. At first glance, they were no different from any other spectator, but to the trained eye, the bulk of daggers beneath the tunics was unmistakable. Rufinus stared and realised he knew one of them from the Villa of Hadrianus.
His sword was already halfway from its scabbard before the two men ran at him, knives whipped out from their hiding places. Weapons were forbidden in the public places of the city centre, with the exception of the urban cohorts and the Praetorians, but with everything that was happening today, Rufinus could imagine just how easy it would be to sneak a knife into the amphitheatre.
As he levelled his drawn blade, Rufinus realised what they had said.
�Captain�!
He turned, unsteadily, just in time to see Phaestor�s gladius come lunging out of the darkness of an unlit radial passage. Desperately knocking the blow aside with his own blade, he turned on his heel and ducked a slash from a dagger, crying out as pain tore through him from his many extant wounds. The two men spread out to make themselves harder to target.
He was surrounded and weakening with every moment. With all his training and experience and all the medicus� drugs, he still doubted he could successfully take on one man in a fair fight, let alone three.
Swishing his gladius threateningly though the air, tears issuing at the strain, he turned to see Phaestor�s face emerge into the light, head shaking in disbelief.
�I saw you die.�
�Then I must be a ghost,� he replied in a pained, hollow whisper. He certainly sounded like one. Gritting his teeth against anticipated pain, Rufinus swiped at him and Phaestor ducked back. A dagger from one of the men behind him clattered off his shoulder plate, then there was a snarl of animal rage and a snap, followed by a scream.
�Good boy,� he said without looking round.
The sound of desperate human and animal struggling raged behind him as Rufinus narrowed his eyes and stepped to the side, watching Phaestor warily.
�Fortuna�s with me today, boy,� the captain said with a dark smile. �Eighty arches and you find me straight away.�
�I could say that was my luck rather than yours, captain.�
�Look at you: you�re a mess. There�ll be no resurrection this time!� the ex-gladiator snarled, and swung his blade, angling it down at the last moment, changing his apparent neck blow to target the groin.
Rufinus ducked back from the strike, but he was slowed by his painful wounds, and the captain was fast! The blade carved a shrieking dent down the bottom two plates of his armour. Behind him he heard an animal yelp of pain and spared only a moment�s thought for Acheron. The wound had clearly not been terminal, as another roar of bestial fury rang out, followed by a snap and a blood curdling scream.
The sound of running feet echoed around the passageways, but Rufinus couldn�t pay any attention to it. Circling once more, he watched Phaestor, checking for a �tell�. He couldn�t win this on fighting ability; he had neither the strength nor the speed. Only anticipation, surprise and trickery could save him now. A distant roar rose like a tide.
�Hear that?� Phaestor grinned. �That�s Commodus on his glorious, glittering journey round the outer square, making for the entrance. You�re too late. You couldn�t save him now, even if you lived� which you won�t.�
Rufinus� eyes narrowed at the tensing of the captain�s left thigh muscle, and he prepared himself for the lunge, his grip on the blade changing slightly so that he would easily knock the thrusting gladius out of the way. And suddenly Phaestor was at him, though not with the expected lunge. As he stepped forward, the crafty captain pivoted and swung the blade in an unanticipated slash at Rufinus� side. It was masterful.
Rufinus was wrong-footed instantly by the captain�s feint and felt the blade, perfectly-aimed, slash into his side just at the point where his segmented armour ended. He yelped with the pain, though his last-moment staggering and graceless step away from the blow took most of the force from it. A flesh wound, no worse than many of the others already bound beneath his tunic. In fact it helped; one fresh wound occupied all his screaming nerves and dulled the cries of the older ones.
Again, he circled painfully, leaning slightly with the wound and feeling the blossoming wetness on his tunic, watching the captain with a new wariness. The man was playing with him as though they were fighting on the sand of the arena itself. This was no military fight and no boxing match. This was a gladiatorial bout, pure and simple.
Out of the corner of his better eye, he could see another four men rushing into view, their tunics plain and drab, daggers in their hands ready to join the fray. Acheron was still audible behind him, dealing with the last feeble resistance of the other two men. The poor beast was wounded, though, and couldn�t be expected to handle another four attackers on his own and, if one thing was certain, it was that Rufinus had his hands full with just one.
Phaestor�s sword lanced out with an astonishing speed and Rufinus, his gladius ill-positioned, raised his battered left arm and caught the blow on the manica, the blade sliding along the steel plates and raising sparks as it was pushed away from its target. The sheer force of the blow, combined with Rufinus� increasing weakness forced him two steps back and one sideways, where he had to stagger to avoid falling to his knees. If he fell now it would all be over very quickly. His trademark clumsiness would have deadly consequences.
Before Rufinus could react further, the sword whipped away again, and the captain spun back into the dark of the passage from which he had originally emerged. Gingerly, Rufinus staggered toward the shadow, trying to move into a position where he could see the shape of Phaestor in the dim light that shone past the crowds back among the entranceways.
Again, he was too slow. Phaestor�s blade lunged out and flicked twice like a striking snake, cutting a line across his right bicep and then wrist, almost causing him to drop his sword.
Gods, the man was fast!
Rufinus staggered, his leg buckling for a moment before he managed to straighten it again. He was going to lose. He couldn�t beat the lightning-fast ex-gladiator, and he apparently couldn�t even successfully anticipate his moves!
Like a ghost, Phaestor backed into the stygian corridor, his shape becoming indistinct in the gloom. Rufinus concentrated. Moving into the darkness himself would be suicide, but standing here like this he couldn�t hope to counter the next move, and the longer he stood here doing nothing, the more strength sapped from his body and the closer Commodus came to crossing to Hades.
