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ROME, MAY AD 39
Marcus Salvius Magnus did not look impressed; far from it. His pugilist�s face was crowned with a heavy frown; dark eyes stared grim from above a battered nose at the suave man across the desk as his index finger took out his aggression on one of his cauliflower ears, drilling it deeply. �I�ve not come all the way here, Tatianus, to be told that the shipment hasn�t arrived and, in fact, may never arrive.�
Tatianus shrugged; the two thick gold chains around his neck glinted in the lamplight. He flicked away a fly that had had the temerity to land on the sleeve of his fine-spun pastel-green tunic and then met Magnus� hostile gaze. �I�m afraid, Magnus, that it looks rather as if that�s exactly what you�ve done because it�s not here. I do, however, think that you�re exaggerating when you claim that I said it may never arrive. I believe that I told you that it would not arrive in the near future.� With his little finger extended, he took an elegant sip of wine from a silver cup and swilled it around his mouth; his eyebrows creased and his lips puckered in appreciation of the vintage.
Magnus struggled to keep his temper; he had never liked this smooth middle-man but, unfortunately, when it came to acquiring certain items, he was forced to do business with him. �And what do you mean by that?�
�By the near future I mean today and tomorrow, so, by process of deduction, my statement means that the earliest your order will arrive is in two days� time.�
Magnus� fist slammed down on the desk causing his untouched cup of wine to disgorge some of its contents onto the waxed walnut-wood surface. �You promised me that it would be here by two days before the Ides of May, and that is today.�
The room was not large and Magnus� voice filled it, causing Tatianus to wince. �My dear Magnus, shouting at me is not going to make the slightest difference to the speed with which your order gets past the Urban Cohort guards on the city�s gates. A consignment of fifty swords or a dozen re-curved Scythian composite bows are one thing: they can be hidden beneath a load of vegetables or suchlike, but a Scorpion? That�s a very big piece of kit to conceal. And bearing in mind that it is illegal for all but the Praetorian Guard and the Urban Cohorts to carry swords within the city, just imagine how much more illegal it would be to be caught in possession of a legionary bolt-shooter?� Tatianus raised his eyebrows. �I�ve resisted asking but now my curiosity has got the better of me: what in Hades� name do you want a Scorpion in the city for? It�s not as if you can reassemble it anywhere public without it being noticed.�
�I�ll tell you what I want it in the city for, Tatianus. I want it in the city for the thousand denarii that I�ve paid you up front, and the balance of a thousand that I�ve brought with me, that�s what I want it in the city for.�
�And you shall, Magnus, you shall; but not today. The centurion with whom I have a close financial understanding won�t be on duty at the Capena Gate on the Appian Way until the midnight of the Ides; as your delivery is coming up that road in three different carts, we�ll get them through then in the early morning. You can bring back the balance at the third hour of the Ides; I�ll be out until then.� Tatianus raised his shoulders and spread his hands in a conciliatory gesture. �Unless, of course, you would rather leave it here for safekeeping rather than risk walking back to the Quirinal with such a large amount at night?� He gestured to the formidable-looking iron-reinforced wooden door with many locks, behind him. �I have the most secure strongroom.�
�Leave you the money before you give me the goods? Bollocks! I�ve brought five of my lads with me; we�ll be fine.�
�Just trying to be helpful, that�s all,� Tatianus muttered, taking another sip of wine. �Remember, I only hold onto the items for a few hours. If you don�t come with the money quickly then I offload it to the first comer and your deposit is forfeit. It�s all one to me.�
Magnus checked himself, swallowing a string of invective, and then looked around the painted and gilded items of furniture in Tatianus� study. The tables and sideboard bore the trappings of a wealthy but tasteful man: exquisite coloured glass vessels, their rich umber and turquoise hues warm in the flickering light, were interspersed with many small, delicately sculptured figurines of gods; more gods, in fact, than Magnus had ever seen in one room. Lining two of the walls were shelves full of scrolls, almost all of them contracts, for Tatianus liked to keep his business close to hand in the only room in which he would discuss it. Tatianus visited no man. All who required his services had to come and pay court to him; he would have it no other way, and all of Rome�s underworld knew it and accepted it. �Very well,� Magnus conceded, calming somewhat and getting up, �I�ll come back on the Ides and it had better be here or ��
�Or what, Magnus?� Tatianus leant across the desk and steepled his hands as if his interest had been exceedingly piqued. �What would the patronus of the South Quirinal Crossroads Brotherhood have to threaten me with? A drubbing in a dark alley or an arsonistic visit to my home, perhaps? The latter�s more your style from what I hear. Or you might even skewer me with a Scorpion bolt if you could find someone else who could supply you with that particular item; but of course, you can�t, can you?� He sat back in his chair and gave Magnus a pleasant smile. �So it�s �or nothing�, isn�t it, Magnus? And if you ever say �or� to me again it will be the last word you will ever utter in this room because my services will be closed to you. Understand?�
Magnus closed his eyes and grimaced; Tatianus was a man he could not afford to alienate. �I apologise, Tatianus, I meant nothing by it. I�m sure you will do your best to get my order here as quickly as possible.�
�Of course, my friend; of course I will.� Tatianus, suddenly all affability once more, rose and walked around the desk and, clapping an arm around Magnus� shoulders, guided him to the door; he was a full head taller than his guest. �It�s been a pleasure as always.� He opened the door and slapped Magnus� back so hard it propelled him out of the room.
The door slammed closed leaving Magnus, seething inside at the humiliation of being dismissed in such a patronising manner, standing in a brightly lit, marble-floored corridor, staring at two grinning henchmen. With as much dignity as he could muster he barged his way past the two heavies and stomped back down the stairs and on through the house to the atrium.
�Where do we take this, Magnus?� Marius, a tall, shaven-headed crossroads brother, asked, pointing the leather-bound stump of his left arm at a strongbox on the floor.
Magnus shook his head at the five crossroads brothers who had accompanied him with the money from the Quirinal to the Esquiline Hill. �Put it back on the cart, lads; we�re leaving empty-handed.�
The largest and most oxen-like of the brethren turned his hands over and stared at the half-eaten onion in his right palm.
�It�s an expression, Sextus,� Magnus snapped, venting his frustration on the slow-witted brother as he headed into the vestibule and grabbed his cloak from its hook. The doorkeeper performed his role with alacrity and Magnus stepped out into the drizzleladen gloom of an overcast, but warm, May night. Pulling his hood over his head, he kicked the slave belonging to Tatianus who had been keeping watch on the handcart, shouldered him into the gutter � the man�s head narrowly missing the wheel of a passing wagon � and then walked at pace straight down the raised, ill-lit pavement, forcing other pedestrians to stand aside for him. His five brethren scurried after their patronus, placing the strongbox under a pile of rags on the cart, pushing it out into the constant delivery traffic that plagued Rome�s streets at night and shoving the filth-splattered slave back down into the gutter as they did so.
�So he didn�t have it then, Magnus,� Marius asked as they finally managed to catch up with their leader as they passed the Temple of Juno Lucina towards the base of the Esquiline and in the shadow of the Viminal.
�No, he didn�t have it,� Magnus growled, kicking at the corpse of a dog.
�Then what will we do?�
�We need to get onto the roof in order to break in through the ceiling. We can�t get the rope across without a Scorpion, and therefore if we don�t have a Scorpion until the night of the Ides we�ll just have to do the job then. So let�s not moan about it and find something to occupy ourselves with in the meantime.�
�Right you are, Magnus.� Marius grinned. �We could always stop at one of the brothels on the Via Patricius on our way back.�
�No, I ain�t going to go into the West Viminal Brotherhood�s territory with this amount of cash on me; that would be asking for-�
A cry of agony cut him off.
Magnus spun round to see three figures hacking at the two brothers pushing the handcart whilst Sextus fought off another couple of assailants, smashing at them with ham fists; the fifth brother, who had been pulling the cart, was struggling to relieve the ever tightening grip of vice-like fingers around his throat. As one, Magnus and Marius pulled their knives from the sheaths on their belts and crashed back into the fray as more attackers materialised out of the night. Leading with his left shoulder, as if he bore a shield, Magnus cracked into the ribcage of the nearest shadowed threat, stamping his left foot down on the man�s own, fracturing many bones, as he thrust his knife forward, military-style, underarm and low, with a short, powerful jab. Blood slopped over his wrist as the breath rattled out of the assailant. Magnus twisted the knife left and then right, shredding groin muscles and drawing a satisfying howl from the core of his victim�s being, as next to him Marius punched his leather-bound stump into the mouth of his adversary, shattering teeth and pulping his upper lip as he slashed the point of his blade to his right, taking one of the men hacking at the brother pulling the cart in the back of the neck, severing the spinal column; down he went like a stringless puppet.
Magnus wrenched his weapon free of the tangle of ripped tissue, releasing the foul faecal stench of evisceration; he thrust his dying opponent aside and spun, one hundred and eighty degrees, his forearm raised, to block the downward stroke of a new entrant into the fight. The blow thwarted, he let his arm give a little, allowing the man to close with him, before jamming his knee up between his legs, rupturing a testicle, and doubling him over with a strangled intake of breath as three more shadowy figures emerged from the crowd � watching but making no attempt to intervene � and headed directly for the cart. Magnus felt the wind of a thrown knife hiss past his right cheek and instinctively ducked in the opposite direction as a blade from behind stabbed at the place his head had been an instant before; he turned to see a squat man staring cross-eyed at a knife juddering in the bridge of his nose. A sharp flick of Magnus� right wrist opened the man�s throat as Marius crunched his forehead into the face of one of the new attackers, crashing him back with blood spurting from his nose; with one look at his mates he turned and ran. Sextus, with a bull-like roar, picked up his last surviving assailant and hurled him after the rest who were now, suddenly, all beating a hasty retreat.
Magnus looked around. No one else threatened them and the crowd had begun to disperse, none of them wishing to get involved in a matter that was plainly not of their concern. On the ground dead, amongst the bodies of six of their attackers, lay two of his brethren; a third knelt, coughing dryly as he massaged his bruised throat. �Are you all right, Postumus?� Magnus asked, hauling the brother up as Marius restrained a bellowing Sextus from chasing after their attackers.
�Just about, Magnus; and you?� Postumus wheezed.
�I think so.� As he drew breath, Magnus suddenly turned and rushed to the cart; the rags had been brushed aside. �Juno�s puckered arse!� he cursed as he stared at the empty bed of the cart. �The bastards got it; they must have known what we were carrying.� Marius and Sextus joined him, both still panting hard; they looked forlornly at where their strongbox had been. A groan from the ground distracted Magnus; he glanced down to see the man with the shattered mouth trying to crawl away. Catching him by the collar, Magnus cracked his head down on the paving stone, knocking him unconscious.
�Here, lads,� Magnus snarled, holding the limp body up, �get him on the cart and cover him with rags. Let�s get to our tavern before the Vigiles turn up and try to prevent us from asking matey-boy here a few very tricky and painful questions, if you take my meaning?�
The questions were far less tricky than they were painful; in fact they were very simple and remarkably few.
�I�ll ask you again,� Magnus said in a convivial manner, smiling down at the prisoner and patting him in a kindly fashion on the cheek. The man wriggled in fear at the sight of a red-hot poker in Marius� gloved hand as he hung naked, suspended by his ankles, from a ceiling beam in a room deep in the rear of the tavern building that served as the headquarters of the South Quirinal Brotherhood. �Who do you work for and how did you know what we were carrying?�
The man�s eyes widened as Marius grinned at him over Magnus� shoulder, showing him the glowing iron and repeatedly raising his eyebrows in ill-concealed anticipation. His swollen mouth, however, remained sealed as he struggled against the rope binding his wrists behind his back.
�Tch, tch.� Magnus shook his head in exaggerated disappointment as if he were a grammaticus having received the wrong answer from his most promising pupil. �I�ll tell you what: I�ll ask you the questions for the third time, just in case you misheard before. Who do you work for and how did you know what we were carrying?�
The prisoner shook his head, screwing up his eyes.
Marius made a show of putting the poker back into the mobile brazier that, along with an oil lamp on a table next to it, lit the chamber. Sextus� bulk lurked in the shadows by the door, under which flickered the dim light from the adjoining corridor; Postumus stood behind the prisoner to prevent him from rotating.
