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MAIN CHARACTERS



The Present

Kannon Jarratt — a young woman with a mysterious past.

Yuki Jarratt — Kannon’s half-Japanese, adoptive mother.

Des Carmichael — the Australian police detective who originally investigated Kannon’s case.

White Gregson — leader of the Moral Legion.

The NTA — the National Time Administration, which runs the time portal.

Victoria Dupree — Senior Time Marshal at NTA–San Francisco.

Celeste Dupree — Victoria’s missing daughter.

Doug Mertling — the head of NTA–San Francisco.

Constan Valdestiou — office manager at NTA–San Francisco.

Brandon Rous — an NTA marshal.

Emmaline Scolette — an NTA marshal.

Karl Armstrong — an NTA marshal.

Rome, 8AD

Bellona — the name that Victoria used while posing as a gladiatrix in Rome. Kannon borrows it.

The Hierophant — the high priest of the Isis worshippers in Rome.

Valerius Musa — a Roman businessman hired by Victoria.

Domitia Crassus — the wealthiest woman in Rome.


Augustus — the ruler of the Roman Empire in 8AD.

Horace — the butler at the Crassus mansion.

Gaius Aquilla — a Roman knight assisting Domitia with her plans.

Alexander — a slave gladiator given to Kannon by Domitia.

Philemon — a Greek playwright hired by Domitia.

Livia — Augustus’s wife.

Julia the Elder — the daughter of Augustus and stepdaughter of Livia.

Julia the Younger — the daughter of Julia the Elder.

Tiberius — the son of Livia and stepson of Augustus.

Lurco Rabirius — a wealthy slave dealer.

Andromache — Domitia’s clairvoyant slave.

Cerebus — the head trainer at the Ludi.

Felix — a free gladiator working at the Ludi.

Lucius — a free gladiator with criminal habits.

Plautius Sulla — the man in charge of Augustus’ public entertainments.
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ON THE COAST, JUST SOUTH OF SYDNEY



‘It’s time,’ Ledbetter rolled the next word off his tongue, savouring it like a lolly, ‘Freak.’ He was a hulk, even bigger than I remembered, sticking out at the back of the class like a bouncer at a children’s birthday party.

Ledbetter had the beefy kind of body that came from having played full-contact sport every week since he was a kid. That, and a fondness for steroids. Thick arms. Thick neck. Thick head. The police college made him take my self-defence course as part of his basic training, and he hated it. Because he hated me.

Freak? No-one had used that nickname since high school.

‘You heard me,’ he shouted, then pushed his way through the students to shove his face straight into mine. He was eager to hurt me. Something disabling. Permanent. ‘It’s time, Jarratt. We do it now. Fight me. Finish it!’ He was so close his last words covered my lips with a sour-smelling spittle.

I slowly wiped my mouth with my sleeve. Why now? Why here? But I already knew the answers.


The rest of the police cadets stood around us, faces carefully blank. This was their first class with me. The time when I had to get their respect and keep it. They all wore their navy blue, police-issue tracksuits, and their feet were bare on the tatami floor covering. The self-defence portion of their course always started here, in the Japanese training room at Yuki’s martial arts centre. The first thing they had to learn was how to fall and the thick woven matting softened their landing. Their faces said nothing, but you could still tell they were waiting for me to react. With a gleeful interest.

I wasn’t interested. At all. ‘Step back, Ledbetter.’

He smiled with yellowing teeth, ‘Make me.’

The anger started to boil up from somewhere too deep inside. Old stuff, mean and crazy stuff, creating fissures in my hard-won professional manner. The last year had been bad. Very bad.

I clenched down on it. ‘I have a class to teach, cadet. If you want to talk to me, you’ll have to wait till it’s finished.’ Ledbetter wanted me rattled. He knew I couldn’t afford this kind of trouble.

My adoptive mother, Yuki Jarratt, had owned and run the dojo for nearly twenty years. In that time her reputation in armed and unarmed combat had spread, and brought her a cluster of eager students. Later, with bills to pay, she’d started her own company, Makepeace Security, servicing Sydney and south to the Illawarra. Yuki had still run her martial arts classes, but the company gave us financial security. It put me through school, and gave Yuki a solid reputation as a businesswoman. When the South Coast Police College opened in Wollongong they’d asked Yuki to teach their self-defence course, and felt lucky when she agreed.

But when Yuki died last year, the College had considered dropping our contract. I’d helped run the dojo since I was a teenager, but at twenty-two they thought I was too young to do it by myself. I’d managed to talk them out of doing anything for another year. And Ledbetter knew it.

‘Fuck you and your shit-arse class.’ He stuck his hands on his hips. ‘Do you really think this shitty place,’ he waved his hand around at the traditional wood and tatami training room, ‘and your stupid skirt’s going to get you any respect?’

He was mocking my hakama — long, black, pleated trousers, tied at the waist. I wore them over the top of the usual martial arts uniform, a white cotton coat and pants. The samurai trousers tended to swirl when I moved fast, hence the skirt insult. They were traditionally worn by sensei, respected teachers, but here, in the middle of February’s heatwave, I probably did look like a freak to them all. My uniform was too strange, too Japanese.

Ledbetter scanned around for confirmation from the others. The two men who’d pushed through the crowd with him smirked, but the others kept silent. They were waiting to see how things turned out first.

I ungritted my teeth. This wasn’t the first time I’d had trouble in class. I was a woman, and young for a martial arts teacher, the same age as most of the cadets. ‘Calm down, Ledbetter. I’m not interrupting the lesson because you feel like it. Come back in an hour and we’ll talk.’

Before, Yuki used to take the police cadet classes. She resembled her Japanese mother but was tall like her British father. Unmistakably not one of them. But no-one took her on. No-one. After she’d died last year I’d taken over the police classes, now there was always some moron who wanted to prove they were better than me. And this time, I knew, it was going to be much worse. Because it was so personal.


‘See what I mean?’ Ledbetter appealed to the class. ‘She won’t fight me, because she can’t fight. She shouldn’t be teaching you anything.’ Then he spat on the tatami. His two friends sniggered.

I stared down at the spittle. He’d spat on me, and now on Yuki’s dojo. I pushed down the anger again. I had to get him out of here, but if I touched him I knew I’d be charged with assault.

‘Get out, Ledbetter. If you don’t want to do the class, just get out.’

He pushed into my space again, jerking a thumb towards his jaw. ‘Come on, Jarratt, just swing for me. Do it.’

‘You could get thrown out of the College for this, Ledbetter.’

He laughed. ‘Sure.’

We both knew no matter what happened this afternoon he wouldn’t be blamed. His father was the local police sergeant, and anyway I was the professional fighter, the teacher in charge of the class. Whatever went wrong would end up on my side of the slate. I couldn’t touch him, and he wouldn’t leave.

‘Come on, Jarratt,’ he crooned. ‘For old times’ sake. It’s time to settle it, stop stalling!’ There were more sniggers, from more students. Someone to my left was whispering.

Ledbetter stripped off his navy T-shirt, leaving just his track pants.

He’d packed on tight muscle, mainly on his arms and shoulders, giving him that crab-like upper body that amateur weightlifters get. He wiped off a trickle of sweat that’d run down his chest and tossed the bunched-up shirt over his shoulder. One of his friends, a sandy-haired guy with acne scars, caught it and stepped back. The rest of the students simultaneously moved back to the walls. Their movement looked choreographed.

Then I realised. Everyone had known this was going to happen. It was a set-up.

I really didn’t need this! ‘Come on, Ledbetter. This is pretty pointless, don’t you think? You’re training to be a policeman, for God’s sake.’

‘Oh I don’t think so,’ he mocked. ‘I’ve been wanting to fix you for a very long time. And now just feels so right.’

The word ‘fix’ came out like something you did to a dog.

Ledbetter and his mates had made my life hell at school. They hated my mother because she was half-Japanese, and they hated me because I was different, a misfit. I even had a Japanese first name — Kannon. Everything about me offended them. All that and because, in the end, I was stronger and smarter than them.

The cadets behind Ledbetter exchanged malicious glances, they wanted to yell, ‘Fight! Fight!’ It felt like the schoolyard all over again.

‘I’m not going to do this, Ledbetter. I’m not going to fight you.’

‘No?’ Making it sound more like a threat than a question. ‘Oh I think I know how to make you do just that.’ He moved his fists up, ready to begin. ‘Don’t you?’

I didn’t reply. He was right. We’d fought once before. Really fought, and he wanted a rematch.

When we were both teenagers Ledbetter had ambushed me on my way home from afternoon detention. In those days I was always on detention, always in trouble. Him and three of his mates had waited for me. I had to cross through deserted parkland and they came at me from out of the bushes. He’d shown me a knife and told me that he was going to make me do things. With all of them.


It’d taken him three months in Woonona Private Hospital and another six of intensive physical therapy before he was able to come back to school. His mates had made it out of the park under their own steam. Just.

Ledbetter’s father was basically a good man. He’d tried to get to the bottom of what’d gone on, but neither of us would talk. Ledbetter because … Well, what could he say? And me? Because I’d come very close to killing his son.

‘So how’s the claustrophobia, Jarratt?’ taunted Ledbetter, still searching for the final trigger. ‘Do you still go foetal in lifts?’

Suddenly I didn’t care about the police college contract any more. You see, Ledbetter did know what to say, what’d get to me. He always had. And he knew because everyone here knew.

The series of tiny villages that spread south along the coast road from Stanwell Park down to Sandon Point at Bulli sit on a very narrow margin of land. To the west, a lush green rainforest full of towering eucalypts covers the slopes that rise up to meet the sandstone cliffs of the Illawarra Escarpment. To the east is the rolling Pacific Ocean, held back by sandy beaches and punctured by rocky points. Here, unlike Sydney only an hour to the north, passers-by meet your gaze, say hello. And all the long-timers know who owns the best fish and chip shop, who’s likely to win the next surfing comp and, of course, all the details of the local scandals.

I was a local scandal.

The day I nearly beat Ledbetter to death he’d used local knowledge to get to me. He’d said he was going to give me new dreams. Bad ones.

I don’t remember much from when I was very little. Except for the nightmares of confinement, without faces or details. Just the darkness and the terror of being unable to breathe, unable to move.

After I was found they couldn’t take me in a car or on a train, I’d claw and tear to get out no matter how fast we were moving. As I grew, I started to forget, started to settle into my new home with Yuki, and the panic attacks began to fade.

Given enough love and care, young animals can heal from terrible beginnings.

But when I turned nine the past came back to me in a new, more adult version. That was the year I found the files and I finally understood who I was.

Or rather, who I wasn’t.

I’d always known that I was adopted but I didn’t know why. Then one day when Yuki was busy with a women’s self-defence course, I went rummaging around in her office, looking for sticky tape. I was doing a school project on the Port Kembla steelworks, and I needed to stick down photos Uncle Des had taken for me the week before. Cupboards that were normally locked had been left open, and the first thing I’d found had been the newspapers.

Folded on a lower shelf was an old copy of a Sydney daily paper. As I opened it, a picture of Uncle Des came into view; the caption said he was Detective Sergeant Desmond Carmichael of the Lithgow Police. On the same page was a picture of my mother, Yuki, holding a little girl. She was standing outside Lithgow District Hospital. The thick black headline above said ‘Still no clue to the identity of the Kanangra Baby’.

I was too young to make the initial connection, but old enough to want to read on.

The text said that a Japanese hiker had found the little girl in a cave in the Kanangra-Boyd National Park, and that her arms and legs had been tied to a noose around her neck. The hiker had just managed to resuscitate the child in time. It said that despite a nation-wide hunt no-one had come forward to claim her, and the police had come to believe that the parents had left their child there to die.

All I could think of, at the time, was why had Yuki kept this locked up?

Then something clicked. I looked at the date of the newspaper, then down at the caption under Yuki’s photo. It named her as the Japanese hiker.

Time seemed to blur.

I studied the little girl with the terrified face. Her eyes were black, like deep holes in her grey face. Her hair the colour and texture of straw.

Then I knew why this had been locked away, and why I couldn’t remember anything of my early years. It was a picture of me. Taken when I was two. The nightmares were real. They were memories …

Memories.

Ledbetter stood there, watching my face, pleased he’d managed to bring it all back to me. And so publicly. Here. Now. In Yuki’s own dojo.

He grunted. ‘Does the College know you were suicidal?’

I stared at him.

After I’d found the files, everything had crumbled. When Yuki came home later that same day, she’d found me sitting on the edge of the roof. There was a forty-foot drop to the cement driveway below. After she got me down, we did the rounds of therapists again. But, by now, it was clear to everyone, myself included, that I was damaged in ways that talking couldn’t reach. In the end Yuki returned to what she knew best, hoping that it would give me the skills and the strength to find my own way to the surface. She taught me martial arts. To take control of my life. To be a fighter.

And in the end it worked. Anger burnt out fear. Anger drove out despair.

By the time I was a teenager I’d become so angry I hummed with it. Limits just set me off.

Detention led to skipping school. Which led to running away. Which led to living on the streets. Ledbetter’s own father was one of the local officers who’d brought me home in the back of the paddy wagon. No charges were ever laid, just another caution to Yuki.

It was the incident in the park with Ledbetter that finally jerked me out of it. That was the turning point. I’d nearly killed him. Just a split-second pause between him living or dying. In that second I’d realised how close I was to losing everything, including my freedom. And I couldn’t lose that.

Now here he was, the adult Ledbetter, baiting me again.

What Ledbetter didn’t know was that incident in the park had changed me, just as it’d made him even more bitter and violent. Once you reach the bottom of the well you have two choices. You either stay in there, or climb out.

He’d stayed in. I hadn’t.

‘If I touch you, Ledbetter, I’ll be up for assault.’

‘Not any more, sweetheart. I have my black belt too, now.’

Really?

When Ledbetter finally flunked out of high school, he’d moved up to Sydney to work for a shifty cousin who flogged cheap roofing to the building trade. There he’d joined a full-contact karate club called The Rattlers, a US franchise specialising in street fighting. Fast and dirty.


So now Ledbetter was bound by the same legal liability as me.

I kept my expression neutral. ‘I’m not risking my government contract for you, or anyone else, so go home.’ I turned my back on him, dismissing him. ‘Go home, cadet, I’m busy.’

I could hear him snarl with frustration. Now he had no choice but to make the first move.

There was a sweet-faced cadet standing directly in front of me, her expression awash with concern. She nodded behind me at Ledbetter, as though trying to force me to turn and look too.

Perfect.

Ledbetter had learnt karate, which favours the hands, and he’d built up his upper body, so I knew he was going to use his best shot first — a strike or punch. I also knew he was itching to make it personal. Leave visible scars, break my face. So he’d give it all he had.

The cadet’s eyes widened, and she opened her mouth to warn me. Using her eye line as an indicator, I ducked, just as Ledbetter’s clenched fist swiped over my head.

A gasp squeezed out of the circle around us.

He’d attacked me, now I could legally defend myself. Finally.

I spun round. He was close, but busy regaining his balance from the missed swing. I said, ‘You can’t hit me with my back turned? And from only three feet away? Impressive.’

He snarled again, trying a two-finger eye strike, but I ducked to the side before he’d finished.

I backed away, saying, ‘Still no sense of humour, Ledbetter? You should get one; it makes life sooo much easier. Trust me.’

There were some scattered laughs, but most of the cadets were uneasy, surprised.


I pointed at Ledbetter, now glowering in the centre of the room. He couldn’t believe I wasn’t taking him seriously, and didn’t know what to do about it. ‘Here we have a prime example of your regular street thug. Stupid, violent. With bad technique.’

I walked over to the only brick wall in the room, and waved the cadets away from it. They were puzzled, but moved anyway.

Watching Ledbetter I said, ‘In the following weeks, class, you’re going to learn some Aikido, the ultimate martial art.’

He screamed, ‘Shut up!’ and charged. As he reached me he jabbed his right hand, heel of the palm first, up towards the centre of my face.

He’d really lost it. He was trying to shove my nose backwards into my brain.

I slid sideways — to the outside of his arm — so he hit dead air and fell forward in the direction of his strike. I grabbed his wrist and swung it down, using his own momentum to flick him into the brick wall, upside down.

Ledbetter hit it hard. Hard enough to knock the breath out. His own momentum held him pinned against the bricks for a fraction of a second, then he slid directly down, headfirst.

Crunch.

He fell over to his side, dazed, still breathing, but finished for tonight.

I turned back to the shocked faces. ‘Aikido is the world’s most lethal dance. It was created by one of the last samurai. He knew that if you completely blend with your opponent’s attack, then you can take control of their force and redirect it. The harder someone attacks, the harder they fall.’

I looked down at Ledbetter. ‘I call it instant karma.’








2

DES ARRIVES



It was dark by the time all the students had gone. The last to leave was the sweet-faced cadet who’d warned me of Ledbetter’s punch. She’d stayed on, just talking and talking. She was an idealist. Going into the force because she believed it was a vocation, not a job. She kept apologising for Ledbetter’s behaviour. Said she was going to report him to the first-year coordinator. Said he’d tried to bully the other students as well, and this had to stop.

I’d agreed. That certainly sounded like him. God knows he was the last person I’d like to see wearing a police badge.

Ledbetter’s two mates had put him in his car and driven him away. I’d called an ambulance from the dojo office, but his bruised ego had got him moving before they could get here. He was a little groggy, but I’d checked his eyes while he was still on the floor. He had a thick skull, so he’d have a headache, but probably no concussion. It’s hard to seriously hurt your brain when it’s the size of a pea.

He’d left swearing I’d lose my contract and my dojo. That he’d sue. That he’d get me. That he’d … The threats had only stopped when they’d driven off.

Either way, my next meeting with the first-year coordinator at the College was sure to be more interesting than I could deal with at the moment.

I pulled at the neck of my gi; the heavy cotton was damp and sticking to my skin.

It was a hot night, too hot. I was used to wearing the full gi and hakama, freezing cold or boiling hot, but I could sure use a shower now, and I had to eat something soon, or I’d have to bite the next person I met. I’d had classes all day and no time to squeeze in lunch.

I climbed the stairs. Time to go home.

I live on the second floor of the dojo, just above the training rooms. Just me and my black pup, Spud. She’s nearly eighteen months old, and you can guess what her favourite food is. Mashed, fried, any way she can get her paws on it. Over the years the dojo has been built, and rebuilt. Now, it sits on the slopes of the escarpment, surrounded by Illawarra flame trees, turpentines and cabbage palms, and looks out over the local village to the ocean.

Yuki started the centre not long after she found me, twenty years ago. Before that she’d travelled, studying combat in places like China, India and South America. When she applied to adopt me, the Australian authorities forced her to settle here; they said that until the case was closed I had to stay within reach. Her Japanese mother, Miko, had died when Yuki was born, and her father, Caleb Jarratt, died when she was a teenager, so there were no other ties to consider. Yuki made the commitment to stay, adopted me and began to teach what she’d learnt.

As I hit the top of the stairs, the phone started ringing. I made it on the third ring. Spud had heard me arrive, and skittered across the wooden floor to circle my legs like a wagon train in hostile territory.

‘Hello, Makepeace Dojo, can I help you?’ I patted Spud, trying to calm her down. You’d think I’d just returned from six months away.

There was a pause, then, ‘Sorry, wrong number. I was trying to find a Ms Jarratt. I thought this was her number?’

The voice was definitely familiar. ‘It is. This is Kannon Jarratt, can I help you?’

‘Ah. Yes. Kannon.’ He coughed nervously. ‘It’s Martin Cockburn here.’

‘Of course, Professor Cockburn.’ Head of the Archaeology department at the University of New South Wales. Lanky body. Long, basset hound face. Keen eyes, and brown socks and sandals on his feet year round. ‘Sorry, I didn’t recognise your voice. I’ve had a pretty full day.’

I hadn’t done a subject with him yet, but we’d spoken enough times to be familiar. Archaeology wasn’t a very big department at UNSW; it didn’t have the prestige of the older faculty at Sydney Uni, and these days there weren’t any jobs waiting at the end of the degree. Most of us would be lucky to get a place in a museum, let alone a field appointment.

‘Er, well, Kannon. That’s all right.’ He paused again.

I tried to work out why on earth he’d be calling. Nothing came up.

I’d been enrolled, on and off, in a part-time archaeology degree since I left high school. The family business came first, of course, but I did what I could, when I could. I was due to start one of Cockburn’s subjects next semester.

He still hadn’t spoken yet, so I prompted, ‘Did you want to talk to me about next semester?’


‘Ah yes. In a way.’ He coughed again. ‘Kannon. Let me say first I think you’re an exceptional student …’

Oh no. He’d left the statement half finished, hanging there, which meant there was a big BUT coming next.

‘Is there something wrong?’ Of course there was.

‘Eh, yes. The problem is some of our staff have raised major objections to your enrolment.’

I knew what was coming. ‘Are you talking about me not finishing the last two fieldwork assignments?’

‘Yes, Kannon, I am.’ He took a breath. ‘We all understand your problem with enclosed spaces.’ He took another breath. ‘And we sympathise, but …’ He paused for dramatic emphasis. Here it comes. ‘You haven’t finished any of your fieldwork subjects.’ I could almost see him shaking his head. ‘Not one.’

‘I know. Look, maybe I could …’

He cut over the top of me. ‘So far you couldn’t get on a plane to go to Crete … Or to the Greek digs either. And you couldn’t use the scuba gear to complete your marine archaeology assignment off Sydney Heads.’

‘But …’

‘Yes, I know, Kannon. But if you can’t physically complete the fieldwork side of things, you can’t pass the subjects.’

‘Look, I know all this, Professor Cockburn,’ I emphasised. ‘And it’s the fieldwork part I love the most. What about the research I did up in Cape York? At the Rifle Valley excavation.’

‘Yes, yes, Kannon, that was excellent. I’ve read your report and the tools you found were invaluable. When the site is not enclosed, you’re fine. But if you can’t go into a cave, then Australian indigenous sites will also be beyond you.’

He paused to say, far too kindly, ‘But you want to become a marine archaeologist, don’t you?’


‘Yes.’ That was my ultimate goal. ‘But over time I’ll be able to move from using the snorkel to scuba gear. I’m fine in the water. I surf. I can dive, using the snorkel, to shipwrecks in twenty, or even thirty feet of water. It’s not the water. It’s the breathing apparatus, and the lack of light at depth. But I’m working on it.’

Using the meditation techniques Yuki had taught me, I’d overcome most of the post-traumatic stress symptoms from my childhood. Nothing much scared me any more. Heights, snakes, speed, nothing but certain kinds of enclosed spaces.