He was irritated at being left no other choice, and the emperor�s too-fast progress around the amphitheatre�s exterior could be tracked from the noise of the crowd. Grinding his teeth, Rufinus stepped back into the larger corridor, where Phaestor would have to come out to him.
He almost expected a blow from behind, and a quick glance told him why the other four new arrivals had not joined the fray and ended it for him quickly: Mercator and Icarion had appeared from a stairwell nearby, javelins discarded and swords out and ready, and had intercepted the thugs. A separate battle now raged in the curved corridor nearby.
Phaestor stepped from the gloom, an evil grin splitting his swarthy features. �You�re good, Praetorian, particularly for a man in your state.� He paced forward menacingly. �For all your wounds, for a soldier, you�re very good. But you�re too rigid. Legionaries are always taught rigidly, with no attention to the so-many ways you can outmanoeuvre an opponent. You�re predictable and formulaic, because you learned to fight in ranks.�
He spun the sword in his hand with a light, expert grip. �Me, on the other hand? I learned my trade in this very building. Winner of twenty two combats. Only ever lost twice, and both times I fought well enough they let me live. Got my rudis and my freedom, but I never lost what this place gave me: a talent for killing. I�m not fettered by the legion�s rules and discipline. A legionary will never beat a gladiator� you�re just too slow and clumsy, and your strength�s wilting like a flower. Look at you: you couldn�t raise an eyebrow, let alone a defensive stroke.�
Rufinus� mouth curved up into a slight smile as he subtly shifted his grip on the gladius in his hand.
�You find it amusing? I assure you, you won�t for long. Your time�s running out, little Praetorian. Soon I might decide to stop playing with you and let you die.�
With no warning and no shout, Rufinus threw himself forward and down in a graceless belly-flop, the like of which he had achieved accidentally countless times in his life, tripping or slipping. He landed heavily and painfully on his front beneath and before his enemy.
Phaestor had been prepared for a strike but his blocking blow, already moving out to stop Rufinus� blade, was at chest height, while Rufinus had fallen gracelessly to the floor, face down, landing with a thud that expelled every last breath from his chest.
Clumsy�
He had always been clumsy. But the one useful thing about such clumsy falls is that they were never expected and couldn�t be anticipated. And this time, his sword had arced out sideways and forward as he fell, the weakened guardsman putting every remaining ounce of his strength into not the dive, but the swing.
Phaestor, stunned by the crazed move, looked down at the idiot he had been facing, now prostrate on the ground in front of him, dazed and with the breath knocked from his chest. The captain smiled as he decided it was time to end the bout. The young man was clearly mad.
It was as he wondered what the idiot had intended that Phaestor realised just how much agony was racing up his leg and burning along his veins like a petroleum fire. His eyes narrowing in confusion, his gaze left the body of the man on the floor and drew closer until he was looking directly down.
At the sandaled foot and half a shin lying sideways on the floor in a slick of crimson, a jagged nub of white bone visible at the top.
The captain�s eyes widened as he fell, the stump of his severed leg hitting the stonework hard and sending a fresh sheet of agony up though him.
As the man slumped, shock robbing him of his senses, what was left of his left leg bending at the knee so that his remaining half shin sat comically next to the severed section in a lake of blood, Rufinus hauled himself onto his own knees, inexorably slowly and with cries and tears of agony.
�Gladiators are also trained to show off� he panted. �Legionaries don�t boast when they could be busy fighting.�
With a wince of pain, he stepped back and hauled himself painfully to his feet, his eyes never leaving the stunned face of the captain. He swayed dangerously and watched, bemused, as Phaestor picked up his own foot, staring at it as though he had no idea what it was for.
Suddenly, Rufinus felt a presence close to him and started, turning and entirely failing to raise his sword defensively. Mercator and Icarion stood a few feet away, covered in blood and nursing a couple of small cuts.
�Say goodbye to boredom, Icarion� Mercator grinned. �Our Rufinus is back.�
The two men chuckled.
�Who�s the cripple?� Icarion asked with a furrowed brow.
Rufinus turned to look at Lucilla�s guard captain, the movement almost spinning him back to the ground. He would have to be so careful now. His body felt heavy and weary and his mind was struggling, as though trying to think through concrete.
�He�s no-one.� Turning to the scene around him, he was relieved to see Acheron sitting on his haunches waiting patiently, pink tongue lolling between crimson-coated teeth, a gash in his shoulder. He tried not to pay too much attention to what was left of the two men the hound had dispatched.
�Acheron?�
The dog stood and padded across to him. Mercator and Icarion�s eyes widened. �That thing�s yours?�
Rufinus nodded. �He�s a big softie.� With a grin, he pointed at Phaestor, still sitting in his own blood, looking rather pale as he turned his severed foot over and over, staring at it.
�Acheron? Kill.�
Rufinus turned to his friends and nodded toward the tunnels as the sickening noises began behind him, signalling the demise of his enemy and former commander. Mercator and Icarion�s eyes widened for a moment before they tore their gaze from the grisly scene and paid attention to the young man standing next to them.
Icarion shook his head. �What in the name of Athena�s arse is going on, Rufinus? Who are these thugs?�
As if the question snapped him out of a dream, Rufinus� mind cleared and he grasped his bunk-mate by the shoulder, urgency returning to his tone as he spoke. �Where�s the emperor?�
They paused. The silence in the corridors was marred only by the occasional crunch and gurgle nearby. Over the top of it, they could hear the distant roar outside the amphitheatre as the crowd cheered Commodus on his procession.