�Perhaps he�s lost his voice,� Magnus mused, scratching his chin. �Why don�t you check, Marius?�
�Right you are, Magnus.� He withdrew the poker, its tip now orange. Within an instant the stench of burnt flesh was accompanied by a piercing shriek that brought a happy smile to Magnus� face.
�His thigh doesn�t look too nice but I can�t hear anything wrong with his voice,� Magnus observed, turning back to Sextus, �can you, Sextus?�
�What�s that, Magnus?�
�I said: can you hear anything wrong with his voice?�
�Er � no, Magnus; it sounded fine to me.�
�I thought so. What about you, Postumus, did you hear anything wrong?�
�It sounded sweet to me, brother.�
�In which case it�s time to stop being nice. Hold the gentleman�s buttocks apart for him, would you?�
Postumus grinned with genuine enjoyment at the prospect. �My pleasure, Magnus.�
Magnus squatted down and thrust his face close to the prisoner�s as Postumus pulled his legs apart. �Now listen, you piece of rat shit. I�m in a very bad mood and I don�t give a fuck how much or for how long I hurt you. Two of my brothers are dead and a lot of my money is missing so I�ll do whatever it takes to redress those facts. Answer my questions and Marius here won�t use your arse as a scabbard for his poker.�
Still the man shook his head, his eyes bulging at the sight of the glowing terror coming towards him.
�That�s a silly decision.� Magnus nodded at Marius. �Just in the crease and then, Postumus, squeeze.�
The red-hot tip was placed between the man�s buttocks as Postumus pushed them together. Smoke rose to the hiss of burning hair and skin and, after a moment�s delay, the prisoner issued a scream that made his last effort seem pathetic in comparison; on it went, rising in timbre and getting rougher as it grated, drying in his throat.
At Magnus� nod, Marius withdrew the object of torment and pressed it back into the brazier; the prisoner started to hyperventilate.
�He�s going to have to be careful how he sponges his arsehole for a few days,� Magnus opined, peering at the damage before squatting back down and grabbing the prisoner�s chin. �Now how would you like that done to your scrotum, maggot? I can assure you that we�ll all enjoy watching and listening.�
The man�s chest heaved and tears rolled down his forehead; his swollen lips drew back to reveal shattered teeth. �Se � Sem ��
Magnus put his ear closer to the man�s mouth. �Who?�
�Semp �� He struggled for breath for a couple of moments. �Sempronius.�
The name came out as a wheeze but it was clearly audible; Magnus� face darkened. �Sempronius,� he growled, chewing on the word. �He of the West Viminal Brotherhood?�
The prisoner nodded feebly, his eyes closed.
�How did he know about the cash?�
�I don�t � I � I don�t know; he just �� He winced and spat some blood from his ruined mouth; a globule rolled into his nostrils. �He just told us to track you back from the house on the Esquiline and attack you as you neared our territory so we�d not have so far to go with the box.�
�So he knew about the box?�
The man nodded, his eyes still closed.
Magnus stood, his face set grim. He paused for a few moments in thought and then wrenched the glove from Marius� hand, pulled it on his own and grabbed the iron from the fire. �As you�ve been a good boy and answered the questions as best you can I�ll make good my promise: Marius won�t use your arsehole as a scabbard for his iron.� He pushed Postumus aside and, brandishing the searing bar in his right hand, he exposed the man�s anus with his left. �But I will!� With a jerk he forced the poker into the sphincter and thrust it, with the palm of his hand, as deep as it would go. With a howl that would have drowned out both the previous ones combined the prisoner convulsed, almost doubling up, so that his face stared, eyes brim with horror, over his scrotum, directly at Magnus for an instant, before slumping back down, swinging limply, dead from shock, pain and horrific internal injuries.
�Cut him down, Marius,� Magnus ordered, heading out of the room, �and then dump him on the West Viminal�s border; you can use Sextus and Postumus for the job.� Magnus walked through the door and then put his head back round. �And make sure that the poker is pulled out a bit and clearly visible. I want Sempronius to know exactly what I think of him.�
�Your tame senator sent a boy round,� an old man with gnarled fingers and a sagging throat said, not taking his eyes off the scroll that he was perusing in the light of two lamps.
Magnus took a seat next to him at the table in the corner of the tavern with the best view of the door through the fug of the crowded room. �Which one, Servius?�
�Which boy? I don�t know, I didn�t ask his name.�
�No, you old goat; which senator?� Magnus took the cup and wine jug brought to him by the man serving behind the bar. �Thanks, Cassandros.�
Servius looked up, his eyes awash with milky patches. �Oh, the older one.�
�Senator Pollo?�
�Yes.�
�And?�
Servius looked back at his scroll. �It�s no good, Magnus; I�ll be blind before long. Already everything is vague and dimming.� He shook his bald head and placed the scroll down on the table. �I didn�t want to disturb you whilst you were � in conference but the senator is very keen that you should attend his salutio in the morning and then accompany him to the Senate House; his nephew, Vespasian, has a job for you.�
�What sort of job?�
�The boy couldn�t say but Senator Pollo said that you were to keep the next three days or so free.�
�Three days?�
�Or so.�
Magnus kicked the nearest stool. �Shit! Just when things are getting busy.�
With a fold of his plain white citizen�s toga covering his head, Magnus crumbled a flour and salt cake over the flame of the small fire that was kept continuously burning on the altar of the crossroads lares, embedded into the tavern�s exterior wall. The upkeep of these shrines was the original reason for the formation of the brotherhoods all over the city, centuries earlier. In the intervening time, however, the function of the brotherhoods had expanded to looking after the interests and welfare of the local community, for which they received remuneration from the locals commensurate with the amount of protection they needed. Their word, therefore, was law in the area in which they held sway.
As the crumbs flared in the flame, Magnus muttered a short prayer to ask the gods of the junction of the Alta Semita and the Vicus Longus to hold their hands over the area. That done, he raised a bowl and poured a libation in front of the five small bronze figures that represented the lares, promising the same offering that evening should they keep their side of the religious bargain. Pulling the toga from his head, he patted the brother, whose turn it was to tend the fire, on the shoulder before heading off down the wakening Alta Semita, with the first indigo glow of dawn to his back and with Cassandros and a bearded, betrousered easterner, both of whom carried staves and sputtering torches, to either side.
It was but a short walk to Senator Gaius Vespasius Pollo�s house and, although Magnus arrived there just shy of sunrise, there was already a goodly crowd of the senator�s clients waiting outside for admittance to his atrium in order to wish a good day to their patron, receive a small largesse, enquire if there was any way that they could be of service to him that day and, perhaps, occasionally take advantage of the symbiotic relationship and ask a favour of the senator themselves.
�Cassandros and Tigran, you stay here.� Magnus did not care for order of precedence and pushed his way through the crowd to the front door, leaving his two companions waiting on the fringe of the gathering. No one objected to his progress as all were aware that this battered ex-boxer, although low on the social scale, was high in their patron�s favour.
As the sun crested the eastern horizon, bereft of yesterday�s clouds, bathing the Seven Hills in a spring morning glow, the door was opened by an exceedingly attractive youth with blond hair, the length of which was countered by the shortness of his tunic. Magnus was first through the door.
�Magnus, my friend,� Gaius Vespasius Pollo boomed, not getting up from the sturdy chair set in the centre of the atrium in front of the impluvium with its spluttering fountain. He brushed a carefully tonged ringlet of dyed black hair away from his porcine eyes glittering in a hugely fat face.
�Good morning, sir; er � you require a service, I believe.�
�Yes, yes, but I�ll talk to you about it later. In the meantime my steward will give you a list of Jewish requirements and customs.� Gaius gestured to a slightly older version of the youth on the door who bowed his head to Magnus. �Oh, and he�ll also have one of my lads read it for you seeing as you, well, you know.�
�Can�t read,� Magnus said, his confusion plain upon his face.
�Indeed,� Gaius replied, already looking to the client next in line.
�Philo!� Magnus exclaimed as he walked beside Gaius, processing with his two hundred, or so, clients accompanying him down the Quirinal. �You mean the brother of Alexander, the Alabarch of the Alexandrian Jews?�
�The very same,� Gaius puffed; although he had set a sedate pace he was already sheened with sweat. His jowls, breasts, belly and buttocks wobbled furiously to different rhythms beneath his senatorial toga as he waddled behind Cassandros and Tigran with their staves at the ready to beat a path for him should the way become too crowded.
�What�s he doing in Rome?�
�He�s been here since the start of the sailing season. He�s heading an embassy of Alexandrian Jews to the Emperor to complain about the way Flaccus, the Prefect of Egypt, handled the riots between the Jews and the Greeks in Alexandria last year.�
�I saw them, I was there with Vespasian, stealing Alexander�s breastplate from his mausoleum for Caligula because Flaccus refused to hand it over.�
�Of course you were; so you know what the riots were like, then?�
�Well, according to Philo, they were an outrage because, how did he put it? The Jews were scourged with whips by the lowest class of executioner as if they were indigenous country dwellers, rather than with rods wielded by Alexandrian lictors as was the entitlement of their rank.�
�What?�
�Yes, that was his main complaint. Forget the fact that his sister-in-law had to be put out of her misery by her own husband because she had been flayed alive and had no chance of survival, or that gangs of Greeks dragged Jews off to the theatre to crucify them and then set fire to the crosses. No, he was more concerned about the etiquette of beating and how some of his acquaintances were not accorded the dignity of the rod, as he put it. An arsehole as far as I could make out and a pompous one at that.�
�Yes, well, he is the arsehole, pompous or not, that Vespasian wants you to � look after, shall we say, for the next few days.�
�Why?�
�Because no one else will. He�s either refused or got rid of, on religious grounds, everyone that Cossa Cornelius Lentullus, the Urban Prefect, has provided for his safety. Not wanting to take the blame should something happen to Philo and his embassy, Lentullus passed on responsibility to Corbulo, the Junior Consul, who in turn immediately passed it down the line to Vespasian, in his capacity as one of the Urban Praetors this year. Corbulo is well aware that Vespasian has a relationship with the family from his time in Alexandria and therefore perhaps has some influence over Philo. So Vespasian, naturally, is anxious that Philo should not wander around the city unattended as he is likely to cause offence wherever he goes.�
�Well, that�s for sure. Why doesn�t someone just bundle him onto a ship and send him back to Alexandria?�
�Because, after keeping him waiting, Caligula has decided that he will receive him and his embassy and is looking forward to it; which is why no one wants to be responsible for disappointing our divine Emperor by allowing Philo to get himself killed. Apparently Caligula�s curious as to why the Jews don�t accept him as a god.�
Magnus scowled. �Well, they don�t accept anything as a god. That�s what the Greeks used as the reason for the riots: they didn�t see why the Jews should have equal status with them if they weren�t going to behave like equal citizens and make a sacrifice to the Emperor when they took their annual oath of allegiance.�
�Which is, I believe, the very question that Caligula wants to put to Philo: why should the Jews have equal status if they don�t behave like everyone else in the Empire?�
�Tricky.�
�Yes, so just make sure that he�s kept alive to answer it. Caligula is on his way back from Antium and Vespasian is accompanying him; they should be back in a day or so as Caligula�s keen to get his campaign in Germania under way.�
Magnus grunted; he did not look enamoured of the commission. �If you say so, sir.�
�I don�t say so; it�s just a small favour that I�m asking.�
�And in return, sir?� Magnus asked as they went through a colonnade that opened out into the Forum built by Augustus.
Gaius looked askance at his client and raised a knowing, plucked eyebrow. �Yes?�
�Have you heard of a man named Quintus Tullius Tatianus?�
�An equestrian from an unfashionable branch of the Tullian gens?�
�I think so.�
�He who can get hold of any weapon you care to name and get it through the city gates?�
Magnus hid his surprise at a senator being aware of the existence of such a shady figure. �That�s the one; what do you know of him?�
�Just that, there�s nothing he can�t get hold of and smuggle into the city for the right price: Scythian composite bows, Thracian rhompheroi, Rhodian staff-slings and the correct lead shot, throwing axes from the barbarian North, Jewish sicari daggers, you name it and he can get it. Oh, and he only ever does business at his house and on his own terms. Why do you ask?�
�I was going to � well � enlighten you, if you take my meaning?�
�He�s upset you so you were going to report his illegal enterprise to me in the hopes that I would take it to the Urban Prefect or some such thing?�
Magnus was disappointed. �But you already know what everyone else knows?�
�If by �everyone else� you mean the criminal underbelly of Rome who seem to have an insatiable demand for novel ways of despatching one another, then yes.�
Magnus thought for a few moments as Gaius hailed other senators also making their way through the Forum of Augustus. �But how come you know about him as well?� Magnus asked once he had Gaius� attention again.