You could shoot me out of a cannon, but I couldn’t get on a plane, or enter a cave, or dive through shipwrecks at depth.

‘I’m getting there, Professor Cockburn. I’ll overcome those last fears, like all the rest,’ I insisted. ‘This degree’s giving me the incentive to do it.’

‘Yes I know, Kannon. And I hope you know that I was very reluctant to make this phone call. I think you’d be a fine archaeologist. But this has gone on for far too long.’ He was uncompromising. ‘You’ve done all the theoretical subjects you can at this stage, and completed none of the ones with fieldwork in them. You start them, but you don’t finish them.’ He stressed, ‘I’m sorry, but the Department has decided to terminate your enrolment.’

‘What?’ A fierce pain jabbed through my chest.

‘Until such time as you can complete the fieldwork requirements. I’m sorry, but that’s the bottom line.’

I stared at the receiver. Why was everything happening today? I didn’t know whether I was going to become an archaeologist, or follow in Yuki’s footsteps, or whatever else lay ahead, but I sure as hell wanted to make the choice myself!


Steam was practically rising off me now, but I kept my tone as polite as possible. ‘Well then, Professor Cockburn … re-enrol me! Which fieldwork assignment do you want me to do first?’

‘I thought you might react this way,’ he said dryly. ‘Either the digs on Crete, or the dive off the Heads would do. As a start …’

I growled, ‘I’ll do both.’

‘Be sensible, Kannon.’ He ostentatiously waited for my sensible reply.

I took a deep breath. Okay, think again … Both terrified me. A round trip on a plane? Or a series of dives? Both had their worse points.

‘I’ll do the dive.’ At least I could get that over and done with quickly. The lead-up was almost as hard as actually doing it.

‘All right, Kannon. Come and see me when the semester starts and we’ll set it up.’

I wanted to howl ‘NO!’ down the phone, but instead said crisply, ‘I’ll see you then, Professor Cockburn.’ And hung up.

I stared at the phone with venom.

Then I realised the message light was blinking. I shook my head at it. I wasn’t picking that phone up again tonight, under any circumstances.

I couldn’t think about this now. I had to relax, unwind. First, Ledbetter the cretin, re-enacting his high school fantasies, and now this?

Spud had picked up on my bad mood and was watching me with doggy concern, her big honey-coloured eyes melting my crankiness. I leant down and stroked her velvety head. ‘Don’t worry, baby. I’ve been through worse than this.’

Shower. I needed a mindless, relaxing shower. Cold water pouring down my sweaty body.


I peeled off my clothes as I headed for the bathroom. The heavy black hakama, the sweaty white gi, sticky underwear.

Spud followed, dodging the falling clothes.

I turned on the cold-water tap, and stepped under the shower spray.

Mmmm, good. The rest of tonight was off-limits to stress of any kind. I’d eat some dinner, sleep soundly, dream about the man who’d just started work as next door’s gardener, and his nicely rounded … No, maybe I should skip that tonight, too. Just rest, nothing but perfect peace and quiet. And in the morning I’d know what to do. I kept chanting that thought. ‘Tomorrow. I’ll fix everything tomorrow.’

I dried off, slipped into a singlet top and sarong, and padded into the kitchen. It was too hot to cook and I was sick of salad, so I went straight for dessert. Fresh mangoes and the last of the vanilla ice cream they made in the village. Yum.

It was too steamy to stay inside, so I took my bowl out and sat at the table on the deck. With the deck lights off, so I could watch the moonlight paint the shifting waves below without having to deal with a hovering cloud of mozzies.

Spud lay in a contented sprawl over my bare feet, snoring loudly while I ate. She looked exactly like her grandmother, Biscuit, who’d turned up on our doorstep one day and refused to leave. She’d known a pair of suckers when she smelt them.

Yuki had tried to find Biscuit’s owner, but in the end she’d stayed.

I’d loved Biscuit from the first moment I saw her, and she’d padded behind me like a furry shadow till she died. She’d slept on my bed. Even swam past the breakers with me, when I was learning to surf. We didn’t know what breed, or mix, she was, but she was big and sleek, with a shapely head and gentle eyes. Except when she got protective and then her eyes switched to high beam and a tall spine of fur, tapering from her neck to her tail, would stand up like a warning flag.

Spud wasn’t taking Yuki’s death very well. Even in this heat the pup wouldn’t let me out of touching range. Most nights I woke to find her lying across my chest, head on the pillow next to mine. I missed Yuki too. Running the dojo forced me to keep moving, but it just didn’t feel right without her. It felt like I was up a dead end, nose-close to a brick wall.

Dessert had melted into a fruity mess so I abandoned it to look down at the cool water below. When I was younger, I’d never thought about Yuki dying, and even now it was a shock to remember she was gone. She’d been indestructible. Had seemed indestructible. But she wasn’t.

Headlights on the road below caught my eye.

A rusty old Ford ute shuddered to a stop under the streetlight and an older man, carrying a briefcase, got out and shakily walked towards my front gate.

Bloody hell! It was Des. He had only come out of hospital five days ago. He wasn’t supposed to be driving, and he certainly wasn’t supposed to be climbing my steep stairs. It had been scary watching him struggle to survive in intensive care.

Yuki and Des were my family, and now there was only Des.

Stubborn old man. He hated feeling less than in total control.

The automatic lights flicked on as he climbed the external wooden stairs to the top storey. Des stood for a moment, panting outside the open side door, then stepped heavily through the lounge room to the deck. He flicked the deck lights on as he came and immediately mozzies swarmed up around us, jostling for an opening.

‘What are you doing, Des?’ I asked, beyond exasperation. ‘You were told to rest. At home. Not jog up stairs in the middle of the night. And you know I was coming round to see you again tomorrow. I know you hate being sick, but this is ridiculous.’

He cut straight through my concern. ‘Yeah, yeah, Kannon. Something’s come up. I had to talk to you.’

In the hot yellow light he looked strange, drawn from the effort of the climb but overexcited at the same time.

I pulled out the chair next to me. ‘At least sit down while you have your next heart attack.’

Yesterday he’d barely had the energy to watch the cricket on TV.

Des sat heavily, dumping his ratty old leather briefcase right next to my feet. It must have landed on one of Spud’s paws, because she yelped and sat up, then collapsed back down again with a snort of disgust.

He peered under the table and mumbled, ‘Sorry baby,’ patting her head while he readjusted the bag.

‘Are you okay?’ I asked.

His hair wasn’t combed and he was wearing his own version of pyjamas: a faded to almost-white, blue T-shirt, threadbare khaki shorts and worn rubber thongs.

‘I’m fine, stop fussing.’ He gave me a measuring look. ‘But what’s wrong with you, Kannon? You look pretty stressed. Everything okay with the company?’

He sat there, thin and exhausted, waiting to hear about my day. I loved him so much my heart hurt. And the last thing I was going to do was tell him about Ledbetter.


Even though Des was retired, he’d been a detective sergeant for so long he felt he owned the police force. If I told him, he’d be on the phone to everyone in sight, yelling about the poor quality of the new police cadets, and asking what the College thought it was doing letting trash like Ledbetter Junior in the front door? I’d just got Des back from hospital; I wasn’t risking him making a return visit on my account.

I was too tired to think of an excuse, so I went for a half-truth. ‘Nothing, I’m just tired.’

He gave me a sharp glance and waited.

I gave up. I’d spent half my teenage years lying to him and he’d caught me out every time. Des was impossible to lie to, and he smelt a con like a seasoned sniffer dog at the airport spotting drug mules.

I had to give him something, but not Ledbetter.

I kept my expression neutral. ‘I just got off the phone with one of the people who run my degree program.’

‘Yeah. And?’

‘And they just wanted to discuss this year’s enrolment.’ I flicked my hand to dismiss it. ‘Just some red tape about my subjects. I’ve sorted it.’

He kept his gaze steady on my face. ‘Why did you lie about it, then?’

I felt like screaming. Des could teach interrogation techniques. In fact he had. He’d been a country cop but a damned good one. What to notice. Inconsistencies. Facial tells. And he was relentless.

He knew people, and he knew how they twisted the truth.

‘Des, back off, will you? I’m more worried about you than anything else, so stop trying to fix my problems.’ I eyed him warily. ‘Anyway, didn’t you say you’d rushed over to see me about something?’


His face hardened when I said that. ‘Stop changing the subject, Kannon.’

‘Sick?’ I spluttered. ‘Where did that come from? I’m healthy as an ox and you know it.’

He didn’t respond. He was still waiting for me to come clean.

‘Oh all right. All right.’ I couldn’t take his best police detective stare. Well not when he was so frail anyway. ‘The Archaeology Department has told me they won’t enrol me in any more subjects.’ I checked his expression.

He grimaced. ‘Because you didn’t do the dives and the trips overseas?’

I nodded. ‘Yep. The fieldwork. That’s right.’

He rubbed his face. ‘What are you going to do? What can you do?’

I wanted to get off the subject as quickly as possible and get him home to bed. He still hadn’t told me why he was here, so I just said, ‘Sleep on it. I’m too tired to make any decisions tonight. I need to think this through.’

‘You’re not going to give up on this.’ He glared at me. ‘Are you? They can’t …’

I cut in. He was going into full strategy mode, which would probably involve me threatening legal action and God knows what else. ‘Des, I will deal with it. Just not now, not tonight. I need to think this out.’

He read the finality in my face with narrowed eyes. Then, instead of continuing with his rant, he leant back in his chair, sighed, and said, ‘You know, Kannon, I remember when you first became interested in archaeology.’

I sighed as well. I knew this tactic. It was softer, but it took longer.

Des was like a terrier: when he wanted something he just kept at it until he got it.


‘Yeah, me too,’ I said, hoping if I went along with it, he’d be irritated and give up. ‘That first summer I spent at Rollie’s place was special.’

Which was true. I’d never forgotten that time. Rollie was Des’s younger brother. He ran Nunga, the Carmichael family homestead in Western Australia.

‘Yes. Yuki’d asked me to find a place she could take you for the school holidays. A quiet place in the country,’ he said, with a suitable hint of nostalgia.

I eyed him in disbelief. That wasn’t the rosy way I remembered it.

What Des hadn’t mentioned was that Yuki’d wanted me as far from the big city as possible, because I’d spent my fourteenth birthday living on the streets in Kings Cross. They’d just brought me back home again, and she didn’t know what to do with me.

So I said, with heavy sarcasm, ‘Well, Des, you don’t get much more country than Nunga.’ It was north of Geraldton and about eighty miles from the coast. The nearest neighbour was half a day away by four-wheel drive. ‘Not a big city in sight.’

Des ignored the jab. ‘Yep, that’s right. Nature. In all its glory,’ he said, with a hint of longing, ‘Rollie took you both around the old place, didn’t he? You camped out under the stars, saw the rock paintings, met the local tribal elders.’

That was a bit too much.

‘Cut it out, Des. You hate the place. Haven’t been back to Nunga since you were my age.’

He gave me a deeply offended face. ‘Well, Kannon, that trip got you thinking about the big picture, didn’t it? Nothing like thinking in terms of millennia to stop you focusing on yourself, and your own problems.’

‘Yes,’ I said, reluctantly. ‘It did change things for me. Make things look different.’


He was right, however manipulative he was being. The incident in the park with Ledbetter had shown me what I didn’t want. But that summer had got me thinking about what I did want. What the future could be.

Des said idly, ‘It was when he took you out to the Abrolhos Islands that did it, wasn’t it? That was when he taught you to snorkel.’

The Abrolhos Islands were a string of 120 islands, sixty miles off the coast of Geraldton. The reef there teemed with sea life of every description, and had a haunted history, which had both chilled my bones and focused my teenage ambitions.

‘It was the story of the Batavia that got you in. The story of the shipwreck on that reef in 1629 …’

‘You can stop there, Des,’ I said. It was getting late and he had to go to bed and recover. ‘I know very well why I became interested in archaeology. You don’t have to give me a pep talk.’

‘Kannon.’ He became more serious. ‘Rollie got you interested in someone else’s life story. And it gave you perspective. Even a sense of power over the past.’

‘Yeah. Even if it was someone else’s.’ I laughed. ‘How healthy is that?’

‘Well … you haven’t been able to find the truth about yours. You haven’t been able to dig into your own past …’

My face froze over. This was a topic we never touched. At least not for a very long time. We both sat there for a moment. Silent.

I asked again, quietly, ‘Why did you come over, Des?’

A shutter slid over his face. Unfortunately for Des, growing up with him had taught me to read faces as well. He was trying to cover his response, which usually meant he was trying to think of a way to manage me. That thought filled me with dread. It could be news about his health. Bad news.

‘What is it, Des? What’s going on?’

He knew exactly what I was thinking. He’d heard the fear in my voice. ‘It’s not me, Kannon. Not my health,’ he emphasised. ‘It’s something else.’ He took a deep breath, ‘But I want you to promise to hear me out.’

‘What’s going on, Des?’ He was making me anxious. ‘Spit it out.’

‘I want you to watch something I recorded today.’

‘Something you recorded?’ I felt my eyebrows hit my fringe. ‘What are you talking about? Why?’

‘I think it may finally give us some answers,’ he said carefully.

‘Answers.’ I was confused. He seemed to be starting in the middle of a conversation I hadn’t had yet. ‘Answers about what?’

‘I think it’ll tell us who you really are.’
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Dead silence.

‘No.’ I shook my head. ‘No. I am not doing this.’

Des stared hard at the view, anywhere but into my face.

So I stared at him, torn between anger and grief. ‘I told you last time, I would never do this again.’

He swung back to me, pleading. ‘Kannon …’

‘Des. It’s finished. Over. As far as I’m concerned my life started the day Yuki found me.’

I looked down at his battered leather briefcase sitting at our feet. I thought he’d given up years ago, but I should’ve known from the bag. When I was young, every time he’d arrived with that briefcase it’d meant he had another lead. He’d kept the police investigation going long after everyone else had given up.

I’d never wanted to know the details. Why would I?

My biological parents had already taken their best shot at getting rid of me. Dumped me in a cave to die, to strangle to death.

Apart from anything else, I don’t know what I’d do if I found them. Probably something that’d involve gaol time.

Des knew how I felt. He said softly, ‘Kannon, if I’m right then your parents didn’t abandon you.’

‘You mean, try to murder me.’ It was a statement, not a question.

‘No.’ He tapped his bag. ‘I think we’ve been completely wrong about that all along. This new lead explains why, after all that publicity and searching, no-one ever came forward. Why there were no clues to be found. It wasn’t your parents who left you in that cave at all. If I’m right then the answer is much more complex than we ever could have guessed.’

‘Complex, you say?’ Tonight had already been complex enough. Ledbetter’s crap. Cockburn’s ultimatum.

I stared down at the ocean shimmering coldly below; I really didn’t want to have this particular conversation. Not tonight. Not ever.

‘Kannon. You have to watch this recording.’ Des had that stubborn look. ‘This time I think I really have something here. That I’m onto something real and new.’

He touched my arm. ‘Kannon. You have to give it a shot.’

I shook my head. ‘I can’t, Des. Don’t ask me to. Not tonight.’

‘If I’m right then we have to act now. Right away. This can’t wait till you’re ready.’ His voice was hoarse with feeling. The sound hurt my ears.

He’d aged a lot in the past year. Didn’t walk that well any more, and there was a hint of desperation around the eyes. But I’d been through this before. The last time Des had come here with the same hope, that I hadn’t just been thrown away, I’d been eleven. And that one time had nearly crushed me. It had nearly crushed us all.

I searched his face. His sad, kind face. But this was Des. Des wouldn’t do this lightly. He knew exactly how much this would cost me.

‘Please, Kannon. Watch this with me. Now. Tonight. You know I wouldn’t ask this unless I was sure.’

I let out a long breath and said softly, ‘Okay. Go on. Show me.’ He wouldn’t go home until I’d done what he asked. And I was older, tougher now. ‘I’ll watch but don’t expect me to get involved in anything.’

I immediately began bracing myself for the worst. What was this recording of? It could be anything …

‘Sure,’ he said with confidence.

Des still believed he could bend the world to fit his vision. It’d made him a formidable cop but less relaxing as a close relative. Growing up with Yuki and Des: between a rock and a hard place.

We moved into the lounge room with the pup padding behind. Des set it all up and turned the screen slightly in my direction. He grabbed the remote and sat next to me on the worn four-seater couch. Then he hit ‘play’ on the remote.

The screen bloomed into a brightly coloured image. Mainly green. Grass green … What …?

It was today’s cricket match between Australia and the West Indies. Cricketers in uniforms … playing on a field in the sunny Caribbean … Australia was batting, the West Indies player was running up to bowl and …

‘I’ll just cue it up,’ said Des, as he fast-forwarded through another five minutes of play.

I wrinkled my forehead in confusion. ‘What’s going on, Des? You got a lead while recording a televised cricket match? This afternoon?’


He shook his head. ‘Wait till you see. Then we can discuss it.’ The game finished and he pressed ‘play’.

The next program was The Linken Fox News Hour, a US news segment shown every weekday afternoon on the Australian public broadcasting channel. It gave summaries of US news stories, and the occasional overview of current events.

Since he’d retired, Des watched every news program he could find. Said it made him feel less isolated, still a part of the world.

The Linken Fox News Hour? I’d been expecting to see terrible footage, to have to brace myself as I watched. But a US news show?

The melodramatic opening music featured the sound of frenzied typewriters and staccato trumpets, then the camera focused in on the presenter, a heavily made-up blonde woman, sitting behind a news desk with a logo on the wall behind her.

‘This is Susan Mornington,’ she said, with an American accent, ‘and this is The Linken Fox News Hour.’ She gave an expert smile, then launched into her presentation with vigour, ‘Today we’re going to focus on the constitutional crisis.’

She paused to change camera angles. ‘It all started when the Moral Legion began holding public rallies across the nation, demanding a change to the constitutional right to religious freedom. The Moral Legion is an alliance of radical, right-wing Christian groups, and in the past they’ve been linked to the white supremacy movement.’

The screen changed to a night scene. A tall, thin man in a white suit was addressing a brightly-lit stadium full of cheering fans.

‘White Gregson, head of the Moral Legion,’ Mornington continued in voice-over, ‘aims to outlaw paganism and make Christianity the state religion. He claims paganism is leading to the destruction of Western civilisation, and destroying the moral fibre of the American people. In particular he’s targeted the Isiacs, worshippers of the Egyptian goddess Isis, for his most serious attacks.’

I grabbed the remote and pressed ‘pause’. White Gregson froze in an unflattering close-up as he gloated over his audience.

‘Des,’ I said, trying to be patient. ‘Why are we watching this? This is an American news segment on their problem with religious terrorism and the push for constitutional amendment.’

There’d been a lot of coverage on it here over the past few years and things seemed to be getting worse, an escalation in the bombing of Iseums and hate crimes. And, apart from anything else, it was making our own politicians very nervous. If the mid-west Bible belt started in against the rest, then a new Civil War could be triggered.

‘Des? Apart from wanting me to be an informed and concerned citizen, what’s this got to do with me?’

He stayed focused on the screen. ‘Just be patient, Kannon. You’ll understand in a minute.’

‘It’s The Linken Fox News Hour. Just how long a minute are we talking about here?’

I checked his face. It was a little whiter than when he had arrived. What had happened today to make him fixate on this stuff? And on American politics of all things? Then I remembered. His doctor had told us both that recovering heart surgery patients often had mood swings, sometimes even depression. Could it be that? Was he trying to solve the unsolvable, any way he could?


Des stared at me, hard. And then down at the remote. ‘Turn it back on, Kannon, This is just the introduction,’ he said, exasperated. ‘What’s coming is worth seeing.’

I frowned, but turned back to the screen. I’d agreed to watch so I would. But then I was driving him home myself. I pressed ‘play’.

The image of a smirking White Gregson unfroze and Mornington’s voice-over restarted. ‘Of course this conflict isn’t new, Isis worship has existed in the US for as long as Christianity. It came with the Old World settlers: up through Mexico with the Spanish, and down from Canada with the French.’

Footage of an old, weathered Greek-style temple, with columns and a slanted roof, appeared. It was topped by a statue of Isis as a winged woman. She was not unlike the Statue of Liberty. Strong features, on top of a strong, commanding body.

‘Looks a bit like the statue above the temple in Sydney, but much older,’ I said.

The first Australian Iseum had been built in Quebec Bay on Sydney Harbour. Unlike North America, there’d only been Isiacs in Australia since the nineteenth century. They’d been mainly French dissidents, part of the Quebec Rebellion, who’d been sent here by Britain as exiles from Canada.

The camera pulled back to give a wider view, to give context to the temple. The screen now showed the old temple sitting on a corner opposite New York’s Central Park. The entrance was full of sleek devotees wearing designer dresses and power suits.

‘And it looks richer than the Sydney one, too,’ said Des. Which was cynical but accurate.

Organised religion had never been a big thing in this household. If Des had any preferences I didn’t know about them. Probably his police work had eliminated the desire to travel in packs of any kind. Yuki was a Buddhist but had kept it a private practice. She’d led by example, probably the only method that would’ve worked with me when I was young.

Mornington reappeared to say, ‘Isis worship has now become the second most popular religious affiliation in the US, and some predict that it will overtake Christianity in this new millennium.’ She paused for effect. ‘Two years ago White Gregson and the Moral Legion announced they had proof that the rise of the Isiacs had a sinister side to it, that their rise in popularity is not a natural one.’

‘Sinister?’ I snorted. ‘I don’t know much about Isis worship in the States, but the Isiac temple here seems more interested in holding bake sales to raise money for the local hospital than anything else. Just like St Barney’s.’ St Barnabas was the Catholic church just down the road from them.

Des was not impressed with the accusation either. ‘Yeah. Bombing someone seems much more sinister to me.’ The link had never been legally proven, and the Moral Legion had refused to admit it, but everyone knew they were directing the attacks.

The screen changed back to a close-up of White Gregson haranguing the crowd in a twangy Southern accent. ‘The Isiacs are a part of Satan’s bid to gain power on Earth.’ Sweat poured down his face as he shook his clenched fist. ‘I have always told you that their religion is founded on satanic ritual.’

He pulled a rolled-up document out of his white suit pocket. ‘Now I can prove it. Their teachings are founded on Egyptian texts, first translated and interpreted in ancient Rome by their revered founding father, the Hierophant.’


He waved the roll of paper. ‘Here is a copy of a pact the Hierophant made with Satan. In his own handwriting. The pact was to enable Satan, and the lesser demon Isis, to rule the new millennium. This millennium!’