Mercator frowned. �He�s approaching the north entrance by the sound of it. Why?�
Rufinus took a deep breath. �Because there�s a drawn blade waiting for him in the tunnels. Come on!�
The two other men exchanged a look as Rufinus staggered forwards painfully, reaching out to support himself on the wall.
�Hang on.�
As Rufinus blinked in surprise at the unwelcome delay, the two men dashed over to the scene of their recent fight, four bodies lying in the dim corridor, bearing efficient looking wounds. The two guardsmen collected their shields and the three javelins that leaned against the wall where they left them.
�Alright, Rufinus. Let�s go.�
As the veterans re-joined their young friend, Rufinus drew a small glass vial from a pouch at his belt and, staring at it as he staggered, upended it into his mouth and drained it. The pain was becoming too much. Better at this point to be able to move fast than think straight.
�You alright, Rufinus?�
�I�ll� live. Tell you� later� the young man panted. �Help me run.�
The corridors of the amphitheatre echoed to the sound of their thudding footsteps as Rufinus hurried forward, his friends half-carrying him with every step, lifting him almost off the floor. Each pace brought them closer to the imperial entrance as the gradual rise in volume of the spectators told them. Then they found the crowd.
The mass of public filled the curved passageway, crowding forward to get a sight of their emperor as he arrived. They were easily held back by two Praetorians in gleaming white and silver, but there was simply no way the three blood-slicked guardsmen could get near enough to see round the corner and into the empty passageway that Commodus would even now be approaching.
The roar of the crowd rose and fell. Commodus had entered the amphitheatre.
Rufinus, ignoring the shouts and flapping arms, half-pushed, half fell into the mass, knocking people out of the way, whimpering and yelping as cuts and burns opened up and oozed into their dressings with the effort. But Icarion and Mercator were with him, forging a path through the tide of human life and supporting his failing knees.
It wouldn�t be enough. Rufinus could already hear that voice, golden and smooth, humorous yet commanding, sharing a joke with someone � probably Perennis. He was almost close enough for them to hear the words, but they were still out of sight around the corner. Where would Quintianus the assassin be?
Suddenly the Emperor emerged from the passageway. Rufinus could see that golden hair above the crowd, even with the man slightly stooped, laughing with his Praetorian prefect. Commodus was tall and, as he straightened, his handsome bearded face was visible above the mass.
Rufinus shook his head. What could they do?
With an extra shove that almost finished him, he pushed down on a burly, short man with the build of a blacksmith, using his broad shoulders to raise himself so that he was above the crowd, the people at chest height. His head swam and he nearly passed out with the effort. The broad spectator cried out in rage, but Mercator was there, holding him fast so that Rufinus could use him to see clearly, while Icarion had hold of Rufinus� side, supporting him steadily.
�What�s happening?�
Rufinus shook his head. �I can�t see anything wrong. I can�t��
But he could. A figure had burst from one of the tunnels, wearing a pristine white toga, gladius raised in his hand. A shocked silence fell on the crowd for a moment as the young man shouted something about the senate, drawing back the sword.
Rufinus shook his head in dismay.
So near, and yet too far.
The Praetorians holding back the crowd were too far away, much like the three friends, though already some of those with freedom of movement were running for the scene, drawing swords. They would never get there in time. Commodus and the prefect were unarmed, reliant on the guard, and the boy was already making to attack, naked blade raised.
Something rough and narrow was pushed into Rufinus� hand and he glanced round in surprise to see a leather wrapping in his fingers. Long and narrow, the glint of silver was just visible where the leather cover had been tied round it. His hasta pura! That was why Icarion carried two javelins! That was why it wasn�t in his room! The Greek had brought it with him to prevent just such a theft!
Hefting it and grunting, he released without pause, screaming his pain with the act. There was no time to steady for the throw or to unwrap the gleaming silver shaft from its rough cover. Even had there been time, he had little enough strength just to cast it, let along hold and steady it. The leather-cased spear hurtled through the air over the heads of the crowd as a roar of disbelief and anger surged through them.
His training centurion with the Tenth would have given him a sound drubbing for the appalling quality of the throw, the tail end of the missile wavering like a fish tail as it sailed through the air.
But it was enough.
The missile struck the assailant just as he lunged forward with his sword. The point hit him in the left shoulder and spun him round with the force. The leather case ripped as the point tore through it and into the assassin. Both man and missile fell backwards out of sight, the would-be murder weapon spinning up into the air, released from his grip to clatter down onto the flags nearby. A proper throw, had he been well, would have impaled the man through the heart and transfixed him. This was all his body had left.
Rufinus slumped with exhaustion and pain, whimpering as Icarion held him up.
Commodus, stunned into disbelief, spun this way and that, trying to ascertain the source of the sudden life-saving missile, while Perennis was immediately leaping into action, shouting commands to clear the nearby corridors and for his men to seal every exit. Half a dozen white-clad guardsmen were suddenly around their commander and emperor, swords drawn, watching for any further attempt.
Rufinus almost fell back to the ground as the terrified man he had used as a platform shrank away from him, only Icarion�s support keeping him upright. Irrespective of the shouted commands of the Praetorians and their commander ahead, the crowd nearby were already moving out of the way as the battered guardsman and his two blood-spattered companions shuffled through towards the scene, the central one sagging between the solid grip of his friends.
Rufinus, his mind already fuzzy with painkiller and effort, his last dregs of strength ebbing with every passing step, groaned and closed his eyes. Mercator shook his head in amazement and looked across the barely-conscious young guardsman to his fellow veteran.