�Anyone who has been a praetor knows about him. He�s well known to all of us who�ve had a responsibility for law and order in Rome.�
�And yet nothing�s been done about him?�
�No, we leave him alone.�
Magnus could not conceal a look of astonishment. �You mean the authorities let him continue in business.�
�Naturally. We never touch him, which has led him to become so complacent that he thinks that he can trade openly from his own study.�
Magnus� astonishment morphed into incredulity. �The authorities just let him bring weapons into the city with impunity?�
�Of course.�
�Why?�
�Now, Magnus,� Gaius said with a concerned frown, �you sound as if you�re in danger of becoming an upright and outraged citizen. It makes absolute sense to let him carry on undisturbed: if he disappeared who would take his place and how long would it take us to find out? And, actually, would it just be one person? Tatianus guards his trade very jealously so that anyone who encroaches on his business normally finds themselves the victim of their own merchandise. He polices it very nicely for us; rather like your crossroads fraternities are tolerated because you keep the crime down in your areas even though you�re a bunch of criminals yourselves. It�s a most peculiar paradox.�
�Now, sir, you�re not being entirely fair.�
�Really? Well, if you say so.� Gaius looked amused as they passed into Caesar�s Forum where the Urban Prefect could be petitioned in the shadow of an equestrian statue of the onetime dictator. He pointed to Lentullus at his desk perusing a scroll. �We could go and tell the Prefect all about Tatianus now and he would just laugh. If it wasn�t for Tatianus he would have no idea of how much weaponry was in the city and who possessed it so that every so often he can send the Urban Cohorts round and have a collection.�
Magnus� mind was reeling as they came out into the Forum Romanum where Cassandros and Tigran were forced to begin using their staves to clear a passage through the morning crowds. �You mean that Tatianus tells the Prefect about every shipment he brings in?�
�Of course not; how could we trust him? No, that would be a silly idea; he�s completely unaware of our interest in him. Much simpler just to find out who�s in his pay and then threaten nasty mishaps to their loved ones if they so much as forget one item that comes through. At the moment Tatianus seems to be using a certain Urban Cohort centurion who�s part of the Capena Gate detail.�
�Who happens to be on duty on the Ides.�
�Ah! So that�s when your shipment is coming in, is it?�
�Now, I didn�t say that I had purchased anything, sir. I just said � well. I didn�t really say anything, did I?�
�No matter, Magnus; but you can be sure that the Urban Prefect will know about anything illegal that does come through the Capena Gate tomorrow within an hour of its arrival. Then he has only to watch who comes and goes from Tatianus� house to have an idea as to where the shipment is destined.�
�Pluto�s slack sack!� Magnus realised the seriousness of his position should he take possession of his order. �And then depending on what it is he will act accordingly; is that how it goes?�
�Very much like that, Magnus.�
�So if I were to go to his house soon after a very illicit item comes in, I could expect a visit from the Urban Cohorts and have some serious explaining to do.�
�Precisely; and even I would find it hard to assist you in that situation. Has that helped you?�
�Thank you, sir; that is interesting. Naturally I�ll keep this to myself.�
�Magnus, the day that either of us betrays a confidence will, I�m sure, be the last day of our very mutually beneficial relationship.�
They stopped at the base of the Senate House steps and Gaius bade farewell to the majority of his clients as all around other senators did likewise. He then gave instructions to the few clients he had asked to remain behind concerning the lobbying favours he needed them to carry out for him that morning in the Forum. Once he had dismissed them he turned his attention back to Magnus. �Vespasian will be in contact when he returns to the city, probably tomorrow, provided Caligula doesn�t decide to dispense his bizarre forms of imperial justice at every town along the Appian Way. Hopefully he can persuade the Emperor to see the Alexandrian embassy soon and then we can hustle them onto a ship in Ostia and be done with them. Keep Philo out of trouble until then.�
Magnus grimaced at the thought of at least a couple of days with Philo. �I�ll do my best, sir. Where will I find them?�
�Ah, didn�t I tell you that? Well, the delegates are all staying at a villa in the Gardens of Lemia just outside the Esquiline Gate.�
�And Philo?�
Gaius nodded towards the base of the Capitoline Hill. �He�s in there.�
�What, in the Tullianum?�
�Yes, although he�s not in the cell, he�s with the gaolers. The Urban Prefect had no option but to imprison him until he could find someone who would be able to restrain him from spitting at every statue of our gods he passes. As you�ve met him, and his family is, to a great extent, in yours and Vespasian�s debt, that someone appears to be you.�
�It�s an outrage!� Philo was quite clear on this point; it was the fourth time he had made it to Magnus, growing more vehement on each occasion. �Me, the leader of the embassy from the Jews of Alexandria to the Emperor of Rome, locked up like a common criminal as if I were from the lowest order; of no more account than you, Magnus.� Philo�s long grey beard stuck out at a strange angle from his chin, wobbling up and down as he sucked in his lower lip, working it furiously in his disgust. His heavy brows creased and uncreased in time to the blinking of his eyes, one of which was surrounded by a purpling bruise. �Does the Urban Prefect not know who I am? Is he unaware of the dignity of my rank? Doesn�t he know the extent of my literary achievements? Is he not cognisant of the fact that my brother, Alexander, is the Alabarch of the Alexandrian Jews? The Alabarch, I tell you; not some vague title such as head of the Alexandrian Jews, or leader, or foremost Jewish citizen, but Alabarch. The Alabarch! And I, the brother of the Alabarch and leader of the embassy, was forced to share the company of gaolers so uncouth that I doubt that even you would find them suitable company, Magnus. Do you see just how I have been insulted when all I was trying to do was to give alms to the Jewish beggars who live amongst the tombs on the Appian Way? It�s an outrage.� He adjusted his white turbanesque headdress to further emphasise the point.
Magnus tutted in sympathy. �To be treated as if you were me; I can�t imagine anything worse for you. But I�m sure that it was all nothing more than a misunderstanding based on you just clearing your throat at the wrong time, whilst you were passing a statue of Mars. I�m positive that any phlegm you deposited on the god�s foot was due to misaiming, and the outraged citizens who attacked and beat you were overreacting to what was no more than a rogue globule of mucus.�
Philo pulled his black and white patterned mantle tighter around his shoulders. �Yes, and to be set upon by common people and beaten by their unwashed hands was a shame that was almost too much to bear; not one person of the equestrian rank amongst them, let alone a senator. None of my attackers had the quality to lay a finger on me and yet here I am, cut and bruised by the lower orders.�
�Yeah, well, I�m afraid that there�s never been much thought for relative status when it comes to people taking exception to the actions of others, even misinterpreted actions. On the other hand �� Magnus tried to think of something with which to change the subject as they headed, with Tigran and Cassandros, towards the Esquiline Gate and the gardens just beyond, but nothing came to mind and instead he had to endure the whole diatribe again from the beginning, spiced with added outrage and pepped-up indignation. He prayed to the gods of his crossroads that the messenger that Senator Pollo had promised to send to his brethren at the tavern had completed his errand and that there would be four other brothers awaiting them at the gardens and he could delegate the unpleasant duty to Tigran and them.
�Don�t allow them to leave the garden complex, Tigran,� Magnus ordered as Philo was reunited with the other members of his embassy, each one a greybeard and each one looking very much like the next, dressed as they all were in white, ankle-length robes, black and white mantles and wound cotton headdresses. He took the list of Jewish requirements that Gaius had supplied him with and handed it to Tigran. �And this is a list of what they won�t eat and when they won�t do stuff � it�s quite long. You can read, can�t you?�
Tigran smiled as he looked at the scroll. �Yes, Magnus, Servius taught me. He�s a good teacher,� he added pointedly. �No shellfish! Why ever not?�
�Who knows and who cares? And don�t try and eat with them as they don�t share the table with people not of their religion, apparently. Not that I suppose you were planning on making friends with them.� He looked over at Philo who had seated himself beneath a pergola in front of the villa, at the garden�s centre, and was greeting each of his companions in turn and telling each one, at length, of his ordeal. �Have the lads guard the gate to the gardens. I�ve explained to Philo that they should stay here for their own safety and warned him that the common people are still angry with him and he faces fresh humiliation at the unwashed hands of the hoi polloi until I can talk to their leaders and clear up the misunderstanding that sparked it all off.�
�Are you really going to do that?�
�Bollocks I am. No, I�ve got business with Sempronius to pursue and a patronising middle-man to pull down from his perch.�
�Postumus disappeared a couple of hours before they found the body soon after dawn,� Marius informed Magnus when he arrived back at the tavern at midday. �They pulled the poker out and took it back to Sempronius who was sacrificing at their lares altar. He left as soon as he�d finished the ritual and arrived back at his headquarters looking as if he wouldn�t mind heating up the poker and using it on someone himself.�
Magnus took a deep draught of the warm, spiced wine that he was cradling in both hands and reflected for a few moments. Servius shuffled his accounts scrolls on the table next to him. �So, what happened to Postumus?�
Marius shrugged. �We smelt fresh-baked bread, so I gave him some money to go and get a couple of loaves and some hot wine but he never came back. I reckon he spent my money in a brothel on the Vicus Patricius; he was very aroused after the poker episode.�
Magnus nodded in agreement. �He�ll turn up and you can shake him for the money. As for Sempronius, I reckon that we can expect a revenge attack. We should double the lads watching our border with the West Viminal and give them some speedy small boys to run messages. Meanwhile, I need Sempronius to come into possession of a piece of information that will, I hope, be too much for him to resist.�
�What�s that, brother?�
�I want him to find out that I�m doing business with Tatianus and that I owe him an outstanding thousand denarii for a delivery that is due to arrive tomorrow, but since the theft of that money I�m struggling to raise the cash in time. Tatianus has said that he will sell the item to the first comer with the correct coinage even though I�ve already put down the deposit of a thousand.�
Servius rubbed his clouded eyes. �Tatianus has been known to do that before. He always says that the deposit only guarantees that he will keep the consignment for a few hours and after that he�ll sell to the first person with the right money so that he doesn�t compromise himself by having illegal goods on his property for too long.�
�Exactly; we have a precedent so Sempronius will believe it. And I�ll bet he would love to get hold of what I wanted to buy just to prevent me from having it. Plus, to do that using my money would please him greatly.�
�But what�s he going to do with a Scorpion?�
�Doesn�t matter, the point is that he�ll think he�s stopped us doing whatever we were going to do with it and it will have cost him nothing in real terms.�
�And what happens if he gets it?�
�Then he�ll be the one who has to explain himself to the Urban Prefect.�
�But then the job will be off.�
Magnus took another sip of wine. �What I�ve just learnt from Senator Pollo means that the job�s already off at the moment unless I can do some deep thinking to retrieve it. I�m just trying to make the best of the situation and make things uncomfortable for Sempronius and inconvenient for Tatianus. But first I need to plant the seed.�
Servius wheezed a weak cough. �It goes without saying that the best place to plant your seed is where you want it to grow.�
Magnus frowned and drained his cup. �Are you trying to be philosophical, because if so that was a pretty poor attempt. Of course I need to plant it with Sempronius.�
�But that�s not where you really want it to grow, is it?�
Magnus looked at his counsellor, considering his remark. Over the fifteen years that he had been the patronus of the South Quirinal he had come to value his second-in-command�s advice based on an encyclopaedic knowledge of the inhabitants of the dark underbelly of Rome. �You�re right, brother: Tatianus is where I want that notion to take hold. If he thinks that I can�t come up with the money then he�ll start trying to offload the shipment as quickly as possible.�
Servius essayed a smile which appeared as more of a grimace on his wizened face. �Precisely; and provided you also plant the idea that Sempronius would be a likely alternative purchaser then the whole matter should take care of itself very quickly.�
�But how do I do it without having a formal meeting and then mentioning Sempronius by name? Tatianus is bound to tell him that I suggested him and then he�s bound to suspect it�s a trap.�
�Where does Tatianus go when he�s not doing business in his house?�
Magnus thought for a few moments. �The normal places: the baths, theatre, games and all that sort of thing.�
�Yes, but what else? What did you notice about him? About the decoration in his room?�
After a brief pause to recollect, Magnus pointed his index finger at his counsellor. �The statuettes of the gods; he has a lot of them.�
�Yes, he�s a very religious man so he does all the things that religious men should do.�
�Such as observing all the festivals, and tomorrow is the Ides of May.�
�Indeed, and we shall be celebrating the Mercuralia in honour of Mercury, the god of merchants and commerce, amongst other things; and what do all merchants do on that day?�
Magnus grinned and shook his head slowly in awe at the way his counsellor�s mind worked. �They sprinkle their heads, merchandise and places of business with water taken from the well at the Capena Gate, and because they have to draw the water themselves we can guarantee that at some time tomorrow Tatianus will be at the Capena Gate. In fact he said that he wouldn�t be home until the third hour that morning so he�ll be at the gate first thing. I�ve just got to work out how to take advantage of that.�
Night was three hours old but the streets of Rome were none the quieter for it. Magnus, with Marius and Sextus for company and protection, watched a group of half a dozen men make their way up the Vicus Longus. All were hooded and all had the bearing of men used to violence; a couple had limps from old wounds and one was missing three fingers on his left hand. One had a bulging sack slung over his shoulder.