The stadium surrounding him roared out their anger and hate.

‘Satan and the lesser demon …? This is just divisive fear-mongering.’ I picked up a section of the newspaper and fanned myself. ‘Why are we watching this crap?’

‘Yeah and patience is your strong suit, Kannon. Hang on.’

Mornington again, her face serious. ‘Though Gregson and his organisation disclaim all knowledge of, or links with, the terrorists, his accusations have led to more open violence. California — an Isiac stronghold, along with New York and Louisiana — has been the worst hit. In the past two years hundreds of people across California have been injured in attacks on Isiac temples. And eighty-seven have died.’

A shot of a frail old woman staggering out of a burning temple and into the arms of a hefty fireman filled the screen.

‘This isn’t Christianity. Jesus didn’t tell people to bomb the Romans.’ I stopped fanning myself and threw the newspaper across the room. It hit the wall with a solid thwack. ‘I just don’t get it. Why does religion raise so much hate?’

‘Fear,’ Des said tiredly. ‘It always comes down to that. People hate what they fear.’

By now I’d given up any expectation that this coverage had anything to do with me at all, other than indicating that I had to take Des in to see his doctor again tomorrow. But the story itself was pulling me in. The violence was so pointless, but so hard to solve. We’d been lucky here so far.

Mornington said, ‘Early last year, in response to the death of sixty-five people in the San Diego Iseum bombing, the Governor of California, James Haverstock, asked the President for special assistance. The following is footage taken at the press conference Haverstock called at that time to announce their solution.’

The screen changed again to show a jowly older man in an expensive suit standing on a podium. He looked polished, slick, artful. The caption underneath read: Governor James Haverstock.

Haverstock addressed the camera directly. ‘As well as presenting a public danger to the people of this state, this civil discord has far-reaching consequences for us as a nation. It has to be resolved, and as peacefully and completely as possible. To this end I have spoken at length with the leaders of the United Isiac Coalition.’

He turned to introduce a well-dressed, middle-aged couple standing behind him. ‘Dr Cynthia Jones and Mr Xavier Fuentes.’ The camera zoomed in on them. Jones was tall and blonde, Fuentes was dark and shorter. ‘And with the representative of the Moral Legion, Mr White Gregson.’

Gregson was also standing behind the Governor, but as far away from Jones and Fuentes as he could and still stay within camera range.

The Governor turned back to the camera. ‘I believe together we have worked out a solution that will stop the violence. Both sides are willing to abide by the findings of a special inquiry into the activities of the Hierophant in ancient Rome. The representatives of the Isiacs are determined to have his name, and their religion, cleared of any criticism. And Mr Gregson’s organisation is keen for their own claims to be put to the test.’

At that, Jones, Fuentes and Gregson stared into the camera in a confident, but fixed kind of way.

Haverstock continued. ‘The document, presented by the Moral Legion as proof of the satanic pact, was discovered by archaeologists from the Université de la Sacré Croix who were excavating the foundation of the main Isis temple in ancient Rome. The text has been scientifically dated back to the early first century AD and there is no doubt that it is a legitimate, historic artefact. As well, a range of experts agree that the handwriting matches other scripture written by the Hierophant.’

Des looked at me. ‘Is this aboveboard?’

I said, ‘Well, this is the first I’ve heard of all this stuff.’ I’d pretty much stopped watching the news over the past year. I was too busy and it was too depressing.

Off-camera, reporters started shooting questions at the Governor. A barrage of voices flowed over him and he called for silence. ‘However, it is the translation and interpretation of the content that is in dispute. This document seems …’ he emphasised the last word, ‘to be the description of a special ritual. One involving human sacrifice.’

The audience broke out at that, everyone shouting questions. But the Governor silenced them with a single shake of his head. ‘This sacrifice was intended to evoke a pact with a supernatural being.’ He paused.

‘Now, the Isiacs deny that living sacrifice, of any kind, is a part of their modern rituals. They assert that the Hierophant, on whose writings they base so much of their beliefs and practices, preached only love and compassion. They claim that the document is either a fake, or is being misinterpreted. So,’ he paused again, ‘to resolve the controversy I have received permission from the President to use the services of the NTA.’

Des turned to me and said quickly, ‘That’s the National Time Administration.’

‘Of course it is,’ I spluttered.

The NTA and NASA. They’d been started at about the same time, and we’d all been learning about them in school ever since. Everyone knew what the acronyms stood for. National Time Administration. National Aeronautics and Space Administration.

Then I checked his face. Why was he making that particular point?

Des pointed at the screen. ‘Watch.’

The Governor turned to someone off-camera and beckoned. A tall, dark-haired woman stepped onto the stage to stand next to him. She wore a navy skirt suit with the NTA silver infinity symbol shining on her breast pocket.

He introduced her, saying, ‘Time Marshal Victoria Dupree, the most senior field officer in the National Time Administration, will undertake the mission.’

He gave her a nod of respect. ‘Marshal Dupree, as you all know, has a very distinguished service record, and we’re extremely lucky to have her on board as this is, potentially, a very dangerous assignment. She will travel to 8AD, the year the disputed document is believed to have been written, and investigate the Hierophant and any matters related to this accusation.’

A male reporter yelled into the silence left after the Governor stopped speaking, ‘But who will she report to? Is this going to be an impartial inquiry?’

In response to that question, Gregson and the two Isiacs standing behind the Governor all shifted on their feet at exactly the same time, like Siamese twins, conjoined by their anxiety.

Very interesting body language, shifting feet …

So none of them really trusted the Governor? Or maybe the process he’d set up? Or maybe they doubted their own positions …?

I cut that line of thought short. I’d been around Des too long. Everyone, and their motives, had become a target of speculation.

‘Marshal Dupree,’ answered the Governor, ‘will be reporting directly to me, and the evidence gathered will be presented to a specially convened committee of the California legislature. Mr Gregson and the leaders of the United Isiac Coalition have agreed to abide by their findings.’

Encouraged by his new responsiveness another reporter shouted, ‘But what are the possible outcomes? What will it all mean?’

Yeah. Good question.

The Governor replied with care and tact, ‘If the document is false, if the Hierophant is not involved in any such practices then …’ He turned back to White Gregson for confirmation, and Gregson gave a confident, full-toothed smile for the camera. The Governor continued, ‘Then the Moral Legion will drop its push for constitutional amendment and call for religious tolerance.’

Then he looked to Jones and Fuentes for their response. They didn’t smile, just nodded in agreement. ‘And the Isiacs have agreed that if the Hierophant did, in fact, perform human sacrifice, then they will voluntarily, and with full disclosure, submit their organisation to a Congressional inquiry into their practices.’

‘It’s not going to work,’ I snapped. ‘The side that loses will still dispute the findings. You can see they’re thinking that way already. It won’t work.’ I calculated, ‘If this press conference took place early last year, maybe a year ago, then the mission must be well under way, if not finished.’

I turned to Des. He’d seen the rest of the recording. ‘So what happened? What did Marshal Dupree find out?’

‘No results reported as yet.’ He qualified that with, ‘Well, none reported in this segment anyway.’

‘What? They do this news segment on it then don’t give an update on her mission?’

‘There’s only another few minutes of this story left to go,’ Des said, quietly. ‘And the rest isn’t about the mission.’

The screen went into a close-up of the Time Marshal standing next to the Governor. The dark-haired woman, Victoria Dupree. We’d learnt some basics about the NTA and the marshals at school, but I didn’t know much more than that. The US was the only country with a time portal, so I had no hope of ever going through one. The closest I’d ever get to travelling in the past was by digging it up.

Dupree’s eyes gleamed with a measured intensity. She didn’t look like she’d let much get in her way. I’d read somewhere once that the time marshals were all law officers. Just like the first astronauts were all pilots.

Yeah, she looked like a real law officer. Scanning the crowd in front of the podium, searching for potential trouble.

And she was the senior NTA field officer? They were the ones who actually went through the portal, who went into the past. What kind of woman made it to that position? I wondered how many missions she’d been on. Had they been dangerous? She must have been better than good to make it to the top in that place.


The marshals still had an air of the Wild West to their reputation. Gung-ho. Against all odds. Macho. Their missions, on behalf of their own government and as a favour to others, had covered every time and place in our collective histories. The Civil War. France during the Revolution. Rome during the Fall.

We’d all heard the stories: exposing a mafia-paid Supreme Court judge, recovering World War II military secrets, uncovering who really murdered Mahatma Gandhi, finding the lost treasure of the Incas …

‘I wonder what missions she’s been on,’ I mumbled. ‘I must look them up … I wonder if she was on the one that …’

‘Kannon,’ Des tapped my hand, ‘this is it, now. Watch.’

I frowned. What the hell was I supposed to be looking for in this stuff?

Des leant forward with the remote, his thumb ready to hit the pause button.

I leant forward, too, mimicking his posture, trying to read his face. ‘What is it, Des?’

‘Just listen.’

‘However,’ Mornington’s voice intoned over the close-up of Dupree, ‘now Governor Haverstock has come under heavy attack from both sides of the controversy. The mission still has not been completed, nor have any preliminary findings been presented for public scrutiny. In response, the Governor has announced today that he will be giving a special press conference in five days’ time.’

An old black-and-white photograph of a much younger Dupree replaced the press conference close-up.

‘But the Governor is not the only one who has come in for sharp criticism. The NTA has been less than forthcoming about the mission and many now wonder whether even the famous Marshal Dupree can bring such a hazardous and difficult assignment to a successful conclusion.’

The voice-over continued, ‘But this is not the first time Marshal Dupree has been at the centre of a furore. Twenty years ago, Victoria Dupree was a San Francisco homicide detective, the first woman to reach that level in the San Francisco Police Department. At that time, criminals involved in a murder case she was investigating abducted her two-year-old daughter, Celeste.’

Twenty years ago? Two?

My heart started to pound.

Des looked at me, nodded, and then turned back to the screen.

So this was it.

The screen changed to a colour photo of a young Victoria Dupree kneeling with her arms around a little girl. A little girl with big black eyes, and white-blonde hair swept up in a ponytail. She was dressed in a cream, frilly dress and black tap shoes. They were both smiling into the camera.

‘Tragically for Marshal Dupree, Celeste was never found,’ Mornington stated.

Des pushed the pause button and the image froze in place.

He rose and, next to the image of the affectionate mother and happy child, he slapped a black-and-white photo taken of me the day I was found. The photo was smaller in scale than the screen image, but it was easy to see the likeness. Each showed the same little girl with dark eyes, framed by long white hair.

Des tapped the screen image with his stubby finger. ‘I believe that Victoria Dupree is your mother,’ he turned to me. ‘That you are Celeste.’
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PROOF?



I stared at the screen in a daze, then at Des’ excited face. It’d all come as a rush in the last few moments of the recording and I was still processing it. I wasn’t prepared for this. At all.

He tapped the image of Celeste again. ‘Look at her.’ The happy little girl with the ponytail, enfolded by her loving mother. ‘The white hair, the dark eyes.’ Then he tapped the black-and-white of me next to it. ‘It’s you, Kannon.’

He looked over at me, his face intent. ‘There’s no mistake. I’ll never forget the day they brought you into the hospital. I’ll never forget your little face.’

Des pulled a roll of sticky tape out of his briefcase, stuck the photo of me to the screen, and commanded, ‘Look at them. Really look at the two little girls.’ He came back and sat next to me, on the lounge. ‘I couldn’t believe it when I saw this footage. I’d been watching the cricket. Janice, from next door, had asked me to record it. But Australia was losing … so I decided to make a cup of tea and a sandwich. But when I came back the cricket was over and this was on. The first thing I saw was her face.’ He pointed at the screen image. ‘Your face. From twenty years ago.’

He started laughing, ‘I almost missed it.’ Then became serious again, as though he’d scared himself, ‘Yes, I almost missed it.’

I couldn’t think. He wanted me to respond, to be excited too. But it just seemed so strange.

‘Kannon?’

I tried to give him something. ‘Des, I …’ I floundered.

He could see I was overwhelmed. ‘Kannon, you’ve got to understand. That image brought it all back to me. The whole thing. The day Yuki found you. I saw that photo, and I was back there.’

I looked over at the TV. At the two photos. But couldn’t take it in.

He tried to reach me another way. ‘Kannon. You know me. I’m a cop, through and through. Okay, I’m a bit excited. But that doesn’t make any difference.’ He said the next few words carefully, ‘I know faces, Kannon. I remember them. I don’t make those kinds of mistakes. And I will never, never, forget your face when you were found.’

He searched my expression.

I was still grasping at how to respond. Then one emotion rose to the top: exasperation. ‘Des, stop for a minute. Stop trying to railroad me into this. I need more information …’

‘But don’t you see?’ He jabbed at the image on the screen. ‘This explains everything. This explains why there were never any real leads, why no-one of any use ever came forward. Just all those dead ends. It wasn’t because they didn’t want to be found. Your parents didn’t put you there, in that cave. No-one came forward, because everyone who knew you, who cared about you, who could identify you — was in America.’


I didn’t know what to say first. A billion objections had bubbled up. America? How could that possibly fit in? This kind of scenario, that I could’ve been brought from overseas, had never been discussed. Not once, in all this time. That thought made me shape my first question. ‘But, Des, why would Celeste’s kidnappers …’ It suddenly felt very strange saying that name. I stopped.

‘Why would they bring her to Australia?’ Des finished the question for me, still trying to coach me into his point of view.

‘Yes,’ I said, with firmness. ‘Why on earth would they do that?’ I looked at the happy mother and daughter on the screen. They scared the hell out of me. I could really want to be that girl. Not abandoned, not unwanted, but lost.

‘I don’t know yet, Kannon. But that’s exactly what we have to find out.’

So this was all speculation? He didn’t have anything? Any reasonable story?

I studied the two little girls. They were starting to look different, really different. Celeste was healthy; you could tell she laughed a lot. I was thin, with dark lines and a pinched face. The more I looked, the more differences appeared.

‘What?’ Des could see he was losing me.

My voice was rough. I didn’t mean it to come out that way, but it did. ‘So you don’t know about any other connection?’ I shrugged. ‘Other than the same hair and eye colour?’

Des blinked. He didn’t like being questioned as though he was just some civilian. He snapped back, ‘For Christ’s sake, Kannon, this only happened a few hours ago. I’ve been ringing here, trying to get hold of you, ever since I saw it.’


Oh, the phone messages I hadn’t checked.

‘But you never returned my calls! What did you expect me to have ready for you? A full dossier, with a contact list?’ He shoved his whole arm at the screen, one finger pointing. ‘This! This is a bloody godsend! If Yuki was alive she’d tell you. This is the answer!’

His enthusiasm was making me doubt my resistance. He’d spent all afternoon looking at this picture. But there had to be more. Didn’t there? ‘But that’s all, Des? That’s all you have? Just the resemblance between the pictures? Nothing else on the news segment that was useful? That could make a connection?’

‘But the year, Kannon! You heard Mornington say it; Celeste went missing twenty years ago, this year. It’s the same year as you!’

I put up my hands, trying to quieten his insistence. ‘Okay. Okay, Des.’ I had to get him to calm down.

But my resistance just seemed to fire Des up. He pushed himself to his feet, picked up his briefcase, then shoved books and papers aside to slap it down on the dining room table. He started pulling things out. A pen. A notepad. His reading glasses. His address book. My old case file, in a new manila folder. He’d made his own copy of everything before he retired, of course.

‘We have to get started immediately, Kannon. So let’s have a cup of tea and make a list of the jobs.’ He’d decided to just ignore my concerns. ‘You’re better on the computer than I am, so you can look up …’

‘Whoa there, Des. It’s late. You have to go home and go to bed. We can talk about this tomorrow. After you’ve seen Dr Calichett.’

He ignored that, too, and started filling the electric jug with water. ‘Have you got any of those biscuits left? The double chocolate ones? I haven’t had dinner yet and I could use …’


I took the jug out of his hand and said, ‘Des, I’ve just lost Yuki. I don’t want to lose you as well. Can we talk about this first?’

The more frantic Des got, the more detached I was becoming. I wasn’t that girl on the screen, she was someone else. This was all part of Des’ recovery from heart surgery.

His face became old when I mentioned Yuki. I think he missed her almost as much as I did. They’d not always seen eye to eye. She was a strong Asian woman and he was a cop from the bush, but when his wife died and he’d been forced to take medical retirement the following year, he’d moved down here. Essentially, to help Yuki raise me. In the end they’d become very close. And Yuki’s death … Well it was another thing we couldn’t talk about. It was too painful.

He scowled, ‘Stop mothering me, will you? I’m not going anywhere!’ He plugged in the jug, and flipped it on with a gritty determination. ‘If you want to be “mother” then make me a cup of tea. And find those bloody chocolate biscuits!’

We bickered for a while over the fat content of the biscuits, then I put together some tuna and tomato sandwiches, and opened some low-fat biscuits I was going to take to his place tomorrow. I made a pot of Irish Breakfast tea and put it all down in the middle of the dining room table. I watched him eat. At least now he was seated. Des stuffed it all down with surprising enthusiasm, and slurped his tea with satisfaction. He hadn’t eaten like that since he’d become ill.

Des considered me over his teacup. ‘Why aren’t you excited, Kannon? What’s going on?’

‘Des, I need a lot more proof than a hazy resemblance between two old photos, before I’m going to be sucked into this. You trained me, Des. You know the drill: ask the hard questions first.’

‘Precisely,’ he said, rubbing his hands together. The food had helped. He wasn’t overexcited any more, instead, he sounded like he was back behind his detective’s desk, waiting for a tricky suspect to say the wrong thing. ‘That’s why, my girl, we’re going to Lithgow tomorrow, and getting the coppers there to earn their money.’

Damn. I hated Lithgow. I’d only been there a few times, but it repulsed me. And I wasn’t going back now. ‘Des, it’s been twelve years since you were the detective sergeant there. If we go with just this photo, they won’t listen to us. And anyway, I can’t go, I’ve got classes all tomorrow.’ As well as a serious interview with the police college coordinator.

‘Come on, Kannon. You can get Antoinette to fill in for you. Or any of the others. As soon as they know what this is about, they’ll volunteer. But you’ll have to come with me. Show you want the case reopened. That’s a given.’

‘I’m not going anywhere tomorrow. But you’ve got to go home.’ I stood up. ‘I’m going to drive you.’

He didn’t reply. Just picked up his address book, ambled over to the phone, and slumped into the lounge chair next to it. He checked for a number, then started dialling. It was interstate. He waited, then said, ‘John? Good! You’re still up.’ It had to be John Lugan, another retired ex-copper, who was now living in Brisbane. ‘Look, I have a situation. Do you know who …’

I threw up my hands. When he got like this, you just had to let him be. I’d make up the bed in Yuki’s room. He’d have to go to sleep some time.

When I came back, Des was still deep in conversation, telling his friend about the Dupree case. I sighed, and went into my room. Spud followed. She wanted to sleep and must’ve figured Des was going to keep yakking away. I sat down in front of my computer and switched it on. Spud did her normal thing of curling around my ankles. Maybe I could find out something that would put a full stop to all this and Des could go to sleep. Then we could all go to sleep.

I opened the inquiry page, and typed in ‘Celeste Dupree’. It was an old case, but possibly not so forgotten with Victoria’s kind of public profile. The Linken Fox News Hour may not have been the only people to remember. A long list appeared. I checked through, but most of them just dealt with recent missing children and only mentioned Celeste in passing, nothing exact about who, when or where. It was depressing reading for too many reasons.

Then I hit an article in the New York Tribune, dated yesterday. It was on Victoria’s mission. It started by saying Marshal Dupree should never have been sent on the mission, that it was a fool’s errand, and that it couldn’t, and wouldn’t, solve the problem of religious intolerance in the USA. I was nodding. It seemed like a fair point to me. Then it snaked around into a convoluted rant against the National Time Administration in general and how its budget could be better spent on improving the present. Like dealing with a failing health care system, and getting the homeless into homes … Also a fair point, but not getting me anywhere.

The article finally went back to Victoria, saying that she’d been in ancient Rome for eight months now, and would be returning soon to meet with the Governor. But it didn’t say when. At that I felt a flutter in my stomach. I didn’t believe Des was right, but she’d seemed so wonderful, and had loved the little girl so well, that a part of me considered for a moment how good it could be if …

Spud gave a ‘woof’ in her sleep, and her legs mimicked running. She was dreaming of rabbits again. That, or MotorHead, the macho grey tomcat that lived down the street. I refocused on the article. The only reference to Celeste was right at the end. It merely said that Marshal Dupree would still not answer questions on her daughter’s kidnapping, and that her disappearance remained a sad mystery.

No luck.

I flicked back to the list. Why was it so hard to dredge up details about the case?

‘Ah, you’re on the computer? Good.’ Des came in and sat on the bed behind me. ‘Have you found anything?’

‘I’ve just started looking, Des, so no, not yet. How did you go with John?’

He groaned. ‘None of the old blokes are there. It’s a whole new gang.’

‘So?’

‘So we go to Lithgow tomorrow, bright and early. I may not have any connections left but they’ll have to listen. We just stay until they do what needs to be done.’

I wasn’t going. But I’d deal with all this in the morning. Postponing the drama would mean we’d both get some sleep tonight.

He leant over my shoulder. ‘Hey, what’s that?’ He was pointing to the list. I focused in. It was a site dedicated to children missing in the San Francisco area. I hadn’t checked it yet.

‘Yeah, that looks okay. Let’s give it a try.’ I opened it. The top pages were all the most recent cases. Little faces with sad details. I found it hard to look at.

There was a section dedicated to the Dupree kidnapping in the unsolved-cases file, so I flicked that open. Scanning through the material was pretty disappointing. There were lots of photos but the text didn’t really say much more than we already knew.

‘Look!’ Des had moved up into a crouch over my left shoulder. His finger pointing at the last line of the text on Celeste.

It gave the exact date that Celeste was kidnapped. It was two weeks before I’d been found in the cave. Here.

‘That’s it!’ Des slapped my shoulder. ‘That’s it! Now do you believe me? We get in there tomorrow and show them this. Two weeks before you were found!’

He started pacing round the room, as he always did when he was excited. There wasn’t much space to step, as my shoes and clothes were not where they should be. ‘You looked like Celeste … You appeared just after she went missing … They’ll have to follow it up.’ He punched the air, ‘They’ll have to!’

Meanwhile, I sat there staring at the screen.