�The hasta pura?� he said to Icarion. �Some sort of statement?�
The other man grinned. �Not quite. Other javelin was on the floor with my shield so that I could hold him. His silver spear was in my free hand.�
A moment later, the three were at the front of the crowd, other guardsmen pushing the mass back out of the way with forceful shoves and threats of violence. Perennis, eyes wild, turned to look at the three blood-soaked soldiers bearing down on them.
Rufinus opened his eyes with painful tiredness and looked from the emperor, who appeared distinctly uncomfortable at having a wall of bristling Praetorians surrounding his person, across to the would-be assassin. The swarthy young man, not much more than eighteen years of age, nephew of Pompeianus and weak-chinned senator, was squirming on the floor, clutching at the gaping wound in his shoulder. Two Praetorians reached down and grasped him firmly, roughly hauling him to his feet and ignoring the screech of pain as his rent shoulder was manhandled.
Another guardsman had retrieved the silver shaft with its torn leather cover.
�Rufinus?� the prefect said in surprise.
The muzzy fog was beginning to fill his mind now, and the adrenaline that had carried him through the last quarter hour had all-but drained from his system. He half-saluted prefect Perennis and the extra effort over-balanced him, causing him to slump. He would have fallen altogether had Mercator not dropped his shield and reached out to steady him along with Icarion. Releasing their young friend to Mercator�s care, Icarion saluted and rushed over to retrieve the hasta pura from the guardsman who was holding it admiringly, unwrapping the cover.
�Sir,� Rufinus managed before exploding into a fit of coughing.
�What happened to you three?� Perennis asked quietly, looking the blood-slicked trio up and down.
Mercator gently patted Rufinus on the back and shrugged. �We met with a little resistance.�
�From whom?�
Rufinus, heaving in deep breaths, wiped his drooling mouth with the back of his hand and cleared his throat. �Lucilla�s men, sir. There are lots more of them among the crowd, all with knives. You�ll find the real conspirators all sitting with the lady herself. Except Pompeianus� he added carefully. �He�s there, but he�s not one of them.�
The corridors were clearing rapidly, and no members of the public were now visible from this point, just several dozen Praetorians carrying out their orders efficiently. The immediate danger having passed, Commodus exited the encircling wall of white-clad men and strode over towards them.
�How did you know?�
Rufinus turned to the golden-haired emperor and opened his mouth to answer just as he finally succumbed to the aches and pains and the warm fuzz of the painkiller, slumping back unconscious into Mercator�s grasp.
�Majesty?�
Prefect Paternus appeared at a jog from one of the side corridors, his gaze taking in the scene instantly. He nodded approvingly at the slumped figure of Rufinus in his friend�s arms.
�I see my man came through. I beg to report this confirms a suspicion we have had concerning the possibility of a plot hatched by your sister and a number of her acquaintances. This young man was supposed to report all the details back to us so that this could have been prevented, but at least he managed to complete his mission, after a fashion.�
Perennis rolled his eyes at this smooth claim to success by his counterpart at the expense of Rufinus� reputation.
Commodus frowned. �I know this man from somewhere.�
�Guardsman Rustius Rufinus, your majesty� Paternus said, slickly. �You may remember I raised him from the legions in Marcomannia.�
�Because he saved your life� retorted Perennis with a sneer. A quick glance from Commodus at the two prefects made them cast their eyes down respectfully.
�I remember him, yes. And his silver spear. It would appear that your man truly does have the stuff of a Praetorian. Saving lives seems to be habit-forming.� He straightened and took a deep breath, eyes flicking to the wounded assailant. Lips pursed, he strode forward, crouching halfway to collect the blade that had so recently been levelled at his own chest.
�A legionary sword,� he said, conversationally, turning the weapon over in his hand. �Functional and plain. One has to wonder how such a martial weapon would find its way into the hand of a young senator of Rome with only a year�s experience as a tribune. Surely a weapon meant for the heart of an emperor should be grander, somehow?�
The young man winced as the two soldiers holding him pulled him up straighter. �The blade is symbolic. It represents the empire you�re ruining.�
Commodus nodded slowly as he turned the blade over once more and then jabbed out with it, driving it into the young assassin�s sternum, pushing with a good deal of force until the bone shattered and the sword plunged deep into the chest to find his heart and impale it. The young man�s eyes widened and his mouth dropped open in a soundless �O�.
With a curious look as though figuring out how it worked, Commodus twisted the blade first left and then right, and then released his grip, leaving the hilt protruding from the chest.
�It would appear that justice has been served.�
He turned to the Praetorian prefects, both of whom wore carefully blank expressions. �Paternus: have all the known conspirators rounded up and taken into custody. My sister and extended relations are to be taken to the carcer prison while I decide what�s to be done with them. The rest: the mercenaries and the rabble, deal with as you see fit.�
As Paternus saluted, a grim smile of satisfaction on his face, and turned to carry out his orders, Commodus gestured for the two attendant guardsmen to take the assassin�s body away, then turned to the other prefect and the three blood-spattered soldiers.
�Perennis: The games must go on. I have promised the people, and a delay cannot be countenanced. As soon as Paternus has the conspirators and their men out of here, open up the corridors to the people again, then come and find me in the imperial box. There will be a seat there for you.�
The prefect bowed as Commodus raised an eyebrow at the three combatants.
�As for you men, you�re a mess and a brutal reminder to anyone who sees you of what almost happened here. Go back outside to my carriage and get out of sight. Tell them to take you back to the Castra Praetoria and get yourselves seen by a medicus and cleaned up. I shall want to see you all tonight, after the last showing. If you�re adequately cleaned up by this afternoon, I urge you to come back to the amphitheatre. I have arranged some spectacular pairings.�
With a wave of dismissal, the golden haired emperor turned and strode off into the tunnels.