�The lads watching the West Viminal were sure that they came from that brotherhood�s headquarters?� Magnus asked Marius, raising his voice to make himself heard against the rattle and clatter of mule- and ox-drawn carts and wagons.
�Yes, brother. As soon as they appeared to be heading in this direction they sent one of the errand-boys racing up here with the news. There�s no doubt about it: they�re out to do no good in the area.�
�Well, they don�t look like they�re on a shopping trip, that�s for sure. But there�re not enough of them to threaten the tavern; so what do they want?�
All three turned away and leant against the open bar of a street wine-seller�s establishment as the six heavies approached.
�There you go, Magnus,� the owner said, placing a jug of wine and three earthenware cups on the counter. He then turned to the old slave working with him. �Come on, Hylas, you lazy sod, get a move on with those victuals.� He looked apologetically at Magnus. �I�ll get you some bread and roast pork as soon as my idiot slave wakes up; no charge, obviously.�
�Thanks, Septimus,� Magnus said, edging his head around to try to get a closer look at the intruders as they passed close by but their hoods were too deep. �Have you ever seen any of them before up here?�
Septimus looked at the men as they passed and waited until they were out of earshot. �Hard to say, Magnus, I couldn�t see their faces; but there were a couple of strangers hanging around earlier today, big lads who had the look of ex-gladiators about them. One of them had a limp and his mate was missing a few fingers, I seem to remember when I served him; although how many and which hand I don�t recall.�
�Did you catch any of their conversation?�
�Not really, we were very busy at the time and, what with Hylas being about as dozy as a slave can get without actually dropping down dead, that means I�m rushed off my feet and have very little time for chit-chat or eavesdropping.�
�Pity.�
�I did notice that they were always looking up the hill in the direction of your tavern and after they�d had a couple of jugs of my roughest they moved off in that direction. That�s the lot, I�m afraid, Magnus.�
�Don�t you worry, Septimus my lad; that may be very helpful. About what time was this?�
�The third hour or so.�
Magnus turned to Marius and Sextus. �They found poker-boy�s body soon after dawn and took the implement to Sempronius, who would have seen it at the end of the first hour. The timing fits.�
Marius nodded whilst Sextus, judging by his strained expression, struggled to get to grips with such advanced arithmetic.
Magnus downed his wine and then grabbed some pork and a hunk of bread as Hylas placed the plate of food in front of him. �Come on, lads, let�s follow the bastards and see what they�re up to.�
Keeping a dozen paces behind the suspicious group, Magnus and his companions tracked them along the Vicus Longus as it made its way up the Quirinal Hill. Just before they arrived at the junction with the Alta Semita, the intruders stopped and took a deep interest in a reinforced door out of sight of the main street at the end of a recess, a couple of paces deep, in the wall. �That�s one of the back doors to the tavern,� Magnus hissed as they watched the men from a distance. �How do they know about that? We haven�t needed to use it in ages.�
Having tested it with a crowbar extracted from the sack and found it to be solid, the intruders moved on up the hill.
�I think they�re planning to give us a painful shock by taking us in the rear, lads, if you take my meaning? My guess is that they�re heading for the back door on the Alta Semita to see if they can force an entrance there. If we hurry we could be there to meet them.�
The group carried on up the hill, past the tavern�s south wall, skirted around the tables and benches set outside the building at the apex of the forty-five-degree junction and then turned left along the Alta Semita.
Magnus stayed in the shadow of the south wall as he watched the intruders disappear behind the northern wall. �Quick, lads!� He ran through the outside tables, signalling to the brothers drinking and playing dice to follow him, and pounded through the tavern�s front door, causing a lull in the raucous atmosphere within. On he went, through the gradually widening room as it expanded, following the diverging courses of the two roads encasing it, and then out through a curtained doorway and right into an ill-lit corridor. �Break out the weapons box, Sextus,� Magnus ordered as he turned left into the room at the far end of the corridor in which he conducted brotherhood business.
�Break out the weapons box; right you are, Magnus,� the brother replied, digesting his orders and then picking up a heavy box from just inside the door as Magnus ran to a further door on the far side of the room, its key already in the lock in preparation for a quick getaway. He turned the key, opened the door, crossed another, longer corridor and rushed through the dark chamber, infused with the lingering smell of burnt flesh, which had been the scene of the previous night�s brutalities.
Here Magnus slowed and, signalling to the men racing behind him to do likewise, he listened. From the adjoining room could be heard the distinct sound of wood being worked on by metal. �Dole them out, Sextus,� Magnus said, nodding to the weapons box clasped in the huge brother�s ham fists. �And close the door behind us, Marius.� The one-handed brother quietly pushed the door to, shrouding the room in almost complete darkness.
Taking the first sword from the box, Magnus crept forward to the door at the far left side of the room and put his ear to it. Listening, he slid his hand over the wood and found the key, again ready in position should this escape route be urgently required. �They�re almost in, by the sound of it. There�s only one way out of that room and it�s through this door; let�s make it easy for them.� He turned the key and the lock clicked; a moment later came the sound of splintering wood from the room beyond. �Keep tight against the walls, lads,� Magnus hissed at the eight or so brethren veiled by gloom. �Let�s try and get all six of the arse-sponges.�
Magnus pulled back into the corner opposite the door as the handle was tried from the other side; there was a dull clunk and then a tall thin chink of dim light materialised as the door was slowly pushed ajar. The chink widened and then was filled by the silhouette of a bulky man; he paused and listened � none of Magnus� brethren dared breathe.
After what seemed like an age, the intruder stepped through into the room, his mates close behind. �We go through this room and then across a corridor,� he whispered as he trod gently forward and the last of the shadows passed through the door.
�No you fucking don�t!� Magnus shouted as he ground the tip of his blade into the nearest silhouette, rolling his wrist as it punctured flesh and muscle; a roar of pain, guttural and prolonged, was his reward. His brothers took his lead and descended on the shadowed figures from all angles, hacking and stabbing wildly in the dark at the surprised and confused intruders who, despite their disadvantage, very soon rallied with the three remaining on their feet managing to get back to back. Weapons clashed with ringing reports and men grunted and cursed in the blackness as a wounded intruder moaned pitifully somewhere on the floor. The three survivors, swiping their blades before them to discourage their attackers from closing with them, edged back the way they had come. Slowly they retreated, their forms indistinct in the gloom, defending every assault with lightning-swift ripostes that gave credence to Septimus� assumption that they were men trained for the arena.
�Easy, lads!� Magnus shouted as he realised that there would be no way that they could break through the gladiators� guard in the near absent light. �Pull back and let the bastards go.�
His brethren obeyed the order as the three survivors stepped back through the door and then, after a brief pause, turned as one man and ran off, out into the street and on into the night.
�Minerva�s dry dugs, they were good,� Magnus puffed as he slammed the remains of the shattered back door closed behind the fleeing intruders.
�What do you want us to do with the wounded one, brother?� Marius asked, kicking the moaning, prone form and eliciting a cry of pain. �Would you like me to heat up my poker?�
�No, brother, we know where he came from; just make sure he doesn�t go back there, if you take my meaning?�
The wet sound of honed iron slicing through muscle and cartilage was followed by a protracted gurgling as Servius and another brother entered the room with an oil lamp each, illuminating the dying man as he drowned in his own blood, his throat a gaping gash.
�Is everyone all right?� Magnus asked as Servius knelt down and pulled the sack from the intruder�s weakening grip.
His brothers examined themselves for wounds and to their surprise found none.
�We�ve got a couple of problems, Servius,� Magnus said.
�No back door,� the counsellor replied, rummaging in the sack.
�I�ll have that mended and reinforced before morning; Marius will see to that. No, it�s more that we haven�t got a back door that isn�t known about.�
�Then you�d better make another one.�
�Where?�
�In a different place.� Servius nodded to the wall opposite the ruined door. �What�s on the other side of that?�
Magnus scratched his head and frowned. �I imagine it�s just a deserted courtyard full of shit and stuff. Perfect. I�ll have the lads knock a door through.�
Servius shock his head. �People can see a door; just have them remove the mortar from the bricks so that a couple of blows from a sledgehammer will knock them down.�
�That�s a nice idea, brother. I�ll have them do the same in a couple of other places too. What have you got in there?�
Servius tipped the contents of the sack onto the floor; an earthenware jar, about the size of a man�s head, fell out wrapped in bundles of rags. �It looks like they were planning on torching the place.� He picked up some rags and held them to his nose. �Oil.� Then he pulled the stopper from the jar, immediately releasing a pungent scent that Magnus did not recognise. �I�ll wager that, whatever this is, it can burn fiercely; I�ll have a little play with it somewhere safe.� He refitted the stopper and then looked up at Magnus. �You said that we�ve got a couple of problems?�
�Yeah; the other is how did the leader of those bastards know his way through this building in the dark? I heard him say: �We go through this room and then across a corridor.� How did he know that without someone telling him?�
�Or without having been here before?�
�True, brother, very true. And that�s an even more disturbing thought.�
The Capena Gate was busy the hour before dawn the following morning; scores of merchants and traders pushed and shoved each other to get to the well at the foot of the Caelian Hill, sandwiched between the city walls and the line of the Appian Aqueduct, to the left of the gate. Each one was keen to draw the water with which Mercury was sure to bless their business ventures and each one wanted to complete the task as quickly as possible so as not to be away from those ventures for longer than necessary. In the cutthroat world of Roman commerce, time definitely was money and therefore manners came into little consideration when it came to waiting one�s turn in the scrimmage that passed for a queue. The priests of Mercury, standing on a dais overlooking the well, in torchlight, offered prayers to their favoured deity as his special day dawned; even their presence did nothing to help restore a semblance of order to this thoroughly un-reverential scene. Just to the right of this chaos, the centurion of the watch had the men of the Urban Cohort under his command inspect every cart coming through the gate. Most were given a cursory search but occasionally, at random, one was given a rigorous frisking much to the annoyance of the carter, who knew that he had only an hour to make his delivery and get his vehicle out of the city before the daytime ban on beast-drawn vehicles came into effect � unless, of course, he had access to expensive stabling within the walls.
�I suppose he knows which ones not to search too carefully,� Magnus commented as he and Marius watched the centurion point to a cart loaded with leather buckets. �Mind you, I imagine our order is already through.�
Marius yawned and grunted something unintelligible but to the affirmative. They stood beneath an arch of the Appian Aqueduct where it crossed from the Caelian Hill to the Aventine, running within the Servian Walls.