In the top left corner was a photo of Celeste dated the week before she was kidnapped. The photo of an ideal childhood. It was a sunny day, and she was in yellow swimmers, kneeling over the side of a turquoise-blue swimming pool. The little girl was fishing out a dripping wet teddy bear wearing matching bathers. She was half-turned, giggling into the camera. Her other arm was wrapped around a big black dog that was trying to help her retrieve the wet toy.

It was big and sleek, with a shapely head and gentle eyes.

I looked under the desk at Spud, wrapped around my feet. Then I looked back at the dog on the screen. Something stirred.

Not a memory; not that clear. Just a feeling.

Familiarity.
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LITHGOW POLICE STATION



Lithgow is northwest from the Illawarra, on the inland side of the Blue Mountains. It’s about a three-and-a-half hour drive there in my battered old Land Rover, and I was hoping the car would make it that far without overheating; it was better than taking Des’ ute as that wasn’t in much better condition than he was. I didn’t have air conditioning, but Des stubbornly refused to stay at home, so in the end I agreed to get us there early.

It was just getting light when we left. As we climbed Bulli Pass, the sun was stoking itself up behind us, getting ready for another fiery day’s work. Bulli Pass is a series of zigzags that run up from the coast road, through the forest, and on to the top of the escarpment. It’s known for its steep grade and the downhill run has burnt holes in many a set of brakes and drivers’ nerves. But the view it gave of the coast, glimpsed in between lofty treetops, was special, a green-fringed township meeting sandy gold meeting shifting blue. I looked for the line of pine trees at Sandon Point, the north break was working. Normally I’d be down there now, doing my morning meditation: surfing.


At the top of the escarpment we joined the main highway north, and headed towards the outskirts of Sydney. Once there we took a left onto the Great Western Highway, the main road that bisects the middle of the dusty, urban sprawl and would take us across the mountains.

The first white settlers called them the Blue Mountains because of the rich eucalyptus haze that colours them, but feared their labyrinths as an impenetrable barrier to westward expansion. They’re really plateaus carved by wind and water into a maze of canyons and river valleys, and everything, excepting the distinctive yellow sandstone cliffs that cap the very top, is covered by a thick carpet of indigenous trees and plants.

Our neighbours, the New Zealanders, from a land of juvenile, sharp-toothed peaks, laugh at us calling them mountains at all. Yes, they’re flat, and not that high, but their attraction is that, like the rest of Australia, they are primordial. Gnarled relics of the Earth’s distant past. You can sense their age with every exhalation of their blue-green breath.

As we climbed the air grew drier but no cooler, and behind us the summer sun raced upwards. Des dozed a little, so to keep myself awake, I checked off the mountain towns as we passed Lawson, Leura, Katoomba, Blackheath. Quaint little towns, dotting the spine of the highway. Finally, we reached Mount Victoria and plunged back down and into the Hartley Valley. Lithgow squatted in the middle of a shallow valley, just a little further on from Hartley.

We were both tired, so we’d abandoned talking for most of the trip. But, as we were about to roll into town, it seemed time to get a few things straight. ‘So you have no idea who’s on duty today?’


Des had rung Lithgow police station around one am and talked to the constable on duty; he was young and hadn’t recognised Des’ name. Constable Perkins had said the detectives would be in at eight this morning.

‘Perkins gave their names but I didn’t know them. John Lugan was the last one I knew who worked there.’ After Des had retired he’d visited Lithgow less and less. Said it made him feel old. But I think it was more because he missed his wife and their life together there.

‘John Lugan moved to Brisbane about six years ago, didn’t he?’

‘Yeah.’ Des was tired, and didn’t want to go into the negatives of the situation.

‘Didn’t John say that even before he left things had really changed a lot? A whole new organisational structure with new procedures and a big turnover in staff.’

Des shook his head in disgust. ‘You don’t get people staying in the same place any more.’ He was conveniently choosing to home in on my last point. ‘Not like when I was on the force. I was in Lithgow for nearly two decades. I knew this whole place, this whole area, like the back of my hand. Now everyone shifts around.’ He was cranky. ‘They lose, doing that. Moving people around. They lose the history of the place.’

He said, cynically, ‘You get a change in the state government, and a few different police ministers, and they all want to prove they can do better than the last guy. Leave their mark, whether it’s needed or not.’

‘So did John say what the new procedure would be today? What they’ll do if they believe us?’

‘No, not really.’ Des shrugged. ‘But the Local Area Command is headquartered in Bathurst now. So we may have to go there as well.’

I didn’t care about where we’d have to go, but how soon we’d find out about the Dupree case. ‘What about the US connection? Will this Lithgow detective ring the San Francisco PD directly?’

He didn’t answer, just looked out the window.

I had a bad feeling about this meeting. ‘What if they don’t want to do anything, Des?’

I hadn’t been convinced at first — why should they be? Des was in this because of a hunch. And I was only in on it now because of a photo of a black dog. How would it all sound to someone else? Someone who had no stake in it, nothing to catch onto?

Des scowled. ‘Kannon, they’ll have to do something. This,’ he smacked the battered leather briefcase sitting on his lap, ‘is an important new lead.’

This airy optimism wasn’t the hard-line Des I knew so well; this past year had to have affected him too. The link to the Dupree case wasn’t, as yet, an important new lead and he knew it. It wasn’t anything at all, until we had a lot more information. He wasn’t thinking clearly. I was tired, but he must be exhausted.

‘Des, you’re gonna have to be realistic here,’ I said, with concern. ‘Be prepared for resistance. These guys don’t know you, and they certainly won’t know, or care, about what happened in this area twenty years ago. They’re probably overworked, understaffed, and just keeping up with their own case loads.’

He continued to ignore me. Which worried me. I’d never seen him this vulnerable before. I sighted the turn-off with a mixture of both relief and revulsion, saying, ‘There it is.’ We turned right, into Lithgow’s main street.

Lithgow is an old mining town, established in the mid-1800s to make use of the local coal seam. Later other industries sprang up like copper smelting, small arms production, and even a gaol. I hated the rotten place. It was full of Depression-era housing and dilapidated factories. It routinely had heatstroke weather in summer, and snow in winter. To me, everything looked past its use-by date. Burnt out. A nasty, tinny husk of suffering, full of failed ventures.

Well, that was how I saw it anyway. I didn’t feel that way about the rest of the Blue Mountains. I’d even been back to Kanangra-Boyd Park when I was a teenager, as part of the post traumatic stress therapy. But I’d never been in the cave where I’d been found, and I hated Lithgow more every time I saw it. I couldn’t remember being brought here when I was first found, but there was just something about it that revolted me, made me angry.

Des loved Lithgow. The people and the life. Even now his spirits were lifting as he looked around. Like he’d come home. Des could have gone as far as he wanted in the police force. He was a smart man, with all the right qualities, and he’d been an exceptional detective. He had a kind of instinct for it. He’d had chance after chance to join the city squad, but he’d decided he wanted to stay a country copper right here, cradled by the mountain wilderness, in love with the romance of snow on gum trees. He’d spent nearly two decades in Lithgow because of his twin passions; the law and the bush. Until he was forced to take medical retirement, that is, for his heart.

We pulled up in front of the police station, another Depression-era, red-brick monstrosity. ‘Still the same old place,’ Des mumbled with affection, as he opened his door.

I didn’t reply. Yep, it was still just as ugly.

We walked in the front door, and got a shock. The station was exactly the same on the outside, but inside had been gutted. Instead of an open building you could look into, with desks and uniformed officers, a small front foyer had been created that completely blocked off the rest of the station.

Des was a little disoriented, but said gamely, ‘Well, there never was enough room the way it’d been laid out before.’

The foyer, which was really a mini waiting room, ended in a walled-off front desk and had a grey plastic bench running along one wall. There was a solid-looking door next to the front desk, with a keypad on the lock. Okay, it was more secure, but, before, the place had some character. Ugly, sure, but character nevertheless. Now it looked like every official waiting room I’d ever been in. Institutional grey, with bolted-down, hardened plastic fittings. I wondered what else had changed.

The constable behind the front desk looked up. He’d been busy filling out a form pinned to a clipboard. ‘Yes?’ He was around my age, but still had a crop of pinky-red pimples across his chin.

‘I’m Desmond Carmichael …’

‘Oh, right. You rang last night. I spoke to you, I’m Constable Perkins. You wanted to see one of the detectives?’ He looked over at the big clock on the foyer wall.

Des cut in. ‘Yes, yes. We’re a bit early. Just let us know when they arrive.’

The constable nodded, then ticked off a box on his clipboard. Looked like the bean counters had been here as well. Our box was ticked.

Des sat on the grey plastic bench, under a black-and-white photo of three Lithgow miners, probably taken in the early years of the last century. They were covered in black dust, but smiling as though it was pure joy to go down a hole in the ground.


He squinted up at the photo. ‘That used to hang in my office.’ He looked away, shoulders sagging ever so slightly.

I sat next to him. There wasn’t really much else to look at, that was until I focused on the front door. There was a nasty pattern of knife-shaped gouges at breast height in the wall to the left of the architrave. Someone had stuck a spindly rubber plant in front of it, but it didn’t do the job.

We both stared at the gouges, and speculated.

‘Was that here last time?’ I asked.

‘Not that I remember.’

Maybe that explained the heightened interest in security.

There was a vending machine near the front desk, just like all waiting rooms on the front line of public suffering: hospitals, police stations; anywhere you’re likely to wait and worry. Got to have your caffeine so you can stay awake for it. I was standing next to the thing, contemplating the dismal choice of beverages, when Perkins waved us back to the desk.

‘Mr Carmichael? You can come through now.’ Perkins opened the side door for us. Behind the partition was an open plan room with a cluster of five desks in the middle, each with its own computer and filing cabinet. There were four doors set into the rear wall, two were offices.

‘Through there, sir.’ Perkins opened the office door on the right.

A short, thick-set man, probably somewhere in his early thirties, was still unpacking a navy and white gym bag, dumped open on his desk. There was a squash racket next to the bag, and his hair was damp.

He was neatly dressed in a white shirt, a slate grey tie and navy work pants. He put his lunch box on a side table, and stored the gym bag in a tall steel locker next to the door. There was a large disposable cup full of aromatic coffee on his desk, steam rising from the top. The cup was marked ‘Lithgow Coffee Factory’.

The man extended his hand to Des, saying, ‘A pleasure to meet you, sir. I’m Detective Sergeant Cooper.’ They exchanged a firm handshake.

Des started to introduce himself, but Cooper said, ‘Am I correct in thinking you’re Des Carmichael? The same one the Mayor keeps measuring me against?’

Good. So there was a glimmer of institutional memory here. Thank God for Harry Stockwell, the perennial mayor and inveterate mind game player.

‘Perkins didn’t seem to know me last night,’ said Des with surprise.

‘No.’ Cooper gave a wry smile. ‘He’s brand new, just like me. But the townspeople here have long memories, and any time something goes wrong they tell me that you wouldn’t have done it that way.’

Des covered his pleasure to say, ‘So Harry’s still running the show?’

Cooper nodded. ‘And doesn’t let any of us forget it.’ He gave me a quizzical glance.

Des introduced me. ‘This is Kannon Jarratt.’ He didn’t say more, possibly in the hope Cooper would react to my name.

Cooper just extended his hand, without a flicker of recognition. We shook. So he knew Des’ name but nothing else. If he’d known much about Des at all, he’d know why Des had moved to the coast. He politely indicated the chairs in front of his desk and we all settled in.

‘So, how can I help you?’ Cooper sat ready to listen. ‘Perkins didn’t say why you were here.’


‘I’m here …’ Des stopped. ‘We’re both here, to talk to you about an old case. I have some new information and I want you to follow it up.’

‘An old case?’ Cooper wasn’t overwhelmed with pleasure. ‘Ah. Well, Mr Carmichael …’

‘Call me Des.’

‘Well then, Des. Before we continue, can I ask exactly what Miss Jarratt’s place in all this is?’

Des glanced at me. I nodded. He could do the talking here, it was his backyard. ‘It’s her case.’ He said my name again, ‘Kannon Jarratt.’ When Cooper didn’t respond, Des said testily, ‘You may be too young to have heard of the Kanangra Baby?’

Cooper shook his head. ‘Sorry, Des. I’m a Northern Rivers man myself. I trained up in Lismore.’

‘And no-one in Lithgow has mentioned Kannon?’

‘As I said, I’m new here. Three months so far.’ Cooper shot me a brief glance, ‘Sorry, Miss Jarratt.’ He didn’t bother with any more sympathy. He studied the briefcase on Des’ lap, ‘But I’m guessing you have the case number handy?’

Des pulled out the file, while Cooper typed commands into his computer. When he’d found the right sheet, Des passed it over to Cooper. Cooper scanned the page, and typed in the case identifier. He leant back again, and waited, then frowned.

Cooper tried a few more screens. ‘Nope,’ he shook his head. ‘I was afraid of that. This case is one of our paper files still waiting in Parramatta to be put onto the database.’

Des took that personally. ‘What!’

‘Central Command wants all files on computer asap, and we had to send anything older than ten years in to be processed. I’m sorry, Des, but if you could go over the details with me?’


Des was disgusted but too eager to get things moving to let the filing situation rattle him. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Twenty years ago, Kannon was brought into Lithgow Hospital by a bushwalker from Kanangra-Boyd National Park …’

Cooper looked at me. ‘So you’d have been … how old?’

‘The hospital staff thought I was between two and three. Probably closer to two.’

Cooper’s eyebrows shot up.

‘No,’ I answered his unspoken question, ‘I was never identified. I still don’t know my background.’

‘She’d been left to die,’ said Des. ‘The bushwalker resuscitated her and brought her here.’

‘The bushwalker?’ Cooper found a laminated map of the park and spread it across the desk. ‘Now where exactly was she found?’

We both knew why Cooper was asking. He’d automatically assume whoever found me in the middle of a wilderness area would’ve been involved somehow. Which is what everyone had assumed at the start. Yuki’d had to run the gamut of police questioning.

We all stood and bent over the map. Kanangra-Boyd National Park is about eighteen miles south of Lithgow and spread over 168,000 acres of mountains, gorges and wilderness. The place is full of limestone deposits, which means caves. Lots of caves.

‘You see here.’ Des ran his finger along the map. ‘That’s the main road that runs up from the Jenolan Caves, along the Boyd Plateau and into the centre of the park.’ He tapped the very end of the road. ‘Here’s the set of cliffs known as The Walls.’ He checked Cooper’s face. ‘Do you know the area at all?’


Cooper said, without apology, ‘I’ve been to the Kanangra Walls and looked at the view across to Mt Cloudmaker like everyone else. But that’s about it.’

Des was puzzled, as though he was trying to work out why you wouldn’t spend every spare minute ‘out there’ in the bush. He shut that expression down, and said, ‘You know the car park at the very end of the road, just before all the walking trails start?’ Cooper nodded. ‘You take the walking track from there and turn immediately right, across the front of the Dance Floor cave …’

‘That’s where they used to hold the …’

‘Yep,’ Des nodded, ‘that cave is on an old stock route and the settlers used to meet there. Kannon was found about ten minutes’ hike further down.’ He tapped the place, ‘Here.’

‘Okay. What about the bushwalker? How did they check out?’

‘Look,’ Des showed him the position of the cave again. ‘Kannon wasn’t found in the middle of nowhere. It’s close enough to the car park for anyone to come in by car, and carry her down there. And it was a weekday in the middle of winter, so there was hardly anyone around. The woman who found her was a Japanese tourist. She’d just arrived, and was doing the sights. No possible connection there.’

Cooper pursed his lips. ‘A little unusual for a Japanese woman to be off by herself? Even that close to the road.’ He wasn’t buying it. ‘Most of them seem convinced they’re going to be attacked by snakes. What was she doing in that particular cave anyway?’

Des and I exchanged a glance. Yuki had no fear. One look from her and the snake would’ve turned tail.

‘The Japanese tourist checked out okay,’ Des snapped. ‘Believe me, I know. She was trying to find some cave paintings. They were actually in the next cave down.’

‘Okay, okay.’ Cooper wasn’t convinced, but said, ‘Well, what other leads did you follow up?’

We all sat down again.

‘That was the big problem. We had a child too ill to speak, and no physical evidence that took us anywhere useful. The cave floor had been swept clean with a tree branch. So there were no tracks. And whoever did that job knew what they were doing. The rope and wire used to bind Kannon were generic. And no-one had seen anyone near the cave. So no witnesses.’ He shrugged. ‘In the end, all we could do was use the media to circulate Kannon’s photo and her story. But no-one of use ever came forward.’

Des leant forward, face bright. ‘But I now have an explanation for why this was the case.’ He slapped his thigh, a little too pleased with himself.

Cooper scanned his face with sharp eyes, saying, in a carefully neutral voice, ‘So you have a whole new theory? From this new … er … information you’ve found?’

I didn’t like his tone. He was drawing back from Des already.

‘Yes.’ Des pulled out the photo of me and laid it in front of Cooper. ‘This is Kannon the day she was brought in.’ He put the photo of Celeste with her dog, next to it. ‘This is Celeste Dupree, a girl kidnapped two weeks before Kannon was found. She’s never been found.’

‘Yes.’ Cooper picked up both pictures and considered them. ‘I see what you mean. They do look very similar.’ He put the photos down. ‘But why does a possible connection to this other girl’s kidnapping explain why there were no leads to follow?’


Here was the big leap.

‘Well, no leads here, anyway,’ Des qualified. ‘Celeste was kidnapped in the USA. In San Francisco.’

‘San Francisco?’ Cooper’s expression was pained. ‘And why exactly was Celeste brought to Kanangra-Boyd National Park?’

Des said gingerly, ‘That we don’t know. That’s why we’re here. We need your help to find out more about the Dupree case. Who would’ve wanted to bring her to Australia, and why.’

Cooper picked the problem immediately, ‘Just to put her in a cave to die?’

‘Look,’ I said with exasperation. ‘We know it seems a long shot. That all we have is a facial similarity, and a crossover in timing. But this could also explain why no-one’s ever identified me.’

Cooper ignored me to ask Des, ‘So what else can you tell me about the Dupree girl? How did you come across her?’

Des didn’t answer. At that moment we both realised how this was going to sound. We should’ve thought it out more first, come up with a better story. Instead we’d rushed in like amateurs.

Cooper saw the indecision in our faces. He didn’t like it.

I jumped in, ‘Celeste Dupree is the daughter of Marshal Victoria Dupree, an NTA marshal. We heard about her kidnapping through a US news program broadcast yesterday.’

Cooper looked embarrassed for us both. I could just imagine what he saw. An old copper desperate to solve his last case before he dies, and a young woman searching for a happy ending to her violent past. And the solution? I’m the long-lost daughter of a US Time Marshal.


Wish fulfilment. It sounded like pure wish fulfilment.

I asked, probably a little too aggressively, ‘Are you going to help us?’ If he wasn’t, I didn’t want to waste any more of my time here.

‘Of course.’ He’d clicked into managerial smoothness. ‘We’ll certainly look into this.’

Sure. I sat back. Yeah, we’d lost him all right. He’d go through the motions at a snail’s pace.

That very thought made me push him. There was nothing to lose now. ‘Okay. So can you at least ring the San Francisco PD today?’ I insisted. ‘I don’t know the time difference, but they must have a night shift as well. You can get it all started, find out more about the case and any possible Australian connection.’

Des and Cooper exchanged a long look.

Cooper spoke. ‘We’re not permitted to contact the US police directly. It’ll have to go through channels here first, and then they’ll contact Interpol.’

‘Channels?’ I needed answers now!

‘We have to make a formal request to the US representative at Interpol to take up our case,’ Cooper explained. ‘Then they liaise with whichever US law enforcement body they deem appropriate. It has to work this way for lots of reasons, but one big one is that Australian and US law enforcement are organised very differently. Here the state police have most of the authority, over there it’s a circus trying to work out who has jurisdiction: state, city, federal, whatever. So that’s why Interpol acts as middleman. To make sure everything is done lawfully and correctly.’

‘But it’s simple, we just need to talk to the San Francisco PD.’ Cooper was letting my words slide off him like skates on ice so I appealed to Des, ‘We need to find out what happened. To see if I match up or not.’


Des studied Cooper, then said, with resignation, ‘I’m afraid he can’t ring them for us, Kannon.’

I wanted to scream. If Cooper would just ring then we’d know whether this was a complete dead end or not. I knew enough about law enforcement to know that if I cold-called the San Francisco PD they’d hang up on me. ‘So how long are we talking here?’

Cooper shrugged. ‘It’s hard to tell. It’s basically up to them to set the pace. The US Department of Justice will decide who to contact, and then it’s up to those people to respond.’

So much bureaucracy! ‘So it could be weeks before we know whether this is even worth pursuing or not?’

‘I’m sorry, Miss Jarratt,’ said Cooper. ‘Very likely it will be much longer than that.’

His face told me I could have grey hair before anything useful happened. If it happened at all. Grrrr …

I buttoned down my reaction so we could make it through all the necessary paperwork with Cooper. He escorted us to the station entrance, polite as ever, but promising nothing more than to keep us in the loop.

Outside the heat rose up in waves from the asphalt. When I unlocked the driver’s door of the Land Rover a burning wall of metal-heated air rushed out. The thing was older than I was and the lack of air conditioning meant there was no point getting in just yet. So we opened all the doors and waited under a nearby shop awning nursing drinks. Des’d bought a lemon squash, I had a cola.

‘What do you think, Kannon?’

‘I think Cooper got us out of that office as soon as he possibly could.’

Des nodded grimly. ‘That’s what I think, too.’


‘I’m going to have to do this myself, Des.’

He thinned his lips. ‘Yes. We’re going to do this ourselves.’

 

I’d taken Des home, fed him and left him on his couch, a fan at one end and the cricket on TV at the other. He promised to have a sleep, but he was cursing as I exited. Australia was still losing. Back at the dojo, Antoinette was taking the cadets through their paces, the grunts and thuds as they practised their throws carrying up through the floorboards. There weren’t any phone messages about Ledbetter, but at the moment I couldn’t have cared less.

I sat in front of my computer and tried to plan my next move. I had to come up with a strategy. Or probably several. Plans A through to Z. Always have a back-up. There was no way I was waiting months, or even weeks, to put this all to rest. I wasn’t spending the foreseeable future waiting for someone to tell me that I couldn’t possibly be Celeste because she had a birthmark on her left tonsil.

So how did I do this?

I could ring the San Francisco PD, posing as someone. They certainly wouldn’t even let me get my story out if I told them the truth. They’d think I was a nutcase at worst, or even if they believed me, they’d refer me back to the Australian police. They wouldn’t give details out over the phone to a civilian.