Mercator and Icarion shared a grin. �A bath, then a cup of wine, then an afternoon at the games? Don�t know about you, but that sounds fine to me.�
Changing his grip, Mercator slung the limp form of Rufinus over his shoulder, raising an unconscious groan from the young soldier.
�I�ll take that as agreement.�

XXVIII � Aftermath

Rufinus sagged. �It�s going to take me months to get fit after all this.�
The chief medicus of the Castra Praetoria smiled benignly. �That�s some of my best work. You�ll be on light duties within a week and full training in three according to my schedule. The wounds may hurt like Hades� fork, but they�re all small and fast-healing. The man who initially patched you up did a damn good job. Pity you had to then open it all up again, but you�ll just have a few scars and burn marks to show for it in a month or so.�
Rufinus nodded. Given what he�d been through, it was a better result than he could have hoped. It had been a day and a half since the event that had shaken Rome: the first attempt on an emperor�s life since the days of Domitianus a century ago. Mercator and Icarion had apparently escorted him back to the camp as intended but, while their wounds were dealt with in moments and an hour later they were bathed and ready to return to the games, Rufinus had not surfaced from his drug-induced slumber until dark had fallen.
His apologies had been made to the emperor while Mercator and Icarion had been presented and praised appropriately, if briefly, the emperor extremely weary following the day�s drastic events.
The medicus had worked on Rufinus� wounds that evening and had checked and rebound them the next morning, nodding with appreciation of his own work. Now, as the sun slid cold and watery toward the western horizon, the man had given him another once-over, cleaning and replacing every wrap.
�You�ll have to come back every two days for the next week for a change of dressings, then once a week after that for a check and change, until I decide bandages are no longer required. Other than that, I presume your time is your own. I have certainly confirmed with the prefects that you are to be excused all duties this week, but I see no reason to keep you cooped up in the ward during that time.�
�Thank you.�
With just a sharp breath to tell how the wounds were still pinching and pulling, Rufinus slid off the bench and onto his feet, retrieving the cloak from the desk and fastening it about his shoulders.
�Don�t forget� the medicus said, wagging a finger at him �the day after tomorrow.�
�I won�t.�
With a nod of thanks he turned and strode from the room, along the access corridor and out of the hospital block into the chilly air. The weather had remained dry but the temperature had dropped again, and the numerous armoured Praetorians bustling around the fortress did so wrapped in wool cloaks, socks protruding from their boots. Mercator and Icarion lounged outside, blowing on their hands, and looked up as their friend emerged.
�I thought you two were still on duty?�
Mercator nodded with a smile. �Interesting duty, though. You�re overdue a meeting with the emperor, and he still wants to see you. Perennis sent us to get you half an hour ago.�
Rufinus shivered in the cold and pulled the cloak about him. �I�m sure it�s a great honour, but I�d really rather just collapse into my bunk with a mug of unwatered wine and a soft cushion. Besides, Acheron is waiting for his evening feed.�
Icarion punched him playfully on the upper arm and immediately regretted the act as Rufinus winced and drew a sharp breath.
�Sorry.�
�It�s alright. Actually the thing I want to do most of all is talk to Pompeianus. Any idea where he is? He hasn�t gone back to the villa at Tibur, has he?�
The two veterans frowned at one another. �The emperor�s brother-in-law? What would you want with him?�
�He�s� he�s a friend� Rufinus said, lamely.
�Well you�re in luck. He�s staying at the palace as a guest of the emperor. I suppose it�s until he decides what to do next. It�s not like he�ll be following Lucilla, after all.�
Rufinus stopped and furrowed his brow. �Following her where?�
Mercator laughed. �Of course, you�ve been a bit out of things today. The emperor announced his decisions this afternoon. The whole of Rome is talking about it.�
�About what?� demanded Rufinus irritably.
�Everyone says she should have died for it, like the snivelling little shit you stuck with a spear, but Commodus was lenient. He�s sent Lucilla and her cousin and daughter into exile in the imperial estate on the island of Caprea, down near Pompeii. Sounds a bit too much like a holiday to me, but she was apparently spitting feathers about it all. I say she should think herself lucky her head�s still on her shoulders.�
Rufinus nodded, a chill running down his spine at the thought that such a dangerous woman, and whom he had crossed and foiled, was still alive. One should never leave an enemy alive, they said.
�What about the others? Annianus and the mercenaries and so on? And the emperor�s other sister?�
Icarion shrugged. �Dead. Annianus and Annia Aurelia were executed quietly in the palace grounds and their bodies returned to their families. The others were all herded off the Tarpeian Rock, just like back in the old days. Brutal, it was. Dozens of them. Not Saoterus, though��
Rufinus� head shot up and he fixed the small, dark Praetorian with a hard look. �What?�
�Saoterus. The advisor? The freedman?�
�I know who he is. What�s happened to him?�
�He was strangled in his cell.� Icarion sounded confused.
�What was he doing in a cell?�
�As one of the conspirators� Paternus grabbed him with all the others in the amphitheatre.�
Rufinus staggered backwards and stumbled against the wall. �But Saoterus wasn�t part of this!�
It was Mercator�s turn to frown. �He�d been noted as one of the visitors to Lucilla�s villa. You were the one who reported it!�
Rufinus felt as though the world had been swept out from under him. Had he been responsible to the brutal execution of an innocent man? Possibly the only man in the palace keeping Commodus� government on track? His blood ran cold.