Magnus nudged his brother with the amphora he carried. �Try and keep awake; you�re not going to be much good at playing your part if you�re continually dropping off and starting to snore.�
�Sorry, Magnus. I didn�t get much sleep tonight or the night before either, what with the poker work and then getting rid of the body and all.�
�Yeah, well, everyone has to work hard sometimes and our business is no exception. Now, keep your eyes open and look for Tatianus.�
�Right you are, Magnus,� Marius said, repressing another yawn and blinking.
Even Magnus was struggling to stay awake by the time the sun had risen for an hour and its rays had begun to penetrate down into the busy thoroughfares, lanes and alleyways of Rome, but his vigilance was rewarded by the sight of a tall man surrounded by four bodyguards.
�That�s him, brother,� Magnus hissed, nudging Marius again and jolting him from semi-consciousness. �Come on.�
They nipped out from under their archway and jogged up to the well so that they arrived just before Tatianus. The crowd had died down to only two or three deep by this time as most of the worshippers who wanted to take advantage of the god�s beneficence but not lose any working time by doing so had now departed, leaving the well clearer for the devotees of Mercury who, perhaps, took a slightly less mercenary attitude to the festival.
�We could really do with the god�s help for our business this year, eh, Marius?� Magnus said in a loud voice.
Marius looked at him bleary-eyed. �What?�
Magnus gestured at his brother and made encouraging movements with his eyebrows as Tatianus stopped just behind them to wait his turn.
Marius finally took the hint. �Oh, right. Er � Yes, Magnus, we could really do with all the help that Mercury can give us this year, what with having all that money stolen the other night. Do you think it was Sempronius?�
Magnus nodded with exaggeration, his face turned to Marius so that it was in profile to Tatianus behind him. �The patronus of the West Viminal Brotherhood? Definitely, brother; he heard what we were trying to buy and wanted it for himself. He hopes that having stolen the money from us we wouldn�t be able to raise enough at short notice to replace it.�
�And can we?� Marius asked as they shuffled forward.
�It�s not looking good, brother. The Cloelius Brothers� banking business in the Forum refused me a loan yesterday and the rest of the brotherhood�s cash is tied up at the moment. I�ll have to go to Tatianus and ask him as a favour to hold onto our item for a day or so.� Magnus got to the well and handed the amphora to Marius who held it steady as Magnus took the draw-bucket and slopped water into it.
�Do you think that he�ll do it?�
�He might, seeing as I don�t suppose many people would want to buy what we�ve ordered for the price that we�re prepared to pay for it, that is; except, perhaps, Sempronius, who would do it just to spite me and enjoy watching me lose my deposit and spending the money he stole from me on an item that I was going to pay for with it.�
�That would be nasty.�
Magnus jammed the stopper into the amphora. �It would, brother; but highly unlikely. How would Tatianus ever make that connection? After all, he ain�t that bright.�
�That�s what I heard too,� Marius agreed as they moved off, restraining themselves from looking back at Tatianus and enjoying what they both imagined would be a look of deep outrage on the middle-man�s face.
The sudden blare of horns cut across the general chatter at the well. Magnus looked towards their source at the Capena Gate to see the upheld axes wrapped in rods, the fasces, which were borne by lictors. Someone important was coming through the gate.
�Let�s get out of here before we�re obliged to stay and applaud whoever it is,� Magnus said. �I never like being too close to anyone with lictors, just in case I get noticed and come under strong scrutiny.�
Marius nodded and rested the amphora on his shoulders. �I quite agree, brother; besides I�m curious as to whether Servius has found out anything about the contents of that jar.�
They turned away from the incoming dignitary and stopped abruptly.
�Ah, Magnus, how nice to see you.� The voice was smooth and affable and laced with genuine pleasure.
Magnus feigned surprise. �Tatianus! I�d have thought that you were far too busy to have time to come to festivals like this.�
Tatianus was all smiles and teeth. �On the contrary, my dear Magnus, I am very fastidious in my worship of all the gods, especially Mercury. I always ask him to hold his hands over my business and I�m usually rewarded for my piety; in fact he has helped me already today.�
�I�m very pleased to hear it, Tatianus. As a fellow devotee of Mercury it does me good to see that he bestows his favour on such a deserving gentleman of business.�
�Indeed. I look forward to seeing you at the third hour so that we can conclude our deal on such an auspicious day.�
Magnus sucked his teeth. �Ah, Tatianus, there�s a bit of a problem there. I stupidly didn�t take up your kind offer to look after my money in your strongroom the other night and, unfortunately, it was stolen on the way home.�
Tatianus� expression of concern would have done credit to the most practised dissembler. �I�m so sorry to hear that, Magnus; how awful for you.�
�Yeah, well, it�s my fault. So I was wondering if you would give me a little time to raise the money?�
�I don�t normally discuss business outside my study, Magnus, but as it is Mercury�s day and seeing as he has already favoured me I shall make this an exception. Come tomorrow.�
Magnus� look of gratitude was deep and filled with relief. �Thank you, Tatianus.�
�Don�t mention it, Magnus, my friend.� With a hearty slap on the shoulder, Tatianus moved on as from the gates came the first shouts of �Hail Divine Caesar!�
�Shit!� Magnus spat as he turned towards the gate. �If that�s the Emperor we�d better stay and cheer him; nasty things can happen to people seen walking away from Caligula. Besides, he did save my life once by stopping Tiberius hurling me off a cliff in Capreae.�
�How did that come about, brother?� Marius asked as a litter, high and wide and borne by sixteen slaves, four at each corner, came through the gate. Bearded Germans of the imperial bodyguard lurched to either side of the litter, preventing any of the cheering citizenry from getting too close to their master to whom they showed complete devotion.
�Some other time, brother, some other time. Hail Divine Caesar! Hail Divine Caesar!�
Caligula waved his right hand with regal dignity, reclining within the sumptuous cushionage of his litter. With his high forehead, thinning hair and deeply sunken eyes underlined with insomniac�s dark smudges, Caligula would have looked inconsequential, had it not been for his golden Mercurial costume that did little to hide a magnificent erection with which he toyed with his left hand.
�Hail Divine Caesar! Hail our star, our rising sun! Hail Divine Gaius!� the crowd called out with unfeigned enthusiasm, praising the giver of largesse and holder of games so spectacular that none could recall their like or imagine them being bettered.
Caligula raised himself as the shouts grew with more and more people coming to line the street, genuinely happy that their Emperor had returned to Rome and hoping that he would celebrate the fact with impromptu chariot racing at the Circus Maximus whose soaring, arched bulk overshadowed the Capena Gate. With a sudden movement he thrust his right hand into a bulging purse and then threw dozens of golden coins into the air to shower down on his adoring subjects. The cheering turned into screeches as everyone tried to get a gold aureus, the equivalent of almost six months� wages for a legionary. Another expansive gesture released more of the golden rain as Caligula began to work his erection with increased urgency. �There, my sheep, there�s your fodder. Feed, my flock, feed,� Caligula called as he dispensed his largesse. �Take your blessings from your god, my sheep, and live under my hands.� He smiled with benign calmness as he surveyed the chaos caused by the contents of his purse; and then his expression clouded and his head twitched. �Stop!� he screamed, causing his bearers to halt immediately. The crowd froze in whatever position they were in and looked to their Emperor; Caligula pointed a shaking finger at a couple of beggars, with filthy, wound headdresses, scrabbling on the floor and evidently unaware of the change of atmosphere. �Pick them up,� he ordered the nearest of his Germanic bodyguards.
The German pushed his way through the crowd to the two beggars and hauled them up by the grimed collars of their tattered robes. As they realised their predicament, the beggars ceased groping for coinage and stared with wide eyes at the Emperor, terrified by the wrath on his face.
�Bring them here,� Caligula hissed.
The German hauled the two men forward and then threw them to their knees before the litter. They mumbled entreaties for mercy into their long, ill-kempt beards, in heavily accented Latin.
Caligula surveyed them for a few moments and then addressed the crowd: �Look at their noses, look at their headdresses. They take the money I dispense and yet they refuse to recognise me for what I am.� He looked down at the beggars and sneered in disgust. �What are you?�
�B-b-beggars, Princeps,� one replied, not raising his eyes.
�I know that! But what sort of people are you, what religion?�
�We, we are Jews, Princeps.�
�Jews! I knew it. Call me by my title.�
�I have, Princeps.�
Caligula smiled a smile that would have frozen Medusa herself. �Vespasian,� he called, not taking his eyes from the two visibly shaking beggars now grovelling piteously.
A stocky man in a senatorial toga stepped forward from the entourage of senators and Praetorian officers following the litter. �Yes, Divine Gaius.�
�They seem to think that I don�t notice their lack of respect for my godhead.�
�Indeed, Divine Gaius; they must be amongst the most stupid of your sheep.�
Caligula frowned as he considered this statement. �Yes, they must be. Remove any coinage they might have gathered and have them thrown out of the city. I�ll not have unbelievers amongst my flock. It�s time to get a proper understanding of these people�s way of thinking. Have the Alexandrian embassy brought before me after I have received the welcome of the Senate.�
As Vespasian obeyed his god and Emperor�s orders, Magnus caught his eye. �Philo and his mates are being kept out of trouble, sir.�
�Thank you, Magnus. Meet me at the Senate House in a couple of hours.�
�Put it down there, Marius, and don�t get too close,� Servius advised as Marius put down an earthenware bowl in the middle of the floor of the backroom in which Magnus transacted the brotherhood�s business. �You�ll notice, Magnus, that there is nothing in this bowl but wet rags.� Servius pulled out a dripping bundle just to emphasise the point. �Not the sort of thing that you would normally expect to burn.�
�That�s a fair point, brother,� Magnus said, leaning back on his chair and folding his arms. �But, no doubt, you�re going to surprise me.�
�How did you know?�
�Because you wouldn�t be making such a fuss about damp rags not burning otherwise.�
Magnus� counsellor�s lined face took on a disappointed aspect as he opened the jar taken from the intruders� sack. �I was hoping to astound you, not just surprise you.� He took a single wet rag and dipped it into the jar; it came out smeared with a dark, viscous substance that seemed to be halfway between solid and liquid. He dropped it into the bowl and then took a dry rag and dangled it over the flame of an oil lamp. As it caught fire, Servius threw it after the impregnated rag. There was an immediate puff of flame and within an instant the damp contents of the bowl were burning as if they were tinder-dry.
�I am astounded,� Magnus affirmed. �What is it?�
�It comes from the East but it�s very rare here in the Empire and therefore very expensive. The contents of this jar, if it were full, would have cost as much, if not more, as what we were prepared to pay for the Scorpion.�
�That is impressive. What�s it called?�
�I�ve heard it called the River-god�s fire but what its real name is I don�t know. However �� Servius looked at his patronus and raised an eyebrow.
�Ah!� Magnus exclaimed, understanding.
�We know someone who does,� they said in unison.
Magnus stood, as was every citizen�s right, at the open doors of the Senate House watching, with wry amusement, senators struggling to outdo one another in outrageous flattery as they welcomed their Emperor back to Rome. The fact that he had only been absent for ten days did not seem to dampen their enthusiasm for their reunification with their divine ruler.
�Senator Titus Flavius Vespasianus has the floor,� Gnaeus Domitius Corbulo, the presiding Consul, announced, looking down his long nose that dominated an equinesque face.
�My thanks, Suffect Junior Consul,� Vespasian said, rising to his feet and bringing a smile to Magnus by stressing the full title of Corbulo�s rank. Corbulo bristled in his curule chair, adding to Magnus� amusement for he considered him to be even more pompous than Philo. �I would also like to make my joy at the Emperor�s safe return to Rome a matter of record. Although I have had the good fortune to be escorting him on his journey and, therefore, never far from his radiance, it is still a relief for me to know he is back at the heart of the Empire in his rightful place, guiding our lives. And I hope that he will spare us as much of his precious time as he can before he sets off on his divine conquest of Germania.� Vespasian turned to Caligula ensconced on his litter, which had been placed in the centre of the chamber. �On a personal note, I would like to thank the Emperor for the splendid dinner he invited me to only last night. The food was exquisite, the music sublime, the conversation riveting and the entertainment highly amusing.�
Caligula shrieked a high-pitched laugh at the memory. �Yes, it was fun; we should do it again this evening. Cancel the Alexandrian embassy later � I�ll see them in the morning at the fifth hour � and have a dozen condemned prisoners brought up to the palace.�
�Indeed, Divine Gaius.�
Magnus could see Vespasian straining to keep a delighted expression on his face.