So what if I wasn’t a civilian? Could I pull off pretending to be an Australian copper? Yeah, under most circumstances. But if they asked why I hadn’t gone through official channels I’d be stuck. If I knew more about those proper channels I could do it. Come up with a good story. I could claim there’d been a paperwork mix-up, and I’d been told to contact them …


Nah. More information needed to lie properly. Keep that as Plan H.

What if I said I was an Australian reporter, would that work?

Nope, not really. They’d shove me off onto their media liaison person. But maybe I could still get some good details that way. I could find out about the case that Victoria Dupree was investigating when Celeste was taken. Okay, make that Plan D.

Hmm. But what about a good Plan A? How could I get the maximum amount of information in the minimum time? Not weeks of sifting through sketchy newspaper accounts and uncontactable people.

I looked over at the mishmash of pictures stuck to my pin board. Under the ones of the digs at Alexandria sat the photo of Celeste and her dog.

Hmm … I pulled the Linken Fox recording out of my bag and jogged back to the lounge room. I switched on the TV, set everything up, then grabbed the remote and stood back. Play, then fast forward.

To the shot of Victoria Dupree watching the audience. Yep, cop eyes.

I fast-forwarded to the photo of Victoria holding Celeste. Yes, that mother would never forget.

So that was it. Go straight to the centre of the maze. I had to find Marshal Dupree. She’d know every tiny scrap of information available. That’s what happened with the old cops, like Des, they never let go of some cases. And my gut told me Victoria Dupree would have never let go of Celeste.

Victoria.

I had to find out how to get in contact with her. Was she back from the mission? Where was she? And what was the phone number? I went back to the computer, opened the inquiry page, and typed in Marshal Victoria Dupree, Mission, and Rome. A new list popped up. Most of the headings looked too general to tell if they talked about where she was now. Then my eye hit a title.

And stopped.

I stared at ‘Death rate in NTA marshals has been rising over past decade’. I opened it and scanned the top page. The site was run by StopWatch. Never heard of it. Under the red, white and blue striped banner heading it said, ‘Formed in 1967 in Houston, Texas, to investigate the effect of time travel on the present and the risks that its use involve.’ Nope, I’d definitely never heard of it.

Under ‘Newsletter Items’ was a list of stories. I scanned down from the top.

‘StopWatch scientists present brand new evidence that travelling to the past DOES alter the present.’

‘New political lobby initiative announced at StopWatch conference in Portland.’

‘San Francisco mayor calls once again for removal of the NTA portal from Union Square.’

The last one was ‘Death rate in NTA marshals rising’.

Hmm, before I wasted any more time, I wanted to know who these people were. If they were arguing against time travel on the grounds that aliens were telling them it was bad for us, then I’d look somewhere else.

I clicked on ‘Who we are’.

‘Concerned citizens and members of the scientific community who believe that time travel technology has not been proven to be without major risks. Our Institute for Time Travel Risk Assessment conducts its own scientific research into time travel and monitors the portal’s use by the National Time Administration.’

Below was a list of the Board of Directors. I felt a little queasy. I’d been hoping they were complete fruitcakes, but the first name on the list was Sandrine Kaaloa, the Hawaiian physicist who’d won the Nobel prize for her contribution to the development of Unified Field Theory. Hmm? She definitely wasn’t someone to dismiss. I didn’t know the second one, a US Republican senator called Evan Harding. But the third name was Dawkins Ellis, the billionaire designer of the first portable nuclear reactor. I didn’t like the guy. Or his invention, but if even he thought there was a risk involved in time travel, then that was not a good sign. All in all it meant StopWatch had some credibility.

I clicked back to the first page, and then onto the article on death rates. There was a photo of the author on a sidebar, Dr Jeremy Snelling, a statistician at the Institute for Time Travel Risk Assessment. Goggle-thick glasses, but a youngish face.

The first words of the article made me sit up. ‘Over the past ten years one out of every three marshals sent through the time portal has died in the field.’

One out of three? Bloody hell! Those kinds of figures never reached the papers.

A thousand questions crowded my brain. Why couldn’t they rescue them using time travel? Go back to before the marshal was killed and save them. Why wouldn’t that work? Damn, why hadn’t I taken more physics at school!

Then I remembered the Linken Fox spot. Mornington, or possibly the Governor, had said this mission was considered very complicated and dangerous. Or something like that.

I could feel the stress knit my shoulders into a knot around my neck.

I scanned down further and saw Victoria’s name. Marshal Dupree. Snelling was writing about Victoria’s last mission, the one before this. She’d been sent to investigate the operation of an espionage ring during the Cold War. There was a possibility that a sleeper from that time was still operating inside the US government. Her cover had been blown and she’d been shot. She’d just made it back through the portal.

One in three didn’t make it home at all!

Was Victoria back yet? Was she still in violent, treacherous ancient Rome? I had to find out! My chances of getting answers from the NTA weren’t good, but maybe from StopWatch? I checked their contact list. Jeremy Snelling was listed. He was in the Statistical Analysis Unit. The Institute was in San Jose, California. It had a phone number.

I clicked back to the inquiry page and asked for a world clock. In San Jose it was just before eight-thirty at night. I looked at Snelling’s number. Hell, I might as well try it! If they were anything like the scientists I knew from uni, then Snelling could still be there.

I grabbed the phone from the lounge room, and sat back in front of the StopWatch page. I punched in Snelling’s number and waited.

It rang.

And rang.

And rang.

I rang for fifteen minutes straight. No answer. There wasn’t even a cleaner there?

I banged the phone down and stared at it.

It rang. I jumped. ‘Hello?’

It was Des. Big exhalation.

‘Hi, Des.’ My mouth was speaking, but my mind was elsewhere. I was scanning the contacts page. There were other numbers at the Institute; surely someone was still there?

‘Kannon …’ He was deadly serious.

‘What? Australia can’t have lost the cricket already?’


‘No. Well, actually they could have, but I don’t care. I just talked to Scott Turay.’

The name sounded very vaguely familiar. ‘Turay? I can’t …’

‘I met him on that training course. It was back in …’ He stopped. ‘Okay. You’re not going to remember, of course. It was before I moved down here.’ He took a breath. ‘Back then it was the CIB. They ran a training course in Sydney. For all the regional detectives.’

‘Yeah, yeah. The CIB. The Central Investigation Bureau. I’m not too young to remember that …’ I’d met some of the detectives from CIB Homicide when I was eleven and they were following up a lead. One that led straight to me. ‘So Turay’s ex-CIB? Was he one of the …?’

‘No, he wasn’t,’ Des bit out. ‘Just let me finish. He came over for the CIB training course. He was sent as a goodwill gesture from Sacramento. In California. There was some kind of exchange deal going between …’ He caught himself. ‘Anyway, that doesn’t matter. Scott came out and stayed with me and Cecilia, in Lithgow. I took him bushwalking. He’s kept in touch.’

I could see where this was headed. ‘So you’ve just asked him if he can help? What did he say?’

‘No. Actually I rang him yesterday when I couldn’t get hold of you.’

My mouth hung open. He’d kept that secret well. ‘And? What?’

‘He still has friends in Sacramento. Who have friends in the San Francisco PD.’

Wooah! ‘And?’

‘It’s not too good, Kannon.’

‘What do you mean? In what way not good?’

‘The San Francisco police told him that, as far as they’re concerned, Celeste was killed straight after she was kidnapped. So whatever the media may say, the case is pretty much closed.’

‘They have proof she died!’ So this was all just another dead end. I looked at the photo on the pin board. But it didn’t feel like one.

‘No.’ In his best detective sergeant voice, he said, ‘They actually have no proof of that. At all.’ His training spurred him to add, ‘As far as Scott could find out.’

‘So … what are you saying?’

‘That the detectives on the case twenty years ago concluded she was dead. But, on questioning, it came out that they didn’t actually find a body. So it means nothing.’

‘No.’ I knew when Des was trying to handle me. ‘It means that they had some reason to reach that conclusion. What was it?’

He said measuredly, ‘You know enough about the way law enforcement works to guess that whoever Scott talked to was not interested in digging into a case this old. And especially not when it’s just a request for more information concerning a possible connection to an Australian case.’

‘Answer my question, Des. Why did they close the case?’

He said, bitterly, ‘Scott didn’t know. They wouldn’t go into any detail. He said the press had been onto them again and, as a courtesy to Marshal Dupree, they were keeping their mouths shut.’

I just sat there. ‘That was the news?’

‘Kannon, like I said, they didn’t have a body so this could just be them trying to keep Marshal Dupree out of the spotlight. So don’t …’

‘Yeah, yeah, Des.’ I stared at the photo on the pin board. ‘No-one’s making any decisions for me. If there’s still a possibility of a connection, then I’m following it until I’m satisfied one way or another.’

Silence.

‘Good.’ He was surprised.

‘Was that it?’ I wanted to try the other StopWatch numbers.

‘No, after that Scott tried one of his old political contacts. Sacramento’s the state capital, and he had contacts in the Governor’s office back then. One of them now works for a senator in Washington. Once the San Francisco PD stuff didn’t pan out his Washington friend tried to find a way to contact Victoria Dupree directly. He rang the NTA headquarters in Washington and they directed him on to the San Francisco branch where she works. Where the portal is.’ He paused. ‘He spoke to someone there who said it was impossible to contact Victoria at the moment. That she’s still in ancient Rome on that Isis investigation.’

‘She’s still there?’ That wasn’t good. ‘For how much longer? Do they know when she’s coming back?’

‘Yeah. Turay said she’s due back the day after tomorrow, but only for a quick meeting with the Governor. Then she’s expected to leave again for the last stage of the mission.’

I mindlessly repeated, ‘The day after tomorrow,’ now staring at the StopWatch screen. Snelling’s article. One in three don’t return. This was all moving almost too fast for me to process. I’d only found out about her yesterday, and today Victoria’s every move was starting to catch my breath.

‘Kannon, are you okay?’

I’d never been good at waiting. And I still had my passport from the time I’d tried to fly to Crete.

‘Great, Des. Never felt better. I’m getting on my first plane tomorrow.’


Silence.

‘That tone of voice scares me, Kannon.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You use it whenever you’re about to be young and stupid.’

‘I have to go, Des. I have to talk to her. You realise that, don’t you?’ This was not a good time for his overactive protective instinct to kick in. I didn’t want to leave him both sick and anxious.

‘Yes,’ he said, begrudgingly. ‘You’re right. But just remember …’

‘I know, Des.’ We’d had this conversation before. ‘I’m not invincible.’
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SAN FRANCISCO



We hit California somewhere above LA and turned north. I felt like cheering, but it would’ve scared the insides out of the man next to me. He’d been friendly enough until he’d sneaked a look at the files I’d left on my seat while I was in the toilet. Then he’d tried to change seats. My guess was he’d seen the photo of the noose and the scars. I didn’t feel like explaining anything to someone who went through my stuff, so we didn’t talk.

It didn’t worry me. This was my first-ever flight and I’d managed to get on the plane and stay there, white knuckles and all.

It’d been gruelling waiting in the airport. I wouldn’t let Des come, he’d had too much stress already without watching me descend into breathless sweating terror. The jitters had started as I was telling Antoinette about Ledbetter and what to do if the college called. By boarding time a full-blown panic attack was screaming insane warnings in my ear. ‘Don’t go in there! Get away now! Run!’


But I’d been absolutely determined to make this flight. Nothing was stopping me from talking to Victoria Dupree. Myself included. So I’d climbed into the plane and hid my fear as best I could. Instead I’d concentrated on what I’d do on the other side of the Pacific and I read my files, every word of them.

Halfway through the thirteen-hour flight the panic had exhausted itself and been replaced by a rising exhilaration. I’d made it. In one long day I’d kicked open the door to my future. And it was the size of the beautiful planet below us.

I was free. Free.

Until another thought tumbled in, one the weight of panic had held aside. One I should’ve processed well before now.

Was this really my first flight?

If there was a connection with the Dupree case, then maybe that explained my fear of planes. If I’d been brought over that way, my guess was that the trip had not been a cosy one.

A two-year-old doped up and afraid. Trapped …

My throat clenched involuntarily. I coughed then wheezed a little trying to suck in a full breath. Panic flooded me with disorienting messages. The cabin was too small … too crowded … I had to get out of here …

My neighbour shot me a glance full of revulsion. I was acting funny again. He shifted as far away as possible.

I ripped the photo up out of my shoulder bag and stared at it. The image of the little girl and the black dog had got me this far. I could do this.

I refocused on the view. Yes, I could do this. It was almost over.


It was beautiful outside. Just past noon, local time, and a blue-sky day. The sunlit coast looked a little like the northern Illawarra but on a grander scale. A coastline full of steep cliffs plunging down to crescent-shaped beaches, sparkling water.

I took in a full breath.

San Francisco swooped into view, ocean on the west side and a huge bay on the other. It was a hilly peninsula covered by a densely settled grid of streets. The Golden Gate Bridge, rust-red against the steel-blue water, linked the city to the barren hills on the northern mouth of the bay. We veered sharply to the right, flew due south over another bridge and descended ready for landing.

According to Turay, Victoria was due to arrive at ten o’clock tonight for a meeting with the Governor. So the plan was to go straight to the NTA. Once I was in, I had a number of ways of making sure I stayed there until she arrived.

The plane landed and we all emptied into the airport. After Customs and Immigration I looked for a taxi rank. No standing around the luggage carousel, as I had all I needed in my black-and-white shoulder bag. Yesterday I’d tried to book a hotel room close to the NTA building, but everything in inner San Francisco had already been taken by three massive communication technology conventions. I couldn’t turn up to the NTA with luggage, hence the small bag. If I needed anything after I saw Victoria I’d just damn well buy it.

Des had spent some time in the States as a young man and he warned me that women making, what he called ‘a formal visit’ here, were expected to look ‘polished’. He said that meant ‘nice’ clothes, perfect make-up and ‘doing’ my hair. When I speculated that things might have changed since the last Ice Age, he said it was considered a part of polite grooming, and didn’t I at least have rouge, and maybe some hairspray? I was still shuddering at the last comment.

I knew I needed to look respectable enough to get inside the NTA so I was wearing an expensive pair of charcoal pants and a white fitted shirt that I normally kept for work functions. If it was cold outside I had a tailored black leather jacket folded over my arms. I hate shoes and go barefoot as much as possible at home, but obviously you can’t get by like that, even in the Illawarra. So I’d dug out a pair of low-heeled, black boots from the back of my cupboard. An hour before landing I’d retamed my shoulder-length hair. It’s bleached to white in places from surfing, with a jagged fringe. I finished with some honey lip-gloss.

I looked calm and responsible, as though I was on my way to a job interview. I felt desperate.

There was a long line at the taxi rank and no taxis, so I searched the rest of the road. A shuttle bus into the city was just pulling away from the kerb, so I raced over and knocked on the closed doors. The driver stopped and opened the doors. He had a scheduled stop in Union Square, so I paid and took the last seat just behind him. An older man and his computer bag, marked with the company logo from one of the major conventions, already filled the seat. He moved the bag. I smiled my thanks, slipped my coat on and sat down. The airport had been overheated but it was winter-cold outside.

The driver, a heavy-set man wearing a khaki uniform and black cap, started up again and headed out to the freeway on what felt like the wrong side of the road. Once we hit the city proper I got my map out and rechecked the location of the NTA. It was on one of the corners of Union Square, which didn’t actually look square, more like a rectangle. It was a small park bounded by four streets. Geary ran along the bottom, Post the top, Powell left and Stockton right. The NTA sat across from the park, on the corner formed by Post and Stockton.

The driver turned on his speaker and began a well-rehearsed monologue. ‘Welcome to Martine’s Airport-City Shuttle Service. For our international visitors, February is late winter. Be careful because our weather can be very changeable. It can be fine in the morning, then gusty and freezing by the afternoon.’

He continued on, talking about shopping, restaurants and how to deal with all the homeless in the city, but I zoned out. Two nights ago I’d been trying to work out what to do with my life, and now I was preparing to crash a US government installation, and demand answers to the mystery of my past. I checked my watch — Victoria would be here in eight hours. I had a lot to make happen before then.

The shuttle made two stops then headed east on Post Street. My stop was next, so as we moved into Union Square I tucked the map back into the zippered pocket on the outside of my bag. I shut my eyes for a brief moment, and told myself to relax.

The driver’s voice filtered back in instead. ‘And for those of you interested in getting to know San Francisco in more detail … We run a variety of special tours, so please take a brochure as you exit. Let me recommend the Union Square Mystery Writers’ walking tour. It’ll take you through the settings for novels such as the famous Maltese Falcon. And if you all look to the right now …’

Of course I opened my eyes again to look. I’m only human.


‘… You’ll see the historic St Francis Hotel that Dashiell Hammett used as …’

The driver stopped mid-sentence to slam on the brakes and the bus jolted to a sudden halt. We were all jerked forward then back. I grabbed the back of the driver’s seat and braced myself. Bags came slithering down off overhead racks and something heavy hit the aisle at the rear of the bus.

‘Wooah.’ The man next to me grabbed his computer bag as it pitched off his knees.

The traffic ahead of us had come to a complete halt and the cars pulling up behind completed the impasse. It was gridlock right around the park.

The driver turned in his seat to check if everyone was okay. ‘Sorry about that, folks. The car in front got on their brakes a little early. We seem to have hit some kind of delay. But,’ he said cheerfully, ‘things should move along soon.’ He turned back to check the road ahead.

Around me people were picking up their bags and straightening their clothes.

‘That was stupid driving on your part,’ a man sitting behind me snapped at the driver. ‘You were too busy yakking about your stupid tour.’

The driver swivelled to say, ‘My apologies again, sir. But I’m sure we’ll be moving again soon.’

The angry man muttered, ‘We’d better be.’

I slipped my bag over my shoulder and checked the skyline up ahead. If the gridlock continued I’d just get out here. The NTA building was just over the road from us, on the opposite corner. It was taller than the surrounding buildings at six floors high. It didn’t stand out as much as I thought it would. No blazing signs saying ‘here is the world’s only time portal’, just ‘National Time Administration’ above the entryway and a huge silver infinity sign. It was built in that 1960’s minimalist, let’s-not-pretend-this-is-anything-other-than-a-building style, and covered in boring beige tiles.

The only remotely intriguing feature was the deep-set, opaque windows. No seeing inside there.

Hmm. Not what I expected at all.

‘What’s that?’ yelped the woman sitting across the aisle from me. She sounded like a country and western singer, chewing her vowels until they screamed. She was pointing to my side of the bus, across my chest.

I followed her silver-tipped finger and, like nearly everyone else on the bus, sat in stunned silence. Right next to us, taking up most of the corner opposite the NTA, was a huge, shiny pyramid sitting in the middle of a grey, ash-covered volcanic crater.

What the hell was that? In the middle of San Francisco, in the same square as Macys and a slather of tourist hotels and up-market clothing shops. The really strange thing was that the passing pedestrians ignored it. Just kept their eyes ahead and carried on to their next appointment.

The crater was low, forming a complete wall around the pyramid except for a narrow opening for a red stone entryway on to Post Street where the bus stood. The crater looked real, a jutting circle of ash-covered rock. Which made the pyramid appear as though it had thrust itself up from deep within the Earth. Like some kind of brilliant volcanic flower.

The pyramid was bright gold. It had to be gold leaf. It was at least four storeys high with entry via a small square building, also gold, set into the middle of the side facing the bus. Two red Sphinxes sat one on either side of the entryway with a red stone pathway running through the ash to the street. The contrast between the grey, red and gold was spectacular. A colourful stab to the eye next to the neighbouring drab shops and buildings.

I caught the driver watching us gawk, and wondered why he hadn’t mentioned this little eyeful in his spiel. Had that been the next topic?

He saw my questioning look and said, ‘That’s the main Iseum, the centre of Isis worship in San Francisco. There are around a hundred spread throughout the Bay area, but they don’t all look like this one.’ He smiled. ‘It’s new. Called the Cradle of Life.’

The man next to me said, with a German accent, ‘It’s disgusting. I don’t know why they’re allowed to put those things in a public place!’ Then he said, with glee, ‘Though that may all change soon enough.’

The driver didn’t reply, just gave the passenger an unfriendly glare. Then I noticed a small, white statuette attached to the front window frame above his head. It was a woman wearing a crown and standing on a crescent moon. Around the base was written the name Isis. I studied the driver; he seemed an ordinary sort of man. Isis worship must have really become mainstream here.

The woman across the aisle shivered. She said with her broad cowgirl accent, ‘That thung looks like it was sent up from heell.’

I winced. It was one thing hearing about the religious tension here on the news and another sitting in the middle of it.

The driver replied tersely, ‘No, ma’am. That wasn’t the image intended. At all. Just because the Moral Legion is obsessed with evil doesn’t mean the rest of us have to be.’

‘Well then what is the message here?’ someone further back demanded in a hostile voice.


‘The crater is modelled on the Ubehebe Crater, in Death Valley.’ The driver said defensively. ‘Apart from any other meaning it’s a tribute by the Isiac community to the natural beauty of our state. The Valley is a unique environment. Harsh, but beautiful. Like life.’

I said, ‘It sounds like you’ve had this conversation before?’ I smiled to indicate I wasn’t criticising.

He shrugged, and said in a quieter voice, ‘Every time I drive this route, some tourist starts bellowing rubbish about Satan. But you have to believe in the Devil to try to raise him, don’t you? Satan’s a Christian belief, not ours! That damn Moral Legion crowd has really turned people against us.’

He pointed at the crater. ‘The Buddhists have their Zen gardens for spiritual contemplation. And here in San Francisco, Grace Cathedral has its own sacred labyrinth. Why we can’t have our own version?’

‘And what about the pyramid? Is that a tribute to Isis?’ I asked.

‘It’s the Egyptian symbol of eternal life.’

The pyramid within the Ubehebe Crater. I said, ‘So this Iseum embodies the meaning of life within death.’ Resurrection? Or was that too Christian a concept? ‘Is that why they call the Iseum the Cradle of Life?’

‘Yes.’ The driver studied the pyramid. ‘But that’s not the only reason. If you go inside, you’ll be able to …’

My Teutonic neighbour cut in. ‘Is that real gold?’

‘It’s gold leaf.’ The driver wasn’t pleased to get onto that subject.

‘So …’ my neighbour continued, ‘they must have very wealthy members?’ He rubbed the fingers and thumb of one hand together.