No. He thought back over the time he�d returned to report. He had been quite specific about Saoterus� innocence when he�d reported. The fault was down to Paternus, once more. Again, the man had abused his position to dispose of someone he disliked; possibly that he merely considered inconvenient. Dis; Saoterus� how long before the next innocent crossed the prefect?
�Saoterus was no conspirator.�
�Well he�s gone anyway. Dumped with the rest of the bodies. Come on. It doesn�t do to keep an emperor waiting. Perennis said he wasn�t in the best of moods this afternoon.�
Rufinus nodded. He could guess why. The three men scurried through the biting wind to the stables, where the master of the horse quickly arranged three steeds to take them across Rome. The journey was strangely subdued, as was the city they passed through.
The people�s excitement of the grand games had been muted somewhat by the attempt on their beloved emperor�s life, despite Commodus� best efforts to proceed with the day as though nothing had happened. At the same time, though Rufinus� spirit soared at the knowledge that he had achieved the unachievable and saved his emperor�s life, the cost had been great to the innocents caught in the middle.
And beneath his elation, and beneath his sadness, a dark wyrm of hatred seethed for the man who had engineered almost everything that had happened in his life since he left the Tenth legion: Paternus.
The great palace of the emperors of Rome stood on the Palatine hill, brooding over the city it dominated. Successive rulers had added wings, complexes, gardens and more, until it covered a greater area than the forum itself. The glinting silver-and-white forms of Praetorians moved around the area, going about their tasks with efficiency. Others stood rigidly at attention by doors and gateways of the palace.
With no ceremony, nor exchange of words, the three men were admitted to a grand structure that led off the square at the centre of the Palatine hill; the tallest and most magnificent building visible, the structure had a delicate columned portico with a colourful pediment, gold and white columns granting it an almost divine appearance.
Up the steps, past the guardsmen and between the beautiful columns, they went, Rufinus� sour expression hovering constantly on the verge of open rage. The huge bronze doors of the building opened as they approached, as though by some strange mechanism, revealing a room forty feet square.
The floor was a complex design of multi-coloured marbles from around the empire: a dazzling display of opulence and power mirrored by the columns of the same material lining the side walls. The coffered ceiling was gold and reflected the braziers and lamps that lit the hall more than did the delicate glass windows high up near the roof. Behind the side columns, red and gold designs on the walls picked out the great creatures of myth, and centaurs, gryphons and hydra seemed to move and dance in the shimmering light. Doors to left and right and in the rear corners all had their own Praetorians.
The centrepiece of the room, though, was the throne. Installed by Domitianus in the apse at the rear, the great gilded seat had been eschewed as over-the-top by the Antonine dynasty, though the same apparently did not hold for the new emperor, whose cloak of ermine and Tyrian purple wool lay discarded upon it.
The emperor himself had his back to the door, deep in conversation with Perennis. Rufinus took a deep breath as the three men crossed the room towards the ruler of Rome and came to a halt a respectful distance away, waiting to be noticed.
The low angry exchange between the two men came to an end and Perennis looked up, spotting the new arrivals. �Guardsman Rufinus is here, majesty.�
Commodus spun on his heel and Rufinus was unsurprised to see the look of drawn anger on his face. More surprising were the signs that he had recently been crying. It was hard to imagine the great Aurelius greeting visitors with fresh tears in his eyes, though his son seemed more prone to public emotion.
�Rufinus!� the great man snapped.
�Majesty?�
�Tell me about the conspiracy you unearthed at the villa.� There was no preamble, no sign of appreciation, just a direct, almost accusatory question.
�Of course, Majesty. There were regular meetings, usually monthly, between the conspirators. They met in a private triclinium in your noble sister�s palace and��
�Cut to the chase. Who were they?�
Rufinus bowed his head, sure already where this was going. �With respect, majesty, the conspirators have been detailed and apprehended� along with master Saoterus, I believe.�
The change of tack seemed to throw Commodus and he frowned. �So you claim never to have labelled him with the others?�
Rufinus shook his head and then straightened. �Majesty, I reported master Saoterus� visit to the villa but once to prefect Paternus. I attempted to make clear my impression that he was there on state business and not for any clandestine reason, an impression that was borne out when I returned and managed to speak to the man. He informed me of a deal he had come to propose, of which you yourself, majesty, had some part in the planning.�
Commodus nodded. �My generous offer. Why then does Paternus tell us that you listed my friend among the conspirators?�
Rufinus swallowed nervously. It was never a good thing to accuse a man in such high position of lies and treachery, but Paternus had crossed the line several times now, and Rufinus was beginning to wonder where the man would stop. If he would� �Majesty, I believe that the prefect held a personal grudge against master Saoterus. I fear that he may have deliberately misunderstood, or possibly even ignored, my testimony in order to remove your advisor from his position.�
Perennis, behind the emperor�s shoulder, nodded approvingly at Rufinus. �I have to say, majesty,� the prefect said calmly, �that I am inclined to trust young Rufinus� word on this. I have noted increasingly erratic behaviour on the part of my colleague over the past two years, though it would have been unprofessional for me to have brought such to your attention without good reason.�
Commodus spun back, his eyes narrowing as he glared at his prefect, and then turned once again to Rufinus. �Would you swear to the truth of your testimony on the altar of Apollo?�
�I would, majesty.�
Again, Commodus spun to look at Perennis. �Go find your counterpart and have him attend the temple of Apollo. I believe he is in the libraries.�
Perennis saluted and scurried off through the rear left door. As the portal shut behind him with a click, the emperor of Rome turned to Rufinus again, suddenly seeming to become aware of the two other guardsmen standing at his shoulders.