Caligula�s anticipation of the evening revelries was evidently enough to distract him from the business of being flattered and he signalled his bearers to set about their duty. �You will come, Vespasian?�
�With utmost pleasure, Divine Gaius.�
�Excellent.� He turned to Corbulo. �And perhaps you too, Corbulo? Wait, no, no, what am I thinking? You�re far too dull.�
Dullness was, plainly, an attribute that Corbulo in this instance was very grateful for, Magnus assumed, judging by the expression on the Junior Consul�s face.
Caligula was swept from the chamber before the senators could even hold a vote on whether to commission another bronze statue in thanks for his safe return.
�Thanking the Emperor for inviting you to dinner,� Magnus said as Vespasian and Gaius joined him at the bottom of the Senate House steps, next to Vespasian�s lictors, �that was sycophancy of the highest degree.�
�Yes,� Gaius agreed, �and very good it was too. And you managed to get yourself another invitation for this evening. Excellent work, dear boy.�
Vespasian closed his eyes and massaged his temples with a thumb and a middle finger. �There is nothing excellent, Uncle, about dining with a living deity who finds the dismembering of criminals amusing entertainment between courses.�
�Then you shouldn�t have said it was amusing,� Magnus observed.
�Magnus, have you any idea what it�s like trying to please the Emperor just so as to stand a chance of still being alive at the end of the day? Sometimes I think that the only reason I�ve escaped his purges is because he doesn�t consider me rich enough to execute.�
Gaius� jowls wobbled in agreement. �Yes, poverty, or at least the appearance of it, can be a life-saving condition.�
Vespasian scowled at his uncle, ordered his lictors to proceed to the Palatine and then turned back to Magnus as they started to move. �So, have Philo and his embassy escorted to the Palatine tomorrow just before the fifth hour. I�ll meet you there � if Caligula doesn�t confuse me with a criminal and I survive dinner, that is � and, hopefully, by then I�ll know where Caligula will receive them.�
�I�ll be there,� Magnus affirmed. �In the meantime, sir, I�ve got a favour to ask in return.�
Vespasian looked wary but could not refuse his friend. �What is it?�
�Well, as one of the Urban Praetors could you use your influence with the Urban Prefect to take some action over a highly illegal piece of equipment that would have recently come to his notice?�
�What have you done, Magnus?�
�Now that�s not fair, I ain�t done nothing. No, it�s Quintus Tullius Tatianus ��
�He who can procure any weapon ever conceived and have it smuggled into the city?�
�That�s the one,� Magnus said, shaking his head. �You all seem to know about him. Well, I believe that he is just about to supply Sempronius, the leader of the West Viminal, with a Scorpion. I mean a bolt-shooter, not those nasty little things with a sting in their tail.�
�That would be a very illegal transaction. When did the item arrive?�
�Last night.�
�Then I assume that the Urban Cohort centurion has already informed Lentullus, wouldn�t you say, Uncle?�
�Undoubtedly, dear boy; unless he�s grown tired of his wife and children.�
Magnus shook his head again. �Ain�t nothing secret?�
�Not when it comes to a dangerous man like Tatianus,� Vespasian said. �So what would you like me to get Lentullus to do?�
�Well, I assume that now he knows about the Scorpion he will take steps to confiscate it?�
�I�m sure he will.�
�In which case could you ask him to do it at the third hour tomorrow morning?�
�Why so precise?�
�Let�s just say that I�ll be in conference with an interested party at that time and that type of information would be exactly the sort of thing that I could use to bring him down a bit.�
Vespasian sighed. �So I�m supposed to get the Urban Prefect to enforce the law at a time that suits your criminal agenda, is that it?�
�Well, if you put it like that then I suppose so, although there�s nothing criminal about it.�
�I doubt that very much.�
�And then, what happens to things like Scorpions when they�re impounded?�
�That�s up to whoever is in charge of the raid.�
�The centurion?�
�No, a centurion will lead it but a magistrate will oversee the whole thing.�
�An Urban Praetor, perhaps.�
Vespasian raised his eyebrows. �It has been known. I�ll see what I can do. You just make sure that Philo�s there at the fifth hour.�
�That I will, sir,� Magnus said, taking his leave. �I wonder what the punishment is for being caught in possession of a Scorpion? Whatever it is it�ll give Sempronius quite a sting, if you take my meaning?�
�There they go,� Magnus said, looking down at a wagon being unloaded by torchlight in a narrow side street off the Vicus Patricius. �I knew the bastard would do it.�
�Do what, Magnus?� Sextus asked, pulling his cloak tighter around his shoulders as the temperature fell with the deepening of night.
Magnus did not bother to answer his bovine brother as he felt sure that the short answer would prove too baffling and a longer explanation would be beyond his attention span. Instead he counted the number of components brought out from beneath the leather covering of the wagon until he was satisfied that it was indeed the Scorpion being delivered to the back door of the West Viminal Brotherhood�s headquarters.
Magnus eased the weight off his cramped buttocks, which had transferred most of their heat to the flat, tiled roof on which he and Sextus had been concealed for their three-hour vigil, and then ran his eye over the building that housed his bitter rivals. Unlike the South Quirinal, the West Viminal chose not to base themselves in the tavern built at the junction of the Vicus Patricius and the Carpenters� Street, the road leading to Magnus� territory, but, rather, in a four-storey building built around an inner courtyard some fifty paces from the crossroads. It was a wise decision, Magnus conceded: apart from the minor inconvenience of the crossroads� lares altar not being a part of the building, it was far better situated than his own tavern as it only had one wall facing the main street, with the other three backing onto narrow side streets, in one of which the wagon was being unloaded. This meant that it was that much harder to attack as the narrow streets on three sides could be blocked to prevent access, leaving only the possibility of attacking through what would be a very well-defended front door. As he rued the ease with which his defences had been breached the previous night something stirred within Magnus� scheming mind and he raised his gaze to the roof of the building, some ten feet higher than his position: it was, like the one that he was crouched on, flat. However, there was a structure built atop it, a structure that Magnus knew to be solid because it was where the West Viminal liked to keep their captives. �Unless one had a Scorpion,� Magnus muttered to himself.
�What�s that, brother?� Sextus asked.
Magnus smiled in the dark. �I meant, Sextus, that I�ve just seen a less lucrative but more satisfying use for a Scorpion.�
�I didn�t think we had one any more on account of the money being nicked and such.�
Magnus began to ease his way back, keeping low so that his silhouette would not rise above the parapet. �Never you mind, brother; you just kill who I tell you to and leave the thinking to me.�
�Kill who you tell me to and leave the thinking to you,� Sextus said, digesting the suggestion as he followed. �Right you are, Magnus. I�ve always found that to be the best course for me.�
�Good lad, Sextus, good lad.�
�You know my policy,� Tatianus said, shrugging his shoulders and opening his arms as if he were helpless to change something of his own making. �If you don�t come with the money within a few hours of the item being on my premises then I sell it to the first one who does. And you were meant to come at the third hour yesterday, not today.�
�But, Tatianus, you said to come today when I told you that I�d had the money stolen.�
Tatianus bared his teeth in what would have been a smile had it not been so triumphant. �Yes, I did, didn�t I? However, I made no promise as to whether or not your Scorpion would still be here, did I? It�s just such a pity for you that you took it for granted that it would be; you�re evidently not very bright.� Tatianus� triumphant air wavered somewhat as Magnus leant back in his chair and entwined his fingers behind his head, serenity on his face and looking for all the world like a man who had just won a long-odds bet at the Circus Maximus on an unfancied chariot in a fixed race.
�What do you think the Urban Prefect will do when his men, who are raiding Sempronius� headquarters as we speak, find the Scorpion that you sold him yesterday?�
Tatianus could not conceal his surprise. �How did you know?�
�Because I planted that seed in your head, at the well, remember? I think it�s you that isn�t very bright; oh, but I said that yesterday too, didn�t I?� Magnus stood, ready to take his leave. �Now, Sempronius is very implicated, but I can keep your name out of this or I can keep your name in it; it�ll be up to you.�
Tatianus sneered. �How can you have any influence over the Urban Prefect?�
�I think the River-god�s fire would get his attention, don�t you? Come and find me when you�ve decided and bring my deposit with you.� He turned and made for the door.
�Wait,� Tatianus called, his voice higher through tension, �we can discuss this now, Magnus, my friend.�
�Sorry, Tatianus,� Magnus replied without turning back as he went through the door, �I don�t have the time just now; I�ve got to take a Jewish embassy before the Emperor.� Leaving Tatianus with a baffled look on his face, Magnus grinned at the two henchmen in the corridor. �And a good day to you too, gentlemen.�
�It�s an outrage!� Philo declared as he walked between Vespasian and Magnus down the Palatine.
�It�s the Emperor�s will,� Vespasian reminded him.
Philo gestured to the members of his embassy following behind, escorted by Tigran and a few of the brothers. �But we�ve been waiting for months to present our case to him; we�ve paid the right bribes, but nothing, no. And then Isodorus arrives with an embassy from the Greek citizens of Alexandria and gets to see the Emperor within two days. Two days, I tell you; and what�s more he gets to see the Emperor at the same time as us, denying me the advantage of putting our case first, which would be only just as we are the injured party and have also undoubtedly laid out much more in bribes.�
Magnus, by now, was unsurprised that Philo was the injured party; he was more than tempted to add to his injuries himself, but refrained from mentioning it.
�I�m afraid there�s nothing to be done, Philo,� Vespasian said, exasperation barely concealed in his voice. �It�s the Emperor�s idea of saving on his valuable time to see you both together before he sets off for Germania. From his point of view it makes perfect sense.�
�But Isodorus is a villain of the very lowest stock; even Magnus would look down on him.�
�He must be rough,� Magnus opined, shaking his head and sucking air through his teeth in disbelief.
�He is and it�s an outrage that he gets treated with the same dignity as me. Me! The brother of the Alabarch of the Alexandrian Jews; a literary figure of great renown having to share an audience with the Emperor of Rome along with a common criminal, a murderer, a � a �� Such was his outrage that words failed Philo at this point.
�A man of lower birth than even me?� Magnus suggested helpfully.
�Exactly! And to make matters worse we are not even being received at the palace as a personage of my rank would expect. No! We are being taken instead to the Gardens of Maecenas � why is that?�
�Again, I�m afraid that it�s the Emperor saving on his time,� Vespasian informed him. �He has decided to do some improvements to the gardens and the villa within them and so will see you as he goes around the house and the grounds.�
�So I will acquaint the Emperor with the injustices perpetrated on the Jewish citizens of Alexandria whilst he does some interior decorating and consults with his gardener?�
�Something like that.�
�It�s an outrage!�
The Gardens of Maecenas were richly laid out, as would be expected of that cultured intimate of Augustus who had risen to power by providing the first Emperor with canny political advice. He had been Augustus� brains as Agrippa had been his muscle, and his reward was great wealth. It showed in the beauty of the terraced gardens that he had created on the Esquiline Hill, along the Servian Wall between the Esquiline and Viminal Gates. However, that had been almost fifty years before and since his death little had been done to maintain the villa in their midst. Not even Philo could argue that the place was not in need of refurbishment as they waited on one side of the atrium whose frescoes had seen better days. On the other side stood a collection of hard-looking men, bearded and garbed in the Greek fashion and murmuring amongst themselves whilst casting threatening glares across to the Jews.
�And this is too miserable for words!� Caligula�s voice, loud and pitched quite high, preceded him and all in the atrium turned towards the tablinum whence it came. �The frescoes are scenes from the Aeneid, ghastly! I want to be portrayed in congress with my fellow gods and goddesses.�
�Yes, Divine Gaius,� a small, balding Greek said, making a note on a wax tablet whilst scuttling behind the Emperor as he emerged, on spindly legs, into the atrium. �What sort of congress?�
�I leave that to you, Callistus; whatever seems appropriate with each god. You can imagine that there is a world of difference between congress with Venus and then Neptune.� Caligula stopped, his sallow face lit up with inspiration. �Of course! Depict the victory that I�ll have over Neptune later in the year after I�ve subdued the Germanic tribes. I intend to lead my legions into the Northern Sea and thrash him there and then carry on to conquer Britannia.�
�Very good, Divine Gaius,� Callistus said as if Caligula had just announced that he was to take a longer bath than usual.