‘Well,’ the driver shot him a dismissive look, ‘the Mayor is one, and half the billionaires in Silicon Valley bless the name of Isis.’ He nodded down at the computer bag, ‘Including that one.’

My neighbour looked down at the white company logo on his purple computer bag and wrinkled his nose in distaste.

The Mayor of San Francisco? Where had I read about …? That StopWatch site had an article talking about how he wanted to get rid of the NTA.

The woman across from me spluttered, ‘I don’t care what anyone says. That thung is ugly!’

The traffic was still jammed around us so the driver tried to respond with courtesy. ‘Well, ma’am, there are more traditional temples around San Francisco you could see. Like the Bright Lady Iseum in Sausalito …’

‘Bright Lady?’ The woman across from me poked the driver. ‘What does that mean?’

The driver answered with a sigh, ‘There are two main branches in Isiac worship, just like there are Protestants and Catholics. There are those who worship Bright Isis and those who worship her Dark aspect. Here, they worship both. The bright face of the loving mother goddess, and the dark face of the powerful queen.’

Ta Ta Tut Ta. A syncopated blast from a trumpet swung our attention back to the Iseum.

Then I noticed, while I’d been listening to the driver’s explanation the number of pedestrians had thinned considerably. There was hardly anyone between the Iseum and us any more. I looked around the Square. In fact there was hardly anyone on our side of the street at all …

A line of white-robed people began pouring out of the front of the Iseum. They formed a line right around the base of the pyramid and linked arms, a human chain. A group of women wearing long, green robes came out next. They walked around the line of people, throwing green palm fronds onto the ground in front of them. The green created a bright circle against the dark grey ash. The line of people in white robes began singing. A simple tune, just four notes with the same four recurring words, ‘Peace. Love. Honour. Truth’.

I leant forward to whisper to the driver, ‘What’s going on here?’

As I spoke, a line of police wearing full combat gear, helmets, body armour and shields, jogged from behind the bus to stand on the pavement outside the crater wall. They faced outwards, forming a protective line between the Iseum and the rest of the street traffic. It looked like they were ready to prevent an attack on the Isiacs.

The driver replied, ‘They must be going ahead with the ritual.’

Someone behind us groaned, ‘That’s just asking for trouble!’

‘What is it?’ I asked.

‘A week ago the Iseum said they were going to hold a special service to purify California of ill will,’ said the driver. ‘They asked all people of good intent, Christian or otherwise, to pray with them for peace and unity.’

The man next to me sniffed. ‘Idiots. Why they are looking outside the West for such things, I can’t understand. Look how far worshipping Isis has taken Egypt. It’s one of the poorest countries in the world, in the middle of the most dangerous part of the world.’

‘Where do you think Christianity started — asshole? Wisconsin?’ barked a male voice from the very back.

‘Stop them now! Stop them now!’ The last word was screamed from somewhere over the other side of the Square.

We all swung round to look at the park. A large crowd chanting slogans and carrying placards had begun jogging towards us. Fast. They hadn’t been there a minute ago. They must have come up Stockton Street. They were led by a tall, white-haired man in a white suit. It was the leader of the Moral Legion, White Gregson.

This was not good.

The police line remained stationary, resolutely watching the oncoming protesters. They lowered their visors and raised their batons. The Isiacs continued with their ceremony, pouring water on the green palm fronds, their hymn singers striving to compete with the chanting protesters closing in on us.

‘Damn!’ The driver continued in a rush, ‘The Moral Legion’s been trying to get the purification ritual banned.’

Boom.

I twisted around. A placard had hit the window behind me as the protesters surged around the bus. It said, ‘If your right eye causeth you to offend God then pluck it out. Matthew 18:9.’

The woman next to me grabbed my hand hard, screaming, ‘We have to get off the bus! We have to get out of here!’

This was escalating too fast and we were stuck right in the middle of it. But we couldn’t get out. The protesters were packed in around us like sardines. I watched the police, wondering what their strategy was. They knew this was coming, what were they going to do? Would they start making arrests soon?

When the first of the Christian protesters reached the police line Gregson lifted his megaphone, ‘Stop them before God strikes us all down.’ His voice barked over the top of the Isiacs’ singing, ‘Do not think to test the Lord thy God and live. He will not be mocked and He is full of wrath.’


On the last word he raised a clenched fist to the crowd who responded by shouting, ‘Send the devil worshippers to the Devil,’ and tried to push their way through the police.

As soon as the police began pushing back, one of the protesters threw a canister over their heads and into the Isiacs. When it hit the ground white gas poured out. Everyone near it started coughing and then people ran in all directions. The police line broke as the Isiacs struggled to get out and the Moral Legion shoved to get in.

I stood, threw my bag more firmly over my shoulder, and pulled the release on the bus door. ‘Whatever that gas is — we have to get out of here, now. Don’t worry about your heavy luggage. Just get off the bus.’

They all stared at me unsure, so I started the stampede by grabbing the woman next to me and hauling her out the door. We ran for the park and the rest followed.

‘What a complete mess,’ I said, to no-one in particular. The police, now wearing gas masks, were chasing the protesters around the Iseum. The protesters had cans of spray paint and were drawing red crosses on anybody and anything they could reach.

The driver shook his head. ‘Why does this have to happen? Why can’t we let each other alone?’

Swoop. Swoop. Swoop.

Overhead a helicopter marked with a blue-and-green TV logo hovered, its blades churning up the clouds of white gas. The media had arrived.

I didn’t have any more time to waste so I just patted the driver’s shoulder, saying, ‘Good luck.’

He nodded. ‘Thanks.’ He looked back at the Iseum, white smoke swirling, red crosses everywhere. ‘But I think we’re going to need more than that.’
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THE NTA



There was a crowd on the pavement outside the NTA, mainly camera crews elbowing each other for better shots of the swirling chaos across the road. Inside, the foyer was empty except for two guards standing behind the security barrier halting access to the rest of the building. They were both medium height with the serious weightlifters’ physique and posture. Dark uniforms, earpieces, too-tidy hair. Holstered side arms, but I couldn’t identify the model from this angle.

They’d been watching the camera crews and the riot police with bored expressions, but once I triggered the automatic glass doors on my way in, they’d changed their gaze to me. Now they weren’t bored, they were tense.

‘Is it always like this?’ I nodded over my shoulder. I had to find a way to talk myself inside the building.

The male guard answered, ‘Yeah. Sometimes.’ He was politely neutral. He didn’t seem particularly shocked, or impressed by the riot, and he wasn’t interested in talking about it.


Okay. Try again. I’d hoped a focus on an outside drama could help me engage with them, but maybe that was not the hook I needed. Often people will only treat you like a human being when you make them see you as one, otherwise you’re just a part of a job description. And I knew that their job was to get rid of people just like me.

My eyes dropped to his nametag. Todd. I wouldn’t use his name because that would be too smarmy for words. Plus there is nothing like using the first name from a badge to remind that person of their position, and I didn’t want him thinking like a security guard now.

Todd had stopped perusing me and was back to checking out the police operation over at the Iseum. I turned so I was watching it with him. Maybe some professional banter would work. It was certainly an eyeful. Screaming protesters hanging onto the edge of the crater wall while helmeted officers prised their fingers open; Isiacs in dirty white robes slashed with red paint, being carried out on stretchers with oxygen masks over their faces.

‘The San Francisco police look like they know how to handle the situation,’ I commented, ‘they got the gas masks out pretty quickly and they’re evacuating the area. What do you reckon?’ Security personnel always have a position on the local police. Sometimes they’re friendly, more often they’re not. The feeling is usually mutual.

He scoffed. ‘They should, they’ve practised it often enough. This is the third time this month they’ve had to do this.’

Third time this month? I kept watching across the road, but silently wondered why, given that, there weren’t more security staff on duty here. Just these two and the security system itself looked old. Just the barrier and a metal-detector gate? Wollongong Family Law Court was better guarded than this!

It was just a short walk across the road from the demonstrators, and what if they decided to hole-up in here? Maybe the NTA had other strategies in place. I stopped myself from looking up and around for surveillance cameras. The two guards wouldn’t take it as a friendly move.

Now that I’d had time to take everything in I realised that something else wasn’t right. The foyer itself was run-down, nothing like what I’d expected in such a world-famous facility. The floor was expensive marble but it was chipped in places and the guards’ chairs, behind the barrier, were hardened plastic.

The NTA building must date back roughly to the middle of the last century but somewhere between then and now they’d fallen on hard times. What could have happened?

Then I realised the female guard, Sara, was staring at me. Hard. She’d put herself in my peripheral vision and was waiting for me to notice. As I met her glare she tilted her head to one side and crossed her arms.

Instead of saying, ‘Get the fuck outta my building,’ she said, ‘Can I help you?’ But her tone made it the same sentence.

She was trying to get a rise out of me, so I went for concisely cool. ‘I’m here to see Chief Marshal Mertling.’

While Sara stood there eyeballing me, Todd trotted over to check a list on their desk computer. He said, ‘Name?’

I moved closer to the desk to focus on Todd. It was clear that of the two guards he was the one who was going to get me into the building.


‘Jarratt. Kannon Jarratt. But I don’t have an appointment yet.’

Sara edged herself back into my eye line. ‘I don’t care who you are, or why you’re here. No appointment,’ she gave me the stare, ‘you don’t get past this floor.’

‘The stare’ doesn’t work on me. When I didn’t respond in the desired way she uncrossed her arms, one hand dropping down, close to her holster. She even flexed her fingers like a gunfighter. The cliché was too much. I just managed to stop a smile reaching my lips, but she’d seen it hit my eyes. Now she really wanted to make me grovel. She reached for the snap on the holster.

Todd stepped in between us, giving his partner the ‘what are you doing?’ face. She dropped her hand and stepped back, shaking her head as though to clear it.

I’d really spooked her. Usually I just had that effect on alpha men. Or rather, ones who thought they fitted that stereotype. Yuki said I emanated a single-minded determination that some men took as a challenge. Des said I’d grown into a wolf in lamb’s clothing and sometimes the teeth showed through. When I’d questioned the lamb’s clothing bit he’d just laughed and refused to answer.

While Sara struggled to pin a professional set to her expression, Todd started shuffling around in a desk drawer. After a minute he handed me a sheet of paper, saying, ‘We can’t let you through if you don’t have an appointment, but you can use this contact list to try and make one.’

Now Sara glared at him. He ignored her and tapped one of the bottom numbers. ‘Try this one first. Assistant to the Public Relations Manager. She’ll help you if she can. If she can’t, she’ll pass you on to someone who will.’


I thanked him and once again pushed my way out and past the cameras blocking the pavement. There was a public phone in the next block. I’d spotted it on my way across the park. Once there, it took me ten minutes to get hold of the right person and another twenty minutes to convince her to at least get me an appointment with someone. Anyone. When pressed for a reason I said I was researching the connection between an Australian cold case and the kidnapping of Celeste Dupree. I didn’t want to announce I was Victoria’s long-lost daughter — I knew that wouldn’t be taken seriously — but I also wanted to keep lying to a minimum. If I got in and then completely changed my story I’d lose all credibility.

She didn’t sound that surprised and said they regularly received queries about Celeste from the media. She didn’t even ask about the Australian case, just took it for granted that I’d be interested in a possible connection to a famous US kidnapping. Once it was clear to her that — yes, I understood I couldn’t see Marshal Dupree at all. And — yes, I understood that it was virtually impossible to get in to see Chief Marshal Mertling, then, finally, she set up something with an office administrator. I could talk to him, and if he agreed, an appointment with Mertling would be arranged. Maybe later this year, or next, she wasn’t sure. I was told to come up right away.

This time Todd beckoned me through the scanner, searched my bag and coat, then printed out a visitor’s card to clip on my shirt collar. Then he called for a guard to come to the foyer and escort me upstairs. While this was going on, Sara stood there trying to pretend we’d never locked eyes before.

The second-floor receptionist’s desk was just outside the lift. She politely asked me to take a seat while she made a phone call. Inside, the NTA was just as disappointing as the foyer. The paint was discoloured and chipped in places, there were filing cabinets spilling into the reception area and everyone who passed looked hassled and harried. Not exactly the gleaming, sci-fi-style NTA I’d envisaged.

After a few minutes the receptionist took me through into a small office just down the hall from the lifts. Inside, a short, slim man in his early thirties sat behind a heavily laden desk. The room needed a paint job, there were obvious scuff marks on the carpet near the door and the fluorescent light above his head had one tube out. Dingy.

He looked stressed, but was still polite enough to give me a pleasant smile when he introduced himself. ‘Constan Valdestiou.’ He pronounced it with, what I guess they call a mid-Atlantic accent. It was unmistakably American, but smooth, even. ‘Please take a seat.’ He indicated the chair opposite.

I put out my hand. ‘Kannon Jarratt. Thank you very much for making time to see me.’

He had a good handshake: firm, professional. I sat.

‘Now, Ms Jarratt, I believe you just want to make an appointment …’ He consulted the note the receptionist had handed him, ‘to see Chief Marshal Mertling?’ He shot me a sharp look. ‘Can you tell me what it’s concerning?’ His tone indicated it wasn’t going to happen soon, if at all.

‘Actually, I need to see either Chief Mertling, or Marshal Dupree.’ I was guessing I’d have to see Mertling first, in order to get access to Victoria when she arrived tonight. From all I’d gathered so far, he was the one who really decided what happened, or didn’t happen, here.

‘I can tell you now you certainly won’t be able to see Marshal Dupree.’ He was losing patience fast. ‘But to make appointments to see either one of those people you still need to give me the details.’

‘All right.’ This was the hard part. ‘I need to speak to them about the Celeste Dupree case.’

Valdestiou gazed at me blankly for a moment, then his expression snapped back into deep annoyance. ‘It’s that news story, isn’t it? They dredged up Celeste again. Every damned time the media runs the story, someone turns up and claims they’re Celeste.’

I gulped. Just how many people must have come forward in the past?

He caught my stunned expression and said, ‘It’s been a real problem for us.’ He qualified that, ‘And for Marshal Dupree, of course.’

I tried to think, but couldn’t. Was I one of those deluded people?

He considered me curiously. ‘Could you please explain exactly what is your interest in this case? You’re a reporter, aren’t you? Or was it a writer?’ He searched the note again for more details.

How to answer? Did I go home with my tail between my legs, or tell him I was another one of the loonies he just mentioned?

‘No. I’m not a writer.’ I swallowed my doubts and plunged in. ‘I’m here because there’s a chance that Celeste’s case is linked to my past.’

He didn’t bother to hide his disbelief. ‘Oh, really?’ He eyed the doorway, wanting me through it. ‘In what way?’

‘A detective who worked on my case believes I could be Celeste.’

‘Your case?’ Valdestiou just managed to stop himself from rolling his eyes. ‘Look, Ms …’ He stopped. That was a bad sign. He’d remembered my name until he started to think I was just another idiot he had to deal with.

‘Jarratt. Kannon Jarratt.’

‘Look, Ms Jarratt. The Dupree case is closed. And anyway it’s a police matter, not an NTA problem. You need to contact them. Our public relations office has a press kit on this, with our official statement in it, so I suggest you contact them.’ He rose, indicating my time was up.

I leant back in my chair. ‘The Australian police are now in the process of contacting the San Francisco PD. And through them, Marshal Dupree.’

‘So now you’re a police officer? And you’re here on official business?’ So much for politeness. Since I’d decided to push he was going to as well.

‘No.’ I kept my reply polite. ‘Obviously not. But the Australian police will have to go through channels first, and it’ll take some time. That is why I’m here, asking for myself.’

He started to edge towards the door. ‘I’m sorry but the NTA can’t help you. As I said, it’s a local police matter.’

I had to get him back in the chair, or he’d have me thrown out of the building and never admitted again. There was only one way to play this. I had to get him on my side as quickly as possible.

‘Do you know Marshal Dupree? Have you had much to do with her?’ I asked, deadly earnest.

‘Of course.’ He was affronted.

I leant in. ‘Well don’t you care that her daughter, missing for twenty years, may have finally found a way home?’

Valdestiou grunted his disbelief, then took a closer look at my face. I was telling him my truth. He screwed up his forehead, as though trying to squeeze out a burgeoning headache. ‘Okay,’ he said, using a gentler tone. ‘I can see that you believe this is a real possibility, but you can’t be her daughter.’

‘Why not? They never found her body.’ I wanted specific reasons before he was going to get me out of this office chair. ‘Did they?’

He frowned. Then said with reluctance, ‘No. But there was no way that her kidnappers would’ve let Celeste live. Why would they? She could be used to identify them. To trace them.’

‘But if they never found her body …’

‘You’re English, aren’t you? What, you’ve lived there all your life?’

‘But …’

‘How could that possibly fit in?’

‘Look, I’m Australian, not English. And no, I don’t know how it fits in. I’m here because I need some answers, too.’ I rubbed my eyes, trying to push away the tiredness.

A flicker of real concern crossed his face.

‘At least listen to my story. I’ve come straight from the airport. And believe me, I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t think there was a good chance I’m right. Please. I need to know. If I’m wrong I’ll leave, but hear my story first.’

He sighed faintly, checked his watch, and sat down again. ‘Okay, I can spare you five minutes. But that’s it. I’m sorry but then you have to go.’ He searched my face for compliance. ‘Agreed?’

‘Okay.’ I was starting to like this man. He didn’t have to give me his time — but he had anyway.

‘The short version is …’ I really hated this. I took a breath. ‘I was found abandoned in a cave. West of Sydney. Twenty years ago.’ The words came out like a spray of bullets. He didn’t seem to make the connection, so I did it for him. ‘The same year Celeste went missing. I was found just two weeks after Celeste was kidnapped.’

Valdestiou’s expression had become a little fixed. Like most people he didn’t know what to make of my story or how to respond to it. But I didn’t have the time to dress it up into something less confronting.

‘It was the original police detective in charge of my case who showed me the story on Victoria, he’s the one who put it all together and realised that it would explain why there were never any real leads in my case.’

‘No other leads have turned up in all that time — no other possibilities?’ He was sympathetic, but still searching for an escape route.

‘No. Not really. Yuki Jarratt, the woman who found me, and Des Carmichael, the detective in charge, never stopped looking. There was only one real lead when I was eleven. But nothing came of it.’

He was keen enough to pick up on what I’d left out. ‘You didn’t look yourself? Until now?’

I answered bluntly. ‘Whoever put me in that cave bound my feet and hands together behind my back with wire.’ His face froze. ‘It was so tight my wrists and ankles bled.’ I showed him my wrists. He tried to look without seeing. They were ringed with faint silver scars. ‘The wire around my hands and feet was connected to a noose around my neck that tightened every time I moved.’

He struggled not to react but at least his eyes didn’t show the usual revulsion. It’s like a crack opens up in their nice shiny universe and the unthinkable stares back.

‘Yes, that’s right.’ The bitterness and anger seeped through. ‘I was two years old, and whoever put me in that cave meant to kill me. No-one ever came forward to claim me. No-one.’ He got the inference.


‘So, you didn’t look because you thought your parents had done it?’ Valdestiou was stunned.

‘Yes. That’s what everyone thought in the end. For years my face was shown across Australia and no-one came forward. Not one person. I was two, so of course the police thought whoever had charge of me had put me there. If not my parents then someone who’d stood in that role.’

‘But didn’t you say there was a lead when you were eleven?’ Valdestiou was grasping at straws. Now he really didn’t want to think I could be Celeste. Not with that kind of history.

I just sat for a moment. It was bad enough going through the story without this bit.

He prompted. ‘What was the lead?’

‘Have you ever heard of Henry Newman Craig?’ I said quietly.

He shook his head. ‘No.’

‘If you were Australian, you would’ve. He’s still in Goulbourn gaol. Maximum security. He’s serving life for the murder of eight children.’ I added, ‘They’re the ones the police know about. The ones they could find.’

Valdestiou’s eyes widened.

‘A few years after he was caught and sentenced, Craig told his cell mate that he’d kidnapped the three Kingly children that went missing in Brisbane.’ I saw his lack of recognition. ‘Brisbane’s in Queensland. On the north coast. It’s hot there. They were two girls and a boy, left alone in the summer holidays. Marianne, the eldest, looked after the other two. Marianne was eleven, Billie seven and Marie was three. The eldest girl took the two young ones to the beach one day and they never came back.’

His eyes were retreating into his skull, trying to protect themselves.


‘Craig’s cell mate was a snitch. The police knew Craig’d taken other children, so they were patient. Over the course of six months Craig gave the snitch enough information to convince the detectives that he’d taken the Kingly kids. But he never said where the bodies were.’

‘But why did they connect the three with you? Did they think Craig had put you in that cave?’

‘He said he’d kept Marie alive. Because she was so young. Kept her alive for eight months.’

‘My God, how …’ He started to speculate, then stopped. ‘Oh my God.’

‘Craig said Marie was the Kanangra Baby. Me.’

‘God!’

‘So the detectives went back to requestion the children’s parents. To check up on Craig’s details, make sure he wasn’t lying. He wasn’t. He knew too much. It seemed certain he did take the kids. But one of the detectives let slip a connection to my case.’

‘And the Kinglys demanded to see you?’

‘They flew down to find me. I was eleven. They came to my school.’

He shook his head. ‘No.’ He already knew what had to have happened next.

‘Yes, that’s right. When the blood test came back negative, the detectives went straight in and questioned Craig. He just laughed in their faces. Said he was bored and wanted some fun.’

‘I don’t know what to say, Ms Jarratt. I …’

‘Don’t worry, no-one ever does.’ I shrugged. ‘But that’s why I never looked. Until now.’ I gave him a straight look. ‘I’ve told you all this so that you’ll understand. I’m here because, whatever else this may mean for me, I don’t want to keep thinking my own parents tried to kill me … if that’s not the case.’


‘I’m very sorry, Ms Jarratt. I can’t imagine … But still, I have to ask, how could all that fit into Victoria’s story?’

I felt worn out now. Going through it always did that to me. ‘Yes I know,’ I said tiredly. ‘I have more questions than answers myself, but I can show you what got me over here.’

I pulled my folder out of my bag and laid the front page of the Sydney newspaper, dated twenty years ago, across his desk.

It was slightly yellowed and curled at the edges. The thick black headlines said ‘Baby found in Kanangra cave’. Underneath was a large black-and-white picture that showed me being carried by a policewoman; I was looking straight at the camera. Next to the newspaper I placed the photo of Victoria and Celeste I’d printed from the Linken Fox news piece.