�Thank you, men. You two have my gratitude for the part you played and your next wage will reflect my appreciation. You may return to your barracks.�
Mercator and Icarion saluted and gave their young friend an uncertain look as Commodus gestured for Rufinus to follow him, making for one of the side doors. As he passed through, the guards by the side saluting him, he waited with Rufinus at the far side until the door closed with a click, and began to saunter slowly through this new and highly decorated room.
They were alone.
Commodus put an arm around Rufinus and the young guardsman nearly pulled away. Such contact was unheard of� forbidden. The emperor smiled at him.
�Pompeianus tells me as is his wont, for he is a creature of plain speech, that my court is a hotbed of intrigue and that serpents crawl and slither in my palace, hissing falsehoods in my ears. Such has always been the case, of course, even with the best of men in control.�
The golden-haired emperor slouched slightly, as a sparkle returned to his eye that Rufinus had not seen since the bath house of Vindobona�s fortress. �I could not in good conscience place myself up with those best of men, of course, and I simply do not have time to devote to the personal management of every aspect of empire. My father was one of the greatest rulers in the history of the world, and even he had to bring Verus to his side to help him rule. It is too big a job for one man, Rufinus.�
Rufinus nodded. He could hardly imagine the power and pressure the position must load upon a man. The image of the tired and pale Aurelius back in the hall at Vindobona sprang to mind.
Commodus smiled as he went on. �Perhaps someday a man will rise to the top and take a similar role with me as Verus had with my father. I had offered it to Pompeianus� son and may yet do so, in time. I would, almost certainly, have considered Saoterus for the honour, but he would have had to have served in the army, the senate and attained a consulship first before I could realistically do so. Until such a time, those very snakes will have to continue to writhe in my chambers.�
He grinned, and all signs of the morose and tearful man had now gone. �It warms the heart to see that there is still honour and honesty in Rome, especially in the Praetorian Guard, given recent events.�
They had reached the far door and Commodus led him through it, into a wide garden surrounded by a delicate, beautiful portico. The sky was beginning to slip from cold blue to purple with the onset of night, and slaves scurried around lighting lamps and closing windows.
�It would appear that I am indebted to you, guardsman Rufinus, to the tune of a life.�
Rufinus shook his head.
�I know� the emperor said with a smile, �It is the sole purpose of the Praetorian Guard to do that very thing, but it would be remiss of me to treat your actions as simple adherence to duty. Forgive my initial anger. Saoterus was my only true friend and his loss will� I will find it hard.�
He straightened and appeared to brush away another dark thought. �As I say: forgive my anger. In truth I have been told by both prefects what you have done and what you have suffered in the name of duty. Know that I am grateful. I will see another phalera medal added to that rather empty harness you own, and shall meet and exceed the financial reward that I plan for your comrades.�
Rufinus lowered his head, colour rising in his cheeks. �But more than that�� the emperor added, as they strode through a side passage, out of a door and came face to face with the huge, imposing rear wall of the temple of Apollo. �If there were a boon you would ask of me, ask it now while you may and, if it is within my power, I will see it done.�
Rufinus� heart jumped. For decades his family had lived in exile in Hispania, keeping clear of the wrath of emperors, knowing that they continued to exist only because Antoninus had died before completing his proscriptions. His father habitually sat late in his study, his face bitter and morose, poring over documents and images from his days of glory, dreaming of a return to Rome. One word to Commodus and Rufinus could do it. The old man could sit once more in the senate. One word�
�No, majesty. I thank you sincerely, but I�m happy with my lot.�
Commodus pursed his lips and frowned for a moment, before straightening. �Come, then. Let us confront at least one of those serpents.�
Where Perennis had gone and how fast he had moved, Rufinus couldn�t imagine, but the prefects stood silent near the altar of the great temple of Apollo as Rufinus and the emperor entered. A priest busied himself at the rear, trying not to catch the eye of the Praetorians.
Rufinus swallowed nervously as he entered. He had nothing to profess but the truth, and no intention of falsity but, regardless, a vow on the altar of Apollo was no small matter. The weight of a God pressed down upon him, making him feel small, crushed beneath the power of this place. Commodus, conversely, seemed taller and all the more impressive here.
Curious.
All doubt and fear evaporated from Rufinus as his eyes fell upon the face of Paternus. Back on the frontier, they had called the prefect �The Vulture� and the epithet had never suited him more than it did now. His drawn, pale features and pointed face were stark against the dark of his cloak and his decorative leather armour. One glance at his face was enough.
Rufinus felt the man�s stare stab into him and rake his soul. The look conveyed distrust, anger, disgust and hate. It was suddenly clear that Paternus had crossed the line so many times that he was nought but a shadow of Aurelius� Praetorian Prefect and close friend.
Good.
Despite everything that had happened, now that it had come to levelling accusations at the man who had raised him from the rank and file, he had wavered. As he had entered this great temple, he�d begun to wonder if the man deserved a second chance.
But he�d had that second chance.
First Dis, and then Saoterus.
Commodus gestured to the altar. �Make your statement.�
Rufinus took a deep breath and strode across to the altar with a steady gait. He ignored the malicious glare of the older prefect and refused to meet his gaze. With a clear and expressive motion, he slapped his hand down on the cold marble of the altar.