�Ah! The god haters.� Caligula�s eyes alighted on the Alexandrian embassy.
Philo immediately prostrated himself; his fellows followed. �Hail Gaius Caesar Augustus.�
Caligula frowned and cocked his head as if he feared that he had not heard correctly. �You see,� he said, looking at Vespasian and Magnus and gesturing with an outstretched arm at the Jews who were now getting back to their feet. �Not one mention of my divinity.�
�Indeed not, Divine Gaius,� Vespasian replied as Magnus mumbled his discontent at the omission.
�Indeed not, Vespasian; and Magnus, isn�t it? Would you deny that I am a god, Magnus?�
�How could I, Divine Gaius? You saved my life.�
�There you have it: I can both give life and take life. Which one shall it be with yours, I wonder?� Caligula walked up to Philo and peered at him as if he were looking at a strange and puzzling phenomenon for the first time. �You are god haters inasmuch as you don�t think that I�m a god; I, who am already confessed to be a god by every nation but am refused that appellation by you.� He then raised his hands to the heavens. �One fucking god! Are you mad?�
The Greek embassy broke into applause at this performance and began showering Caligula with divine honorifics, much to his obvious delight.
As the Emperor bathed in the godly flattery, the evident leader of the Greeks stepped forward and bowed deeply, his expression oozing subservience. �Divine master, you will hate with just vehemence these men that you see before you and all their fellow countrymen if you are made aware of their dissatisfaction and disloyalty to yourself.� The Greek�s tone was honeyed and his gestures flowery and as he spoke he smirked. �When all other men were offering up sacrifices of thanksgiving for your safety, these men alone refused to offer any sacrifice at all. And when I say �these men� I mean also the rest of the Jews.�
�My Lord Gaius! Princeps!� Philo cried. �We are falsely-� Caligula cut him off with a sharp gesture and then pointed to the floor. �Callistus, the mosaic is far too pastoral. Have it re-laid with a more martial theme: me vanquishing the Germans would do it. Vespasian, come with me.� He looked back at Philo. �Continue your whingeing!� With that he hurried off along an airy corridor with high windows, running off the atrium, with Callistus and Vespasian accompanying him and Magnus in close attendance.
�We are falsely accused, Princeps,� Philo called out as he and his embassy, now bereft of any semblance of dignity, scurried after their Emperor with the Greek delegation in hot pursuit. �We did sacrifice, many times. We didn�t even take the flesh home for our tables as is our custom but, rather, committed the victims entire to the flames as burnt offerings.�
Caligula turned into a high-ceilinged room, bare apart from a few faded upholstered couches and a couple of statues, one of Augustus, the other, Agrippa. One look at the second statue caused Caligula to shriek: �Get rid of it! And have the place scoured for any more likenesses of that � that ��
�He doesn�t like to be reminded of his grandfather,� Vespasian whispered to Magnus. �He came from an unknown family.�
�And, Callistus, have my statue replace it but make sure that it�s bigger than Augustus. The room needs to be lavishly furnished in the �� Caligula stopped mid-sentence and looked back at the door in which Philo stood with the bobbing heads of Jews and Greeks alike trying to see over his shoulders. �How many?�
Philo looked puzzled. �How many what, Princeps?�
�How many times have you sacrificed?�
�Three, Lord Gaius: once on your accession, once when you recovered from your illness, and a third time, recently, in hope of your victory over the Germans.�
�Greek style, Callistus,� Caligula said, barrelling towards the door and causing Philo and all those jammed within it to retreat in disarray. Callistus, Vespasian and Magnus followed him through, further disordering the two delegations. �Grant that all this is true,� Caligula said, waving a pointed finger in the air as he disappeared on down the corridor, �and that you did sacrifice, you sacrificed to another god and not to me.�
�But we sacrificed on your behalf, Princeps,� Philo called from within the throng barging each other to keep pace with the Emperor.
�What good is that to me?� Caligula stopped suddenly and swung round, causing both delegations, now hopelessly mixed together, to halt as if they had slammed into an invisible wall. �You sacrifice to me, not for my sake!� He spun away and the Greek delegation cheered a point well made whilst Philo and the rest of the Jews looked downcast and rubbed their beards.
�They�d have done better staying home in Alexandria,� Magnus observed as he and Vespasian followed Caligula into the next room.
�Not enough red,� Caligula said and doubled back causing Magnus and Vespasian to part for him.
Callistus scribbled a note as he chased his master out.
�Philo was under the misapprehension that the Emperor had the same grasp of justice as a learned Jew would,� Vespasian muttered. �I would guess that his reaction to the reality would be ��
�Outrage?� Magnus suggested. Vespasian tilted his head indicating agreement with Magnus� assessment.
�Why won�t you eat pork?� Caligula asked, much to the vocal amusement of the Greeks.
Philo�s mouth opened and closed a couple of times. �Er, well, Princeps, different nations have different laws; there are things of which the use is forbidden to both us and our adversaries.�
�Ha! That�s true,� Caligula said, causing the Greek mirth to subside.
Philo pressed his point. �There are many people who don�t eat lamb, which is the most tender of all meats.�
Caligula laughed. �They are quite right for it�s not at all nice.�
Philo beamed with relief that he had finally got the Emperor to accept a point.
�Perhaps you�re not so backward,� Caligula mused. �What principles of justice do you recognise in your constitution?�
�So did they find the Scorpion?� Magnus asked as Philo launched into an in-depth analysis of Jewish law, failing dismally to capture the Emperor�s attention.
�They did,� Vespasian replied with a half-smile. �Sempronius is currently languishing at the Urban Prefect�s pleasure whilst he decides whether to condemn him to the arena as he deserves.�
�And?�
�And they took the Scorpion away.�
�Obviously. But where did they take it?� Magnus asked as they entered a huge hall at the heart of the villa.
�As it happens, I had them deliver it to my house.�
Magnus looked at Vespasian, astounded.
�It�s too cold in here, Callistus; have all the windows filled with glass pebbles so the light can still get in.� Caligula moved onto the next room as Philo continued his monologue on all aspects of Jewish law, unattended by the imperial ear.
�How did you manage to do that?� Magnus asked once he had digested the information.
�In very much the same way as Lentullus hoisted responsibility for Philo�s embassy, when the Emperor took an interest in it, onto Corbulo�s shoulders and then he onto mine so that any mistake could be construed as my fault, not theirs.�
�Ah! You told Lentullus that the Emperor was involved.�
�Yes; I said the Emperor had heard a rumour, as he came up the Appian Way, that something was to be smuggled into the city using his arrival at the Capena Gate as a diversion and he had asked me to look into it. Lentullus, naturally, couldn�t pass on all responsibility to me fast enough.�
�I�m sure.�
�So I used the centurion who had let it through the gate to search Sempronius� place, explaining to him that since he knew what it looked like, having been bribed to let it through the gate, it would make it much easier for him to find it again before forgetting he had ever heard of it in the first place.�
�Very sensible.�
�What are you saying?� Caligula asked abruptly, bringing Philo�s speech to a sudden halt.
�I was saying, Princeps-�
�Bring my father�s pictures that he brought back from Syria and install them in here,� Caligula said, his attention now on the small, intimate library he had just entered rather than on Philo.
�Yes, Divine Gaius,�
Callistus said, making another note. Caligula contemplated the ceiling for a few moments before turning to Vespasian. �These Jews don�t appear to me to be wicked so much as unfortunate or foolish, in not believing that I have been endowed with the nature of God.�
�Indeed, Divine Gaius,� Vespasian replied, the solemnity of his voice matching his expression.
�Princeps, may we now put our case?� Philo asked.
�Case? What do you think you�ve been doing for the last half an hour? You�ve put your case to me and I�ve decided that you are misguided in your attitude to my divinity and not malicious and therefore can be allowed to live. You may go.� He turned on his heel and headed off with Callistus padding behind him leaving Philo straining, with every fibre of his being, to swallow his view on how he had just been treated until Caligula was out of earshot.
�Gentlemen,� Vespasian said, amusement on his face, �it�s time to go home now. We�ll take you to Ostia tomorrow to find passage back.�
�It�s an outrage!� Philo finally burst out.
�If you mean your still being alive, Philo, then you may find some that would agree with you. However, if I were you I would get on a ship back to Alexandria and thank your god that you caught the Emperor in a merciful mood.�
�But we were here to complain about our ill-treatment.�
�No, Philo; you were here to defend your ill-treatment of the Emperor and in his magnanimity he forgave you.� He steered Philo around; the rest of the Jewish embassy followed to the jeers of the victorious Greeks.
�About that Scorpion,� Magnus said as they retraced their steps.
�Yes?�
�Would you happen to know exactly where it is in your house?�
�No,� Vespasian said unhelpfully.
�Oh.�
�But I can tell you that at the fourth hour of the night it will be on a wagon in the yard behind my house, totally unattended.�
�Now that is a very foolish place to leave it.�
�Not if you want it to be stolen and never to hear of it again. I�m sure the Urban Prefect will rest much easier if he knows the whole thing has disappeared and is completely out of his hands.�
�And I�m not someone to disturb such a great man�s rest, if you take my meaning?�
�I do, Magnus; so when you�ve done whatever you plan with that Scorpion, destroy it and we�ll consider ourselves equal for the favour that you did me in keeping Philo out of trouble until the Emperor could decide his fate.�
�Now tie that off with a good tight knot, Sextus, and then secure it with a nail that doesn�t go all the way through.�
�A good tight knot and nail it, right you are, Magnus.�
As Sextus carried out his instructions Magnus looked with admiration at the Scorpion, now reassembled in the moonlight on the roof opposite the West Viminal�s headquarters.
�She�s a beauty, ain�t she, Magnus?� Marius said, stroking his hand along the groove in which the two-foot-long bolt would rest.
�She is indeed, brother,� Magnus readily agreed, examining the wound torsion springs, made of animal sinew, in which the bow arms were set. �There should be ample power in these for our purposes. Are you ready, Tigran?�
The easterner grinned and slipped off his tunic leaving only his trousers and a small sack hanging from his belt. �The less weight the better, I would say, Magnus.�
�You�re the lightest we�ve got and you�ll be fine, brother; the pace with which this thing will thump into that wood over there will make it impossible to dislodge the bolt. I�ve seen these things pass through two barbarians in a row before getting stuck in a third. Very pleasing to the eye it was too.� He tested the stability of the weapon standing on four splayed legs as if perched atop a pyramid. �Perfect. All right, Cassandros, wind her up.�
The Greek attached the engine�s claw to the bowstring and then wound a pair of winches at the rear of the weapon to ratchet it back tight against the counter tension of the torsion springs.
�Sextus, the bolt,� Magnus said as the weapon reached maximum draw.
�Right you are, brother.� Sextus picked up the two-foot wooden bolt, as thick as his thumb, with a vicious-looking iron head and three leather flights at the other end. Tied to it, with a good tight knot, was a hemp rope; a nail was driven into the bolt just behind the knot.
�The sharp end goes at the front,� Magnus said helpfully when Sextus appeared confused. �And make sure that the nail is upright.�
The bolt in place, Magnus looked along its length, sighting it up towards its target. He made a couple of adjustments to the weapon and then, when satisfied, hit the release mechanism.
With a crack that echoed off the surrounding buildings, the two bow arms, set in straining sinew, blurred forward and whacked into the restraining uprights, sending the bolt fizzing through the night, pulling the fast-uncoiling rope behind it. An instant later a resounding hollow thump announced its piercing of the wooden structure on the opposite roof, closely followed by the vibrating thrumming of the missile juddering, lodged firm in its target.
Magnus took hold of the rope and gave it a couple of test tugs before putting all his weight against it; it held. �Tie that off with a nice tight knot, Sextus.�
�If you don�t mind, brother, I�ll do it myself,� Tigran insisted. �Then I�ve only myself to blame if I end up splattered all over the street below.�
�Fair enough,� Magnus said as Tigran fastened the rope to a roof beam exposed by the removal of a couple of tiles.