He checked the date of the newspaper then the two pictures, scanning one and then moving back to the other several times. His expression changed completely. In that moment he’d begun to consider that I could actually be Celeste. Des had been right all along. Objectively, it was the same little girl with exactly the same white hair and dark eyes in both pictures.

Valdestiou looked across at me as though asking a question.

‘Yes I can prove the Kanangra girl is me. Here’s a follow-up the newspaper did on me three years ago.’ The newspaper piece I showed him had the old photo of me as a child next to another more recent one. Same hair and eyes.

He studied me, assessing my features more closely.

‘Yes, I know I’m tall, but then Victoria is too, isn’t she?’


‘She is shorter than you, but not by much.’ He rose, saying, ‘Don’t move,’ and headed out the office door. He was back in a few minutes with a framed photo. It was a close-up of Victoria. He studied it, then studied me.

She had dark hair and a narrower face and nose, but it was the eyes that held your attention. So black you couldn’t tell where the iris ended and the pupil started.

Just like mine.

Valdestiou laid the picture on the desk and trawled his fingers back through his hair. ‘How do I know you didn’t fake all this?’ He indicated the material spread out in front of him.

‘I was found in a national park just south of Lithgow, and that’s the police station that deals with my case. Detective Sergeant John Cooper is in charge of it now.’ I’d hoped it would come to this. Des would’ve set everything up by now. Cooper’d be furious, but he’d tell the truth about me. I checked my watch. ‘Ring Lithgow police station and they’ll give you Detective Sergeant Cooper’s home number.’ I passed the station’s number across to him. ‘Oh, and get someone to check that’s the right number too. I don’t want you to have any doubts.’

He gave me a long look, then said, ‘Okay.’ He picked up his phone and gave someone the details. What to check, where to ring, who to ask for. Then he put the phone down again.

This was good. Very good. He was listening to me. Taking me seriously.

‘I can see you’re different from the other people who’ve turned up. And you may actually have a genuine case here. But why would Celeste end up in Australia? That I don’t understand.’


‘I don’t know. That’s exactly why I’m here. Des, the original detective, tried to use his contacts to get more details of the Dupree case. But it was so long ago that no-one really knows anything any more. That’s why I need to see Victoria. She’s the only one left who knows what happened.’

He didn’t say anything, just sat there studying the pictures, his forehead creased.

‘Look, I have to know one way or another,’ I said, trying to elicit a response. ‘I know there’s a risk that Victoria may never make it back from this mission,’ I noticed he didn’t jump in and correct me, which chilled me, ‘so tonight may be my only chance to see her. My last chance to find out.’

‘Victoria might not be the only person here who knows what happened.’

‘What? Who do you mean?’ I pointed. ‘You?’

‘No, I’m sorry. I don’t know much. She doesn’t talk about it. So no-one brings it up.’ He lifted his shoulders in apology.

‘So who …?’

‘If anyone knows anything, it’d be Mertling. He’s been here the longest. And he has all the background files on the marshals. It’s part of his job to have a handle on their strengths and weaknesses.’

‘So he’d know about Celeste because …?’

‘Well, it’s part of Victoria’s psychological profile. And her background checks. Mertling would certainly have access to that kind of information. He’d have to know who he was dealing with and how they’d react to different assignments.’

Before I could respond, the phone rang.

He picked up. ‘Yes, that’s right, the NTA.’ He grabbed a pen and started writing. ‘Detective Sergeant Cooper?’ Then he put down the pen and sat back. ‘That’s right. I have a Ms Jarratt sitting opposite me. And … Right, that’s right.’ He looked over at me. ‘Yes, that’s her.’ Valdestiou was obviously being given identifying details. ‘Okay. So the application for information is being processed?’ He listened intently for a few minutes. ‘Fine. Happy to cooperate.’

Click.

Valdestiou stared through me for a moment then picked up the phone again. ‘Martina? I need an emergency face-to-face with the Chief. He has to meet someone. No, it’s not about the Iseum attack. Something else.’ He listened. ‘Yes I know he has to see the Governor in a …’ He checked his watch. ‘Yes. I know that.’

The person on the other end of the phone seemed to be arguing with him.

‘Yes. It is an emergency, and yes, he has to do it before he sees the Governor. When can he do it?’ He listened again. ‘Okay, 301 in fifteen minutes. Ask him to ring me first, I need to brief him.’

He put the phone down. ‘Okay. You’re getting your shot.’
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THE DUPREE KIDNAPPING



301 was a meeting room on the third floor. It was the first part of the NTA building that looked like it’d actually had some money put into it in the past little while. No scuff marks or wear and tear, just beige on more beige in every direction and a long, polished wood table surrounded by leather and steel chairs running down the centre.

While I waited a receptionist brought me in black coffee, with a diet sweetener and a serving of whitener on the saucer, and an apple Danish. I left the coffee and ate the pastry, sucking the stickiness off my fingers while I studied the wall of photos at the far end of the room. Coffee makes me too edgy.

The wall between the two windows was devoted to personnel headshots. They formed a hierarchical pyramid, with the boss at the top. Second from the top was an empty space for Senior Field Officer Marshal Dupree. The missing portrait had to be the one still sitting on Constan Valdestiou’s desk. Above the space was Douglas Mertling, Chief Marshal of NTA–San Francisco, literally top of the heap in this facility. He looked like a balding Santa, heavy and hearty with a smile full of teeth.

The door opened and in walked Mertling. Yep, Santa all right.

‘Miss Jarratt.’ He shook my hand, pulled out a chair and sat down.

Hearty handshake, just like his picture. A bit sweaty.

He started speaking before I managed to seat myself. ‘Now. I’ve been told you’re here about the Celeste Dupree disappearance. Can you show me your material?’

Straight to the point, no polite chitchat. I was just a blip on his busy schedule and he’d be out that door before I could count to one hundred.

I laid out the newspaper articles and the photo of Celeste on the table in front of him. He read the text, then carefully compared the pictures, finishing with a close scrutiny of my face.

‘So.’ He steepled his fingers and gave me a straight, from-the-shoulder stare. ‘This is all very interesting, and I can see why you have hope. Unfortunately there is no reason to believe that Celeste actually survived the first week of the kidnapping, let alone that she was taken to another country.’ He said in a brisk tone, ‘Can you explain the link between the two cases?’

He knew I couldn’t, because I was absolutely sure he’d already asked Constan that very question. No Santa here, Mertling was just trying to find a quick way to get rid of me.

I stalled. ‘No. But if you tell me more about the case, maybe I can come up with a link.’

Mertling snorted. ‘I’m afraid this is Marshal Dupree’s private business and I have absolutely no intention of discussing it with you.’


Fair enough, that was what I expected. ‘Fine. Then I want to speak to Victoria when she arrives tonight.’

‘Out of the question.’ He gave a curt shake of his head. ‘She will be here for an official meeting about the status of her mission and then she goes straight back.’

‘There must be …’

He went from coolly direct to blazing fury in less than a second. ‘Do you honestly think I would jeopardise her safety and, I might add, this mission, by allowing you to upset her?’ He was blowing up like a pufferfish, Santa-red cheeks fully extended. ‘I am very sorry for your history, Miss Jarratt, but I am certainly not letting you anywhere near Marshal Dupree. You can wait until it’s all finished and then see what she wants to do about your … story.’

I ignored that last jab. Okay, he cared about her, or certainly about the mission. I understood that. If the mission was already dangerous and Victoria went back to it with a head full of ‘ifs’ and ‘buts’ about who I was then she wasn’t going to be paying attention. He was making it his job to get rid of me no matter what.

Would I let him? Could I live with the possibility that I may be passing up my only chance to ever meet her?

No, I couldn’t. They had other marshals, but I didn’t have another life.

Nope. He and I were just going to have to slug it out.

I said, with precision, ‘So. You want me to wait until she finishes the mission?’

‘That’s exactly what you’re going to do.’ He jabbed his index finger in the direction of my breastbone. ‘There’s no choice involved!’

I leant in. ‘You think I’m going to wait? For what? You know the attrition rate for active service in the NTA better than I do — it’s worse than most bomb demolition squads!’

He blinked.

‘Come on!’ This man wasn’t going to give me anything I didn’t force out of him. ‘I’ve just travelled all this way — do you really think I’m going to leave before I get some answers?’

‘You don’t have a choice,’ he spat back.

‘Oh I think I do.’

He snorted, and started to rise.

I said, with care, ‘The local media would be very interested in this angle, don’t you think? Actually most of them are already outside filming the Iseum dispute. I’d imagine this would make a very nice follow-on segment for the evening news.’

I paused, imagining the picture. ‘Hmm, yes. I can see the title already: “Lost daughter waits outside the NTA for mother to arrive. Will they meet?” Yes, I think there’d be camera crews inside here very quickly, don’t you?’

Mertling had gone from red cheeks to one purple vein pulsing down the centre of his forehead.

I stared at the vein. Maybe he was a nice guy, but he wasn’t putting his job before my life.

He shoved the newspapers away and glared at me for a searching moment. I could almost see the brain waves crashing.

‘What’s it going to be, Mertling? I’ll call a press conference in the foyer.’

Then his face changed. The anger subsided and a curiously cold expression replaced it. He’d come to some conclusion about how to handle me. And I didn’t like the look of it.

‘All right.’ He looked at his watch, calm and back in control. ‘I will give you an overview of what happened, but nothing more. You’ll have to wait for the rest. This is privileged information. The killers were never properly identified so the case is just inactive, not closed.’ He gave me hard eyes. ‘Then you have to leave.’

I avoided responding to his ultimatum. ‘The killers? You mean from the homicide she was investigating?’

‘Yes.’ Mertling gathered his thoughts. ‘It all started when a couple was found slaughtered in their home in Pacific Heights.’ He looked to me for place recognition.

I shook my head.

‘It’s a wealthy suburb, northwest of here. The victims were Arnoldo Hernandez and his wife Chloe. The maid arrived back after her night off to find them dead. Tortured to death.’

I felt my face ice over — this was too close to my own trigger points.

‘Victoria had just joined Homicide and she was assigned to work with a senior detective called William Koeller. Koeller was about to retire so he could mentor her without having too heavy a caseload of his own.’

‘You seem to know a lot of detail.’

He looked at me in disgust. ‘Do you really think Victoria Dupree managed to become a Time Marshal without every aspect of her background being examined?’

‘I’m not complaining. Just curious.’

His shoulders hunched defensively at my reply. ‘At first they thought it was the business partner, Edward Warren. He’d disappeared around the same time and all the company’s money was missing. It seemed a fair assumption that he’d committed the murders. But then Victoria managed to track down Warren. The problem was he’d been dead as long as the couple.’

‘So someone had set him up as the killer?’


‘Yes. Very carefully, too. So Victoria took another look at the Hernandez’ backgrounds. Arnoldo’s didn’t check out. He was really Phillipe Cruz, a member of a Colombian drug cartel. Only he was supposed to have died years before. He’d faked his own death to get away from his past.’

‘How did she find that out?’

Mertling stopped as though not expecting that question. ‘She …’ He had to think. ‘Something to do with his passport. It said he was from Chile, but he had all these family photographs in his house taken in Bogata.’

Hmm, smart woman. ‘So the homicide was drug-related.’

‘Yes. And revenge. Cruz was killed last — after watching his wife die. Seems in his former life, he’d stolen from his boss. The money from some big drug deal went missing and they traced it back to him.’

South America? I still hadn’t heard anything that gave me a clue how or if I fitted in.

‘But when they made the drug connection public … Revealed who Hernandez was … That was when the killers intervened.’

‘Why?’

‘I think Victoria was making too many connections, too fast. They probably hadn’t expected anyone to find out Cruz’s real identity and were still busy cleaning up their trail.’

‘Hmm. Okay, that makes sense, but why did they pick on her and not Koeller?’

He shook his head. ‘Victoria’s a very smart woman. And determined. Always has been. By this stage Koeller had developed health problems and was overseeing the case from the office. She was the investigation.’


‘How did they get … Celeste?’ I still had problems saying the name.

‘Two men in police uniforms went to the child-care centre and took her. They rang Victoria at her office and told her to back off the investigation. On the surface Homicide stalled the investigation, but they knew if they could find the killers they’d find Celeste. But …’ He shrugged. ‘It still took two weeks to track them to a warehouse in the Mission District. By the time they got there it’d burnt to the ground.’

A fire? That was why the San Francisco PD was so negative about reopening the case. ‘But they don’t have a body, do they? They don’t have any confirmation that Celeste was in that fire.’

‘I’ve seen the report. A neighbour saw a little girl matching her description at a window. That was how the police found the place. But they got there too late. It was already ablaze, and whoever had set it used enough accelerant to create an extremely hot fire. By the time it was put out they only found enough skeletal fragments to know there’d been at least two adults present. There may have been more bodies, as well as Celeste. They didn’t know for sure.’

‘So you’re saying that the cartel must have decided to clean house? Get rid of everyone who could be traced back to them, the kidnappers included.’

‘Yes.’

I sat back, searching for hope and the right question to ask. He hadn’t told me anything that was of use.

Mertling got in first. ‘So tell me, Miss Jarratt, why would they keep a hostage alive when they even kill their own people?’

I didn’t respond. I couldn’t think of a reason. Not one that ended in Sydney.


He was determined to get rid of me. ‘You may not know this, but most kidnap victims die in the first twenty-four hours. The San Francisco PD believes … Victoria believes … that Celeste died twenty years ago in that fire. There is absolutely no reason to think otherwise.’

He stood up, rebuttoning his coat, as though to end the interview. ‘Now, I am sorry you came all this way. But I think it was reprehensible of your police to get your hopes up.’

So they had no solid proof of her death? If they did he would have shoved it down my throat. When I didn’t move from my seat, he started towards the door, no doubt intending to ask someone else to get rid of me.

I gritted my teeth. ‘Oh, just one thing before you leave.’ Mertling looked back, impatient. ‘There is one way to completely remove all doubt about my claim.’

He frowned.

‘A DNA test. When Victoria arrives.’ This time I checked my watch. ‘It’s only another five hours to wait.’

He simply repeated my words without expression. ‘A DNA test.’

‘I’m sorry about what this may mean for your mission, but only Victoria has the right to make any decisions about this. If you don’t give me access to her I will go straight outside to the media. And if you don’t let me see her, maybe the Governor will?’

Mertling froze, mouth slightly open, the picture of frustration and fury on the hoof. ‘You …’ He had just enough self-control to leave the sentence unfinished.

A middle-aged woman knocked on the doorframe and said, ‘Chief, the Governor’s on the phone. You were supposed to …’

‘That’s enough, Martina,’ he snapped. ‘I’ll be there as soon as I can.’


Martina gave me a scowl and disappeared again.

‘So I stay?’ He was busy trying to keep all the balls in the air and I was refusing to go home like a good little girl.

Mertling poked his index finger in my direction. ‘You stay in here where I can keep an eye on you until she arrives. But if Marshal Dupree says no deal, you have to leave. I don’t care what you try. Media or no media, security will drag you outta here.’

He turned on his heel and left.
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INTIMATE DETAILS



‘How did you do it?’

Mertling had told Constan to look after me. Translation, he was not to let me out of his sight. So now we were standing in the doorway of the NTA version of a staff restaurant.

It must’ve been impressive once, a space to entertain politicians and visiting dignitaries. The style was minimalist in that classic 1960s way, with the main feature being the eight floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out over Union Square. But now the place was full of worn-out furniture arranged in uneven clusters, each set screened by drooping potted palms. All sitting on a carpet that may have been a richer tint when it was first laid, but had been cleaned so many times it was now the shade of dishwater. The place was half-full of people pushing their food around their plates with a distinct lack of interest. No-one had even looked up as we entered. They were tired, stressed.

‘Well?’ Constan was persistent.

‘I told Mertling I’d go outside and talk to the media if he didn’t let me see her.’


He raised his eyebrows.

‘What? I had to find a way to get access. He was going to kick me out of the building and never let me in again.’

‘It’s not that,’ he chose his words carefully, ‘Mertling’s not an easy man to deal with.’

‘Are you trying to politely say he’s a bastard?’

He shifted, uneasy with my choice of words. ‘It’s not quite that simple either. Things are pretty tough here at the moment. What I meant was that Victoria is the only person I’ve ever seen stand up to Mertling and come away with exactly what they wanted.’

I didn’t reply. Now that I was actually going to meet Victoria, I felt a bit shy. I wasn’t used to reeling out my personal history for everyone in sight.

Constan caught my reticence and said, ‘Come on, let’s get some dinner.’ There was a table free near one of the windows.

It was dark outside, but we got a clear view of the Square, still bathed in light from the street lamps and the surrounding buildings. The big hotel at the other end, the St Francis, was lit up like a Christmas tree. There was a tall slender column in the centre of the park. I hadn’t paid any attention to it in the middle of the riot, but now I could see there was a statue on top. I squinted, trying to make it out. It was a woman dressed in flowing robes and poised on one gracefully pointed foot. She had a trident in one hand and a wreath in the other.

Constan followed my eye line. ‘Oh, old Fifi.’

‘Fifi? She looks more like a Beatrice or Maud.’

‘It’s actually a statue of Victory handing out a laurel wreath to one of our glorious admirals. Commemorates a famous naval battle won in the Spanish – American War in 1898.’ He winked. ‘But everyone in the NTA calls her Fifi. Apparently the statue bears a definite resemblance to a stripper who was a close friend of several of the marshals here in the 1960s.’ He shrugged. ‘The name stuck.’

‘Sounds like it must have been a real boys’ club then?’ With Victoria at the top, surely it’d changed?

‘Oh, you have no idea. They all took being marshals to heart. Just different frontiers. Wyatt Earp had nothing on them.’ He grimaced. ‘Actually they’re still a bit like that.’

‘What, cowboys?’

‘Yes. Just with higher degrees.’

I looked around the rest of the Square, puzzled. I couldn’t see any sign of the police or media. Where were they? I stood slightly to get a clearer view of the Iseum. The street corner was busy, full of cars and pedestrians again, but no police or TV anywhere in sight. The Iseum itself looked deserted, but it’d been cleaned up. No red paint anywhere, how had they done that?’

‘Everything looks back to normal down there,’ I said, as I sat down again. ‘That all went away very quickly, not even any red paint left on the Iseum walls.’

‘The Isiacs must have known it was coming. They probably had a clean-up squad ready.’

That was strange. ‘Well, why did they go ahead with it if they knew about the protesters?’

Constan shrugged. ‘Religion and politics. Don’t ask me why either group does half the things they do in this town.’

‘Still,’ I shook my head refusing to be put off, ‘what happened to the police and the media?’ I wasn’t happy with the thought that my threat to talk to the cameras hadn’t lasted too much longer than my meeting with Mertling.


‘The Mayor’s an Isiac and he doesn’t want that kind of publicity on primetime TV. So …’

‘He can get the media off a juicy story like that?’ I nodded over at the Iseum.

‘Sure can,’ he said, with certainty. ‘Lot of powerful Isiacs in this town. And none of them want things to get any worse. Still, at least the riot was of use to someone.’ Constan, for whatever reason, had placed himself firmly on my side. ‘The thought of you out there in front of the cameras must have really scared Chief Mertling. The Governor is touchy enough about all this as it is.’

Mertling. That reminded me. ‘Constan, thanks so much for getting me in to see him. I know you were taking a big risk for a stranger.’

‘Kannon,’ he used a motherly tone. ‘I couldn’t face Victoria if I’d let you slip away.’ Another thing that he’d made clear over the past little while was that he was gay and out. ‘This may be a coincidence, but what if it’s not? The only way is to face it and find out.’

Speaking of faces, I wondered about Mertling’s expression when he left 301. ‘Just how much trouble will you be in?’

He didn’t reply immediately. Then said, in a sightly strained voice, ‘Don’t worry. I know Victoria will support me on this whatever the outcome. Of that I’m certain.’ He did seem very sure.

‘Constan, how long have you known Victoria?’

He mused, ‘It must be going on eleven years now. I started as one of her assistants and she mentored me. I owe her a great deal.’

‘What’s she like?’ She’d looked determined, even hard, in the press conference footage. Cop’s eyes. What kind of person was going to step out of the portal tonight?


‘It’s hard to sum up a person like Victoria.’ He thought for a moment. ‘She’s very strong, very capable. She didn’t get to the top in this place by taking no for an answer.’ He smiled, ‘Like you.’ He patted my hand. ‘Don’t worry. You’ll like her.’

But would she like me?

He checked my expression. ‘I see Mertling has managed to put you off in some way, but don’t worry — this is the right thing to do.’

‘He said I’d upset her, make the mission even more dangerous for her.’ Now that I’d changed out of fight mode the doubts were back. And they’d multiplied.

‘Listen to me. It’d be more dangerous if she found out about you and you had gone.’

‘You really believe I’m Celeste, don’t you? Why?’

‘Because you’re so alike,’ he said with crisp certainty. ‘Let’s order, you have to be hungry. Have you had anything besides plane food today?’

‘No. And I’m starving.’

The menu was short but varied. I felt like something simple, so I ordered steak and a salad. Constan went for pasta. We both asked for tea and coffee while we waited.

I wanted to know more about Victoria. ‘Does she have any family here in San Francisco?’ I felt awkward asking. There’d been nothing in the material about Celeste’s father. But in the past twenty years Victoria could’ve had a whole tribe of children.

‘No children, no husband. And no-one special, if that’s what you mean. Though she does date a little. I don’t think she ever got over losing her child.’

That last comment gave me a strange feeling in my chest, a brittle hollowness. It scared me. My tea had arrived, so I concentrated on stirring in some milk and sugar.


‘She has family in the South — Louisiana mainly — and some cousins in New York. She has close friends, but really, her work is her life.’

‘Was she married before? When Celeste was born?’

‘Oh!’ He slapped his hand on the table. ‘You don’t know about Celeste’s father, do you?’

‘No, nothing.’

‘Sorry, Kannon.’ He said carefully, ‘I believe he died before she was born. I don’t know anything else. Victoria doesn’t talk about what happened then. Maybe Mertling knows?’

He was dead? I didn’t know how to feel about that yet, or whether to let myself feel anything. ‘I don’t think Mertling will answer any more questions at the moment.’

‘That’s certainly true. But it’s not just you, Mertling’s been in a complete frenzy over this mission since it all started. He’s under a lot of pressure to get it right, a lot of heavy political pressure. This could make or break the future of the NTA.’

I looked around the shabby room. ‘The present doesn’t look too glossy either. I thought I’d be walking into a gleaming building bristling with all the newest technologies. Instead everything’s old and falling apart.’ I pointed at the table under the next window along. ‘And look at them.’ Two men in grey technician coats were sitting there having a low-voiced argument. ‘Morale seems to be non-existent.’ I shook my head. ‘I just don’t understand. What happened to this place?’