�In the sight of Apollo Palatinus, diviner of truth, lord of the sun, of healing, and of light, I give my word that I reported the presence of master Saoterus at the palace of the lady Lucilla as a side matter, clearly stating my opinion that he was there on official business and not in any way in a conspiratorial manner. I have not at any time listed him among the conspirators I identified in my time there.�
Paternus exploded in a flurry of motion and angry grumbling, hurrying across and slapping his own hand on the altar. �Lying peasant! Apollo should burn you down where you stand. I have never involved myself in the death of an innocent man, and I deny these accusations.�
Prefect Perennis had hurried across in his counterpart�s wake and now stood a few paces behind him. Commodus waited in the centre of the temple, his expression unreadable, while the priest tried to blend in with the rear wall�s decoration.
Rufinus smiled and Paternus jerked as if struck, taken aback by the feral fury in that grin.
�I would also state in the sight of Apollo Palatinus, diviner of truth, lord of the sun, that it is my solemn belief that prefect Paternus is the man who ordered six Praetorian cavalrymen, who I can later identify if required, to murder in cold blood a member of your majesty�s Frumentarii who was working undercover at the same villa, purely to keep him out of my way.�
He looked across at the emperor and then back to Paternus, whose face had paled to the same colour as the marble columns behind him.
�A Frumentarius?�
Rufinus nodded. �Yes, majesty. I know not his real name, but he went by the name of Dis at the villa. He had saved both my cover and my life prior to his offhand execution.�
Commodus� face had taken on a dark look and Rufinus could see the danger rising, grateful that, for the first time in so many months, the peril was not his.
Paternus made a spluttering sound, apparently unable to find adequate words for what he was trying to say. He turned to the emperor, but flinched at Commodus� face as the man gave a single nod. The pale prefect frowned in confusion and realised too late that the nod had not been meant for him.
Perennis� blade appeared through Paternus� chest, punching through the decorative leather breastplate with remarkable ease, the crimson tip pointing up at Rufinus� face. Paternus� eyes went wide.
The younger of the two Praetorian prefects leaned in close to his victim�s ear. �It�s an offence to the Gods to lie in their presence, friend Paternus.�
Paternus gasped and reached up to the tip of the blade protruding from his chest, touching the point in apparent confusion. Rufinus stepped towards him.
�A nobler death than you gave the Frumentarius, sir.�
The blade suddenly swivelled from vertical, through horizontal and back to vertical, shredding the black heart through which it passed. Paternus� mouth opened in a pleading look, but all that emerged was a long stream of dark blood that ran down his chin and neck, spattering his breastplate.
Rufinus leaned close and watched the life pass from his eyes, his spirit departing the broken shell on the other prefect�s sword. He shivered slightly at the memory of his brother�s last look: that desperate, sorrowful gaze that had suddenly blanked and cleared as body and spirit became separated.
A spell had been broken.
And in the presence of his commander, and the emperor of Rome, and Apollo Palatinus, the lord of healing and light, Rufinus wept.

Epilogue

�Ah�.�
Pompeianus leaned back on the dark red cushion of the couch and sipped from his wine, pondering for moment before adding more water. �It would appear that everything has worked out remarkably well, except for poor Saoterus, of course.�
Rufinus nodded sadly as he sat on the less comfortable wooden chair. Lounging in the manner of his host would probably reopen a number of his gradually healing wounds. Besides, lying on something blood red somehow didn�t appeal this evening.
�I have to say that, despite everything, and despite the conversations we�ve shared in the past, I have high hopes for Commodus,� Rufinus said, reaching for his own glass and taking a small sip. It was becoming apparent that wine did not agree with the painkiller the Praetorian medicus had prescribed, so he was indulging in only a small quantity. He desperately felt like drinking himself into insensibility despite the danger.
�How long will your wife remain in exile, and what will you do?�
Pompeianus shrugged. �She will not be in exile for long. The gesture was a magnanimous one for the look of the thing. She and her co-conspirators will be dead soon enough, I�m sure. It will be quiet and private and entirely escape the notice of the public. And then I will be freed of any entanglements. Perhaps the emperor has plans.�
�Perhaps he will keep you here as an advisor?�
�No. Not after this. I may have to disappear from Rome entirely for a while. My name is too closely linked with the plot, and many will seek my fall.� He smiled. �Fear not though, young Rufinus. I have many country villas of my own, a son whom I can train and guide, and more pieces yet on the great board. My game is far from over; indeed it may only just be beginning.�
The door opened and a slave bustled across the room, refilling the wine jug. Rufinus paid little attention, pondering the sad truth of his host�s words.
�Besides,� Pompeianus went on, �I live in hope that my young friend, the guardsman Rufinus, will visit me regularly to keep me informed and entertained. I have wide swathes of land on which you can exercise that dog of yours. And perhaps other pursuits?� Pompeianus laughed.
He grinned and winked, gesturing toward the wine jug that had just been refilled. Rufinus turned with a frown, just in time to see a very familiar face closing the door next to it.
�Senova? But how?�
Pompeianus took another swig of wine and grinned again. �My brother-in-law sent only the dourest, least helpful and pleasant slaves with my wife. She is, I fear, in for a poor life in the short time she has left. While I, it appears, have inherited the best of her estate.�
For the first time that day, Rufinus smiled with genuine pleasure. �Then it really does appear that things have worked out well.�
Pompeianus narrowed his eyes and shook his head with a sly smile. �Do not relax yourself, my friend. The game has been complicated and tough, and you won it with courage and style, but you know as well as I that it doesn�t end there. There are always more games to be played; always more opponents to face.�
Rufinus sighed and leaned back.
There would be other games and other opponents.
But not today.
He drained the wine glass and reached to refill it. Maybe he�d just risk insensibility after all.
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