When all was secure, Tigran dangled himself from the rope upside down with his legs curled around it. He shifted his weight; the rope bounced slightly but held. �No time like the present.� He grinned and began to move his hands one over the other, hauling himself up the gradient. As he came to the edge of the roof he muttered a short prayer before pulling himself out over the void whence came the rumble of night-time traffic and the jollification of drunkenness.
Magnus held his breath as he watched the silhouetted figure ease along the rope, taking care not to make it swing and loosen the bolt. Little by little he progressed over the twenty-foot-wide drop until, with a suddenness that caused Magnus� throat to constrict so that he almost chocked, Tigran let go of the rope and fell a few feet onto the other roof.
�Done it,� Magnus blurted in relief.
A few moments later the rope slackened off as Tigran detached it from the bolt. The tension came back to it as he fastened it to something more secure.
�Good lad,� Magnus muttered. �Now open the door.� The cracking of wood being worked at with a crowbar confirmed that that was indeed what Tigran was doing, and very shortly Magnus could see the door to the West Viminal�s private gaol swing open and a couple of shadows stalk out. �Well, they can either stay or come over here, it makes no odds to me,� Magnus informed the brothers watching with him.
Both the men, having by now been acquainted by Tigran of his objective, decided to risk the crossing rather than stay where they were. As the first man climbed onto the rope, Magnus saw orange glimmers come from inside the wooden structure; soon it was a constant glow. By the time the first man had made it over, flames flickered from the structure and, Magnus hoped, would be now catching on the roof beams beneath the tiles that Tigran had, hopefully, removed from the floor of the gaol with his crowbar.
The fire grew and Magnus rubbed his hands together. �Sempronius will never suspect that it was us who started it; he�ll think that the prisoners did it somehow � if he escapes being condemned to the arena, that is.�
The second man was halfway across when Tigran came racing out of the gaol and back to the rope, flames sheening his naked torso. �Hurry up, you bastard.� The escaping prisoner quickened his movement; as soon as he dropped down onto Magnus� roof Tigran clambered onto the rope and all but slid back down.
�Eh? Look what we have here, Magnus,� Marius said, grabbing the newly escaped prisoner by the wrist. �You little bastard, where�s my money?�
�Ah! So that�s how they knew the way through our tavern,� Magnus said, recognising the man�s face. �Did they hurt you, Postumus, or did you just offer free directions to be friendly, like?�
�I�m sorry, Magnus, they caught me in one of their whorehouses; I was stupid to go in. They chucked me in their gaol and Sempronius threatened me with a red-hot poker, he did. I didn�t like it.�
�You liked it well enough the other night.�
�Not to be on the receiving end, though. Anyway, I didn�t think that telling them the layout of the tavern would do much harm; it was only directions they wanted.�
One flick of Magnus� head was enough for Marius and Sextus to lift a screaming Postumus up. Marius looked briefly down into the street before nodding at his brother. With a diminishing howl Postumus hurtled streetwards to slap onto the stone as Tigran arrived safely back with the roof ablaze behind him.
�What happened to him?� the easterner asked as he handed the jar of the River-god�s fire to Magnus.
�He�s been giving people directions that he shouldn�t; so we gave him directions for the quick way down to the street. The rest of you lads had better join him but I recommend using the stairs, even though it takes slightly longer.� He took a rag and smeared the Scorpion all over with the remains of the jar�s contents. �Quick as you like, Cassandros.�
With a few deft strikes of his flint, Cassandros got a cascade of sparks falling into his tinderbox which, coaxed with gentle breaths, caught into a small flame. Lighting his rag from the kindling, Magnus lobbed it at the Scorpion�s feet. Flames jumped from the wood and raced up to the main body of the weapon, along the bolt groove and then left and right to the bow arms and up and down the torsion springs.
Magnus looked at the raging Scorpion with regret. �Pity, but it would be unwise to break a promise to Vespasian, however expensive.� Beyond it the West Viminal�s roof was an inferno and shouts of panic issued from the building as the flames spread. �Still, she did a good job. Time to go, Cassandros.� Cradling the empty jar so that it was safe, Magnus turned and sped down the stairs. From across the street came the crash of the first roof beams collapsing onto the floor below.
�On a grain ship? Me? It�s an �� Philo began spluttering, his outrage such that he could not even spit the word out as he stared in horror at the hulking monstrosity of the flagship of the Egyptian grain fleet.
�It�s all that�s available,� Magnus replied, trying not to show his irritation. �The first grain convoy of the season has almost filled the harbour, and of the few other ships berthed here, none is destined for Alexandria. Take it or leave it, but that�s what the port aedile said.�
�Then we shall wait until a vessel more suitable to my standing arrives.�
�I wouldn�t advise that, Philo,� Vespasian said from his seat on a folding chair set beneath a makeshift awning. �Firstly, you don�t know how long you might have to wait for so fine a ship, and secondly,� he indicated around the crowded, bustling port and the clogged streets leading off it, �where would you stay? I doubt that you�d find anything that you would consider suitable here.�
�We�ll go back to the Gardens of Lamia.�
�No you won�t, Philo. I can�t allow you back into the city.�
�Why not?�
�Because I can�t guarantee your safety, and because of my friendship with your brother I would not wish to put you at risk.�
�But yesterday the Emperor ��
�What the Emperor does one day bears no relation to what he might do the next. Indeed, if he did hear that you were back in the city he might very well forget that he has already questioned you as to why you don�t recognise his divinity.�
�Then I�d have another chance to put the case against Flaccus and the Greeks to him.�
�No, Philo, you won�t; but Caligula might come to a different conclusion than he did yesterday. So forget Flaccus, forget all the outrages that you have been subjected to and get on that ship.�
�But-�
�No buts, Philo,� Vespasian said, rising to his feet to emphasise his earnestness. �Just get on board, go back to Alexandria and write to Caligula protesting about Flaccus. Meanwhile, if I get the chance, I will remind the Emperor that Flaccus would not hand over Alexander�s breastplate to me and mention to him how rich Flaccus has become whilst serving as prefect of Egypt. That�s the best way to deal with a god who needs all the money he can find for his Germania campaign.�
�But he�s not a god.�
�Yes he is, Philo, and you�d be wise to remember that. If the Emperor, who has the power of life and death over us all, considers himself to be a god then a god he is, and I for one will be the first to keep up that pretence.�
�So you don�t really believe that he is a god.�
�What I believe is irrelevant. Now go.�
Philo stroked his beard, considering his position. �Very well, I�ll take your advice.� He signalled to his fellow ambassadors to board the waiting vessel and then approached closer to Magnus and Vespasian. �I would thank you for the help that you have both given us � me. I have found it hard not to be treated according to my rank and that has led to a few outbursts of frustration, so that you haven�t, perhaps, seen me in the best light.� He produced a weighty purse from inside his mantle. �As a token of thanks and in anticipation of what you will do to aid us in bringing Flaccus down I would like to give you the last of the money we have set aside for bribes.� He offered the purse to Vespasian. �Take it, there are a hundred and fifty-three aurei in it.�
Vespasian pushed it away. �I can�t be seen to take money off you in public like this, but there is absolutely no reason why Magnus should not accept the gift and we�ll share it out later.�
�Very good,� Philo said, handing the purse to Magnus who took it with a grave face. �I bid you both farewell and will carry your greetings to my brother and his sons.�
�Do that, Philo,� Vespasian said with feeling, �and tell him that someday Magnus and I will come back to Alexandria and he can repay the debt he owes us with hospitality.�
Philo bowed and then turned and walked up the gangway.
�Did I hear you right, sir?� Magnus asked as they watched him go. �I could have sworn that you said we�d share the money out.�
�I did. I thought a third for you and two-thirds for me.�
�Fifty-one aurei � that�s very generous.�
�Not really; it just puts you back into my debt, which is where I like you to be.� Vespasian turned away. �Come on, let�s get back to Rome � if there�s any of it still left standing, that is.�
�What do you mean, sir?� Magnus asked, feeling the comforting weight of the purse in his hand.
�I mean that I heard that a chunk of the Viminal burnt down last night. Oddly enough it was the same building that the Urban Cohorts raided the day before.�
�Ah, yes. Well, it�s amazing just how viciously a Scorpion can burn.�
�I hope that I never have the opportunity to find out, and so does the Urban Prefect, if you take my meaning?�
�I do, sir; and I can promise you that no one will ever get one into the city again and life will go back to how it was.�
�Good. Make sure that everyone understands that.�
�Oh, he will, sir, he will.�
�Tatianus, what a lovely surprise,� Magnus said in a voice that conveyed the exact opposite; he did not get up as the middleman was shown into his room at the rear of the tavern by Marius. Servius sat next to him. �This must be a social visit as I know you never discuss business outside your establishment.�
�In normal circumstances that would be the case,� Tatianus said as he sat opposite Magnus and placed a strongbox on the table between them.
�But not today; why�s that?�
Tatianus bared his teeth in a snarl. �You know perfectly well why that is, Magnus, so let�s stop the play acting and get down to business: you said that you have the power to keep my name in or out of this Scorpion and the River-god�s fire affair. Well?�
Magnus leant forward and rested his elbows on the table, pressing the tips of his steepled fingers to his lips. �Hmmm. Tricky. After all, you did swindle me.�
�No I didn�t; I just used my normal business practice and you well know it.�
�Well, Tatianus, I�ll tell you what I know: the Urban Cohorts did raid Sempronius� place yesterday and they did take away a Scorpion as well as Sempronius himself. The Urban Prefect knows all about your business but turns a blind eye because he can control it much better if he knows how and when items arrive in the city. However, a Scorpion was a step too far and he�s a bit cross, to say the least, and if I was to give the jar of the River-god�s fire to my patron to pass onto him then your days would be up, if you take my meaning?�
�I do. So what do you propose?�
�I propose that you give me back the deposit that you cheated me out of and in return I�ll give you back the jar. And then, secondly, I�ve been asked to convey this message: you undertake never to bring in anything more dangerous than swords, slings, bows and those sorts of things, and then the Urban Prefect will be very happy and let you carry on in business.�
�That�s easy enough.�
�There is one exception, though.�
Tatianus eyed Magnus across the table. �And that is you, I suppose.�
�Indeed, Tatianus. You will bring me anything I ask for � except for a Scorpion of course � because I�ll be able to get it into the city without the authorities finding out.�
�And how�s that?�
�That�s what tame senators are for.�
Tatianus looked down at his strongbox and then pushed it across the table to Magnus. �You have a deal. One thousand denarii paid in gold.�
Magnus opened the lid and counted the coinage. �Fifty aurei, very nice, Tatianus. Servius, give the gentleman his jar back.�
Servius leant down and produced the jar from under the table; Tatianus took it greedily and then pulled the top off. �It�s empty!� His eyes squinted accusingly.
Magnus shrugged and leant back in his chair. �Of course it is. The deal was for me to give you back the jar; I made no promise as to whether or not the contents would still be in it, did I? It�s just such a pity for you that you took it for granted that it would be. Sempronius has that, or at least, he had it smeared over his roof beams until someone carelessly dropped a flaming rag on them. Now he�s just got a gutted shell of a building which is going to cost him a lot more than the thousand denarii he stole from me if the Urban Prefect ever lets him go.�
�You fire-raising bastard!�
Magnus� smile got nowhere near his eyes. �I may well have kept enough of the River-god�s fire to prove that statement right on your house, Tatianus. As you said, I am known for my arsonistic tendencies. You can go.�
Tatianus picked up the jar and hurled it across the room to shatter on the far wall. Without a word he turned and stalked out.
�I�ll call for you when I need you,� Magnus shouted after him. �I much prefer doing business here, on my terms.� Magnus grunted with satisfaction as he listened to Tatianus stomp down the corridor. He tipped the fifty aurei onto the table and then looked at Servius. �Fifty aurei from him and fifty-one from Philo; it would seem, brother, that we�re one aureus up on the deal.�
�I�ll record that in my ledgers.�
�You do that, brother; and meanwhile I�ll try and work out another way of getting into Tatianus� strongroom without using a Scorpion.�
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