‘A lot of things.’ He sighed. ‘A lot of things. Politics and otherwise.’ He seemed too tired to even talk about it.

‘Like what?’ I really wanted to know. The material I’d read from StopWatch had made me question what I thought I knew about the NTA and the portal. Seeing the place in the flesh had started all my alarm bells ringing. This place was falling apart. Was Victoria really safe on her mission? I was very glad I’d followed my hunch here.

‘Things haven’t been good for us for a long time.’ He stopped. ‘I’m not supposed to talk about this.’

‘I’m not a reporter. You know exactly why I’m here.’

He grinned. ‘Yeah, well I suppose you deserve the truth. When things started for the NTA …’

‘That was back in the sixties, wasn’t it? Just after NASA was set up.’ Now that I was counting down the hours till Victoria arrived I wanted something to focus on. Keep my attention.

‘Yeah. President Kennedy established the National Time Administration two years after NASA. Eisenhower started NASA. Kennedy did the NTA. It was his baby.’

‘Nice chunk of political credit there.’

‘Yes. It was the flagship of his New Frontier policies. All that stuff about conquering new worlds, solving old problems … Union Square was built and the portal was going to do everything. Give us answers to all our old mysteries, abolish crime and so on …’

‘The sixties, hmm. That was the Cold War era. There must’ve been a lot of expectations about intelligence gathering.’

‘Of course. The problem was, things started falling apart pretty quickly. We’d made a major enemy. A big one. One with the power to cut us down to size: J. Edgar Hoover.’

‘Whoa. How did that happen?’

‘Well, our mandate originally was to conduct legal investigations and gather intelligence.’

‘Yep. I remember that. That’s why the officers who go through the portal are US marshals, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, and that’s why Hoover had us in his sights. He didn’t like another organisation having those kinds of powers, it was too close to what the FBI did. We would ultimately replace him. In the meanwhile, we were rivals, for funding, publicity, everything. Of course, we also reported directly to the President and Hoover hated JFK.’ He gave me a cynical glance. ‘Hoover had secrets of his own to keep. He didn’t want us turning over any rocks and finding him under them.’

‘Really?’ That was intriguing.

Constan nodded. ‘J. Edgar had a few …’ He stopped. ‘That’s a whole other story. Anyway, right from the start Hoover used every way he could to sabotage us. He called us The Factory. Said we’d manufacture whatever the Kennedys wanted us to say. Anyway, he finally got his chance to screw us when people started protesting about the Axion portal.’

‘Oh, I remember reading about that. The Axion could go to any time in the past. Just not into the future.’

‘That’s right, everyone from Hoover through to Congress was getting really nervous about what they did yesterday becoming public knowledge. So they forced us to build limits into the portal. Now, the present model can’t transpond to any time closer than thirty years in the past. Hoover tried to force us to have a hundred-year curfew, but we had enough lobbying power to cut that down to thirty. Even so …’ He shook his head.

‘Thirty years …’ If it had just been twenty then … I didn’t continue that thought. The portal could only be used for issues of national importance, not my own personal problems. ‘That must have severely limited what the NTA could do, what they could investigate.’ I’d just accepted the thirty-year curfew when I’d been taught about it in school. I’d thought it was for scientific reasons, not political ones.

‘Yes. It was a terrible blow to the NTA. Changed the whole nature of our operations. Not being able to access the recent past effectively put an end to the marshals’ function as real law officers. And our ability to play a key role in government and society. So Hoover won. But just to make sure, the FBI has been after us ever since. Over the years they’ve undermined us and even actively sabotaged us whenever they could. We made a few rookie mistakes at the start, and they’ve never let us forget them. Now we’re at the point that we have to fight each year just to keep our budget high enough so we can stay operational.’

Hmm. ‘Constan, unless your security system is operating mainly behind the scenes, you’re gonna have another big “mistake” happening very soon.’

‘I know. But with all the cost cutting … And now we’re got problems with Mayor Ruttle too.’

‘The Isiac? The same guy who got rid of the media?’

‘He wants us gone from here. Wants to kick us out of San Francisco.’

‘Is this to do with Victoria’s mission?’

‘No, I don’t think so. Ruttle’s been saying the portal is too dangerous for years. That this facility shouldn’t be in the middle of the city. But we don’t have enough funds to move. We have just enough each year to keep performing the minimum number of missions to keep Congress happy.’

‘But why not take this all to Congress and make a case for a better deal?’

‘It won’t work, they’re not interested. We’re like the Space Program, just a vestige of another time and other priorities. The next century on, Kennedy’s New Frontier doesn’t seem so new any more. Now, the politicians don’t want to fund us because they’re limited in the way they can use us. And the public’s jaded. We’re old news.’ He checked himself. ‘Except for Victoria’s mission of course. The politicians, and everyone else, are too interested in that.’ He’d emphasised ‘too’.

Hmm. And that could explain why the NTA had let itself be involved in Victoria’s mission in the first place. They must be panting to make themselves seem useful.

The waiter arrived with our food. The sight and smell of it replaced my curiosity with something more primal. I needed to eat. And sleep. But at the moment food was the best I was going to get.

‘But tell me something about you, Kannon. How have you survived all this time?’

I talked in between bites, ‘Yuki, the woman who found me, and Des Carmichael, the detective in charge of my case, basically became my family.’

‘What are they like?’

‘Yuki’s the strongest person I’ve ever known. Born in Japan, to a Japanese mother and British father. Very calm, very good. She had to be, to stick with me as she did. And Des, well he just never gave up on my case. When his wife died he moved down south to help Yuki look after me.’

‘What does Yuki think about you coming here?’

I hesitated. He’d stuck his neck out for me so I answered. ‘Yuki died last year. She was killed in a hit-and-run accident in Sydney.’ It was a terrible way to lose someone. And the driver had never been found.

‘Hit-and-run. Oh my dear.’ He touched my hand. ‘But you’re here now.’ He didn’t say more. We both knew he couldn’t make any promises about outcomes. He changed the subject instead. ‘Kannon? Is that a Japanese name?’

‘Er yes. But an unusual one.’

‘So there’s a story behind it?’

‘Ah. Yes.’

He noticed my hesitation. ‘Tell me.’ I didn’t really want to go into this. He waved a fork loaded with pasta at me. ‘Go on.’

‘Well. I was a mess when I was first found. Couldn’t sleep or eat. So the hospital pumped me full of sedatives. Des said I was like a little zombie. When they finally let Yuki take me home, she had to wean me off the drugs. She used to hold me all night. And when I woke up with nightmares she’d tell me stories, sing to me, anything to calm me down.’

I stopped. This was getting a bit too personal for my comfort zone.

‘Go on.’ Constan prompted me again.

‘Well. Because Yuki was brought up a Buddhist, when things got really bad she prayed to Kannon, the Japanese Bodhisattva of Compassion.’

‘Bodhi …?’

‘A bodhisattva. An enlightened being who stays on Earth until all souls achieve liberation. “Kannon” literally means “the one who hears all cries for help”. Anyway, in the end I thought my name was Kannon.’

Constan sat in silence. Unsure of how to respond.

‘Constan, do you know anything about the case?’ I needed more concrete information, more substance to back my decision to come here. Mertling wouldn’t answer my questions, so that left Constan.

‘I know the basics, but nowhere near as much as Mertling.’

‘Well I still don’t know how I fit into this whole picture. I feel I’m right to be here, but I don’t know how it all fits together.’

‘I’m sorry. I can’t really help you.’

I searched for another angle to try. Another way in. He must know something. Anything that could give me the link to another continent. ‘Mertling said Victoria thinks Celeste is dead. That Celeste died in that fire. Do you know if that’s true?’

He was uncomfortable, trying to frame some difficult words.

I knew what he was going to say. ‘So Victoria believes Celeste is dead?’

‘I’m sorry, Kannon.’

‘Why?’ I started to sweat a little. If Victoria had truly accepted her daughter was gone she’d have had good reason to think so. ‘Was it the fire? Was she convinced by the witness who saw her daughter’s face at the window?’

‘No …’ Constan wasn’t hard to read. The word had come out tight, but long, as though he was trying to move five sentences ahead of our conversation while he said it. Which meant he was trying to hide something.

I said dryly, ‘So she had other evidence that convinced her. But you don’t want to tell me about it.’

That startled him. ‘I can’t talk about it. I’m sorry.’

‘Constan, if you know something relevant, I want to know about it.’

He tried to dodge my challenge. ‘Look, Kannon. It’s Victoria’s story. Her own personal business.’

That tipped me off. ‘She went looking for Celeste after the fire, didn’t she? By herself. Who did she go after? The drug dealer? It had to be …’

Constan threw his hands up in surrender. ‘Okay. Okay. I’ll tell you. Yes, she went after the man who ordered Cruz’s death.’


‘That was his old boss from the Colombian drug cartel, the guy he’d embezzled from.’

‘That’s right, Eliecer Uribe. It was his cartel. You may have even heard of him, in those days he was pretty famous for getting rid of judges who disagreed with him.’

‘What about the San Francisco PD? Didn’t they go after him too? It seems clear everyone knows he killed Cruz and kidnapped Celeste.’

Constan shook his head. ‘They couldn’t. They knew he ordered the payback on Cruz, but there was no direct evidence linking him to either crime. They not only didn’t have the killers, they couldn’t even identify them. And then, of course, they couldn’t do anything even if they did have proof. He couldn’t be extradited. Things were pretty dicey back then in Colombia. Half the government was in the pay of the four big cocaine cartels, the Fuentes, the Uribes, the Medellin and the Cali. The rest were too busy just trying to pull the country out of chaos without being blown up in a car bomb.’

‘So Victoria decided it was up to her.’ God, I could just imagine the risk involved. ‘What did she do?’

He glanced around as though judging the hearing of those closest to us, then leant in. ‘After Celeste was taken, they gave her leave of absence. Extended leave of absence, time to grieve.’

I waited. The woman I’d seen in that news piece would never have accepted the fire as the end of it.

He phrased his words carefully. ‘Victoria basically dropped off the radar for two years. She’d left a letter for her family telling them what she was going to do and asking them not to contact the police. But after they hadn’t heard anything for six months they got worried and hired a detective. He tried to follow her credit card trail, but discovered she’d withdrawn all her funds before she disappeared.’

‘She didn’t want Uribe to be able to find her, so she set up a false identity.’

He nodded. ‘She spent the first year in Bogata, studying his operation. All his main people, all his trade routes into the US, the location of his cocaine factories.’

‘She was looking for Celeste,’ I said, ‘where they could’ve taken Celeste if she was still alive.’

‘Yes. Victoria thought that they may have kept her, maybe even adopted her into one of their families.’

‘You mean like the military did in Argentina during the junta?’

The story was notorious; rock stars had even written hit songs about the tragedy. When the military had taken over in Argentina in the 1970s, they’d ruthlessly crushed any opposition, but kept the children of their enemies. Changed their names. Brought them up as their own. The children had disappeared, just like the parents, but into the families of the murderers. Children were valued in South America, even those with the wrong bloodline.

‘That was what Victoria hoped.’ Constan shuddered, ‘I hate to think of the other possibilities she had to live with while she searched. But there was absolutely no sign of Celeste. After the first year Victoria started stalking Uribe himself. She figured he’d know exactly what happened and, by then, she was desperate to know at any cost.’

My body tightened in response. ‘She went after Uribe himself?’

‘It wasn’t too hard to find him. Uribe used to visit his house on Lake Geneva at the same time every year. He’d combine it with monitoring his accounts with the Banque de Fribourg. Victoria used his passion for antique guns to lay a trap for him. Arranged for him to be offered the pistol that’d been used to execute Nicholas the Second. You know, the last tsar, the one murdered by the Bolsheviks? Then she separated him from his guards.’

My God! ‘What did he say?’

‘That was the problem. He wouldn’t tell her what really happened to Celeste.’

I sat for a moment, taking it in. ‘He wouldn’t tell her anything? Nothing at all?’

‘Oh, getting the malignant toad to talk wasn’t hard. He wouldn’t shut up. Went on and on about having Phillipe Cruz and his wife killed. Said he was proud of it. Boasted to Victoria that he’d upheld his manly honour, and extracted his due revenge before Cruz died.’ Constan snorted. ‘Honour? The psychopath had the man and his wife tortured to death then held a public fiesta in Cruz’s own home town to celebrate.’

‘So … what are you saying? Did he tell her what happened to Celeste or not?’

‘Uribe said he couldn’t, that he had nothing to do with the kidnapping.’

‘What!’

‘That’s what he said in the end. He played some vicious mind games with her first. Told her what his men would do to her when they finally found them. Asked her if she had any other pretty family members he could collect. But when Victoria stuck her gun in his mouth, he was offended instead of intimidated. Asked her why he’d try to cover up murdering Cruz, something he was proud of? So why would he need to kidnap Celeste?’


‘Really!’ My heart started to pound. ‘That’s what he said?’ This could be the break I needed. ‘Did Victoria believe him?’ If it was not Uribe, then maybe it was someone with ties to Australia.

‘No, not at all. She said he was just trying to sabotage her will to keep him hostage. His men found them before she could shake his story. But she said she knew he’d done it, he just didn’t want the US police hunting him.’

‘Oh.’ The hope sank back as quickly as it had risen. ‘But Victoria got away okay?’

‘Yes, just. The funny thing was that in the end Uribe started to like her. Called her his “little soldier”. Even offered her a job.’

‘But what about reprisals? Surely he came after her.’

‘No,’ said Constan, with a great deal of satisfaction. ‘The day he arrived back from Geneva, the Fuentes cartel made its move. They wiped out all of his lieutenants before they could work out what was happening, then took most of his factories and burnt the rest. It was a fast, efficient bloodbath. Uribe never made it home from the airport.’

Hmm. The Fuentes had probably saved Victoria’s life by erasing the Uribe cartel, but they also destroyed her ability to find out what’d happened to Celeste. ‘So that was that?’

‘Sort of.’ Constan gave me a curious look. ‘A month later Victoria turned up back at San Francisco police headquarters and asked for her old job. Then she spent the next few years shooting up the PD ladder. From there she leapfrogged into the Time Marshal program. Made it in record time too, I’m told. She was the first woman into the program.’ He searched my face for understanding. ‘She was very focused on getting a place here.’


It dawned. I sat for a moment, stunned. Of course. This was the only way she could see her dead child again.

‘You’re saying Victoria became a Time Marshal in the hope that one day she’d be able to go back and find out what happened to Celeste?’
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THE PORTAL



A new voice said, ‘So this is where you’re hiding out?’

We both flinched. Caught in the act of discussing Victoria’s deep, dark secret. A man in a T-shirt and jeans was standing over us, waiting. Brown hair, grey eyes. Early thirties maybe. Nice arms. Good-looking, and he knew it.

‘Er, Marshal Rous?’ said Constan, off-balance.

Rous smiled pointedly at me.

Constan just stared up at him. ‘Did you need me for something?’

Rous replied by pulling up a chair and saying, ‘Relax, Constan, I had to meet the person that put Mertling into orbit.’ He offered me his hand. ‘I’m Brandon Rous.’

‘Kannon Jarratt.’ We shook. It was a bit too firm, as though he was making a point of not holding back just because I was female.

He looked at Constan again. ‘Did you know the Chief has told Scolette to prep for the Isiac mission?’

‘What?’ Constan’s eyes bulged. ‘He can’t do that.’


‘Scolette’s going to replace Victoria if she wants to stay and do the DNA test. Mertling doesn’t want to risk any more delays.’

Relief flooded me.

Then just as quickly ebbed. Maybe Victoria was going to hate having choices made for her. ‘How can Victoria be replaced? Hasn’t she been working on this for a long time? I thought she was building a specific identity in Rome?’

‘No. It doesn’t work like that,’ said Rous. ‘Once we leave the past it snaps back to the way it was. So far Victoria has managed to gather a lot of background information, but not yet completed the central mission objectives.’

‘Don’t get your hopes up, Kannon. They won’t allow Scolette to replace her,’ Constan warned me. ‘That’s what I think, anyway. The best that could happen is she gets a short delay before she returns to Rome.’

‘Maybe.’ Rous seemed less convinced. ‘We’ll see what happens later tonight.’ He gave me an appreciative once-over. ‘You do look like Victoria. And yet you don’t.’

‘Bet you don’t talk to her like this.’ Sure he was cute, but he was also irritating.

He grinned, ‘You’re right, Victoria scares me too much.’

‘So what’s your mission right now?’

Constan answered for him. ‘Marshal Rous has just come back from five months in the Amazon.’

‘The nineteenth-century Amazon, actually,’ said Rous. ‘I had to retrieve the DNA print of an extinct plant. One needed for its pharmaceutical properties. I joined the British expedition that discovered it.’

‘So you had to survive dangerous wildlife and all?’

Rous brushed off the opportunity to bask. Which surprised me and made me like him a little more. He said, ‘So what are you two doing until she arrives? Why don’t you come up and check out the portal?’

‘We can’t do that!’ said Constan, sitting bolt upright. ‘That’s completely against all protocol. Neither of us has clearance to the top floor. Mertling would scream blue murder …’

‘No, that’s all right. I can fix it. He’s already gone off for dinner with the Governor anyway. Won’t be back until Victoria’s due … Kannon?’ He made it a challenge. ‘Do you want to see the portal?’

I had hours to kill, and no desire to sit and count each second. ‘Let’s go.’

We went through to the lifts and up to the third floor. ‘The portal and the marshals’ offices are on the top floor. We can only access them from this level,’ explained Constan.

Rous used his identity card to activate the security system next to the dedicated lift. A security guard surveyed him without comment. Constan watched the guard nervously, as though expecting to be challenged at any moment. Guess the marshals got to take up visitors. I shook my head, this was all a bit too trusting for me. For a government installation, this place was easy pickings.

‘So how many marshals are there?’ Now that I’d achieved what I came for, I felt like asking some questions. The food had helped too. Life was starting to look pretty good for the first time in a year.

‘It varies,’ said Constan. ‘But at the moment there are only two besides Victoria and Marshal Rous. Karl Armstrong is away on another mission and Emmaline Scolette is …’ He grimaced at the roof. ‘Upstairs prepping.’

Rous jabbed a sequence on the keyboard and the lift doors opened. We got in.


‘So how do the marshals prepare for missions ranging from ancient Rome to the Amazon? Do you have standard training?’

‘Well, we’re all selected from law enforcement agencies,’ answered Rous. ‘Victoria was police homicide, I was FBI …

I cut in. ‘I thought the NTA and the FBI …’

‘Hate each other?’ drawled Rous. ‘Yes, and that’s why I’ll never be working for them again.’ He gave me a toothy grin. ‘But luckily the NTA will always accept the best …’ Rous punched the sixth-floor button, the doors shut again and we moved upwards.

‘What were Scolette and Armstrong?’

‘Scolette was FBI too. Armstrong was in Justice somewhere …’ He paused.

Constan filled in with, ‘Armstrong and the Chief were both US federal marshals in the Department of Justice.’

‘So that means you all came in with a certain amount of common knowledge,’ I said. ‘Investigative techniques, profiling …’

Rous nodded. ‘Yep. But we all still had to go through the NTA basic training program at the centre in Menlo Park. Cultural anthropology, psychology …’

I shook my head. ‘But still …’

‘Oh they don’t work alone. It’s a team effort,’ interjected Constan. ‘The fourth and fifth floors here hold their core support services: researchers, technicians, wardrobe and language experts. And anything they can’t do we contract out to a network of professionals.’

‘But even so, it’s not enough.’ Rous leant back into the shiny steel wall. ‘Mertling’s trying to use the Isiac mission to garner political support to increase our budget. If that happens then we’re going to be doing some really amazing stuff.’


The lift pinged and the doors opened into the middle of an empty corridor. ‘The portal is that way.’ Rous pointed to the right.

On cue one of the doors opposite the lift jerked open. Constan sucked in his breath. A blonde woman, hard-faced with an equally hard body, stepped out. She was wearing a sleek skirt-suit and a jaw-breaking scowl.

‘Kannon Jarratt,’ Rous did the introductions, ‘this is Marshal Emmaline Scolette.’

She completely ignored me to bark at Constan, ‘Valdestiou, I need the latest report for the meeting with the Governor tonight. Mertling gave me the wrong one.’ She slapped a yellow folder onto his chest. ‘Go down and get it.’

He frowned, and checked inside the folder. ‘No, this is it. This is the right one.’

She didn’t like that at all. ‘In that case get in here and explain why the conclusion hasn’t changed.’ Scolette swung back into her office without waiting to see if Constan was going to follow.

Constan tensed, and said, ‘Er, excuse me for one moment.’

The door shut behind him with a snap.

‘Hmm. Guess it’s just us now,’ flirted Rous. ‘Shall we …?’

‘Are you like this with everyone?’ Like I said, cute, but irritating.

‘Nah.’ We started walking again. ‘Just any of Victoria’s daughters. I’m going for a promotion and I need her support.’

The laugh burst out of me. It felt good. Reminded me I could loosen up now that I was going to actually see her.

We stopped in front of a door with another security panel next to it. It had to be the portal. Out of the corner of my eye I caught the name Dupree. Victoria’s office was diagonally opposite us. Hmm. She’d be in there soon.

Rous used his identity card again, and then positioned his face so a beam could flash across his left eye. The lock clicked open. Inside there were computer stations on the right and stainless steel benches with equipment laid out on them on the left. The room was separated from the next by a thick, transparent wall. The connecting door, made of the same material, had a vacuum seal around it. Rous opened it and we walked through. He said, ‘This wall’s in case anything extra comes back through the portal.’

‘Like what exactly?’ Visions of Roman soldiers charging with swords held high flashed into my mind.

‘Mainly we’re concerned about viruses.’

‘Ah. Ones we’ve lost immunity to?’

‘Yep, that’s right. The computers monitor who’s arriving, and whether they’ve brought back anything foreign to this time. We do have disease control contingency plans, but that’s another reason we need more money. We want to move operations out of the city and into a better quarantined facility.’

That made sense. ‘Yes. I’d wondered why this was in the middle of San Francisco.’

‘That choice was made in the early days of the program. A long time ago now.’

We stopped in front of a large glass square sitting on a thin metal base. I’d seen pictures of the portal when I was in high school. It was well over ten feet square with a rectangular door made of the same material.

‘The Delta portal,’ announced Rous. ‘The only fully operational time travel portal in existence.’

I walked around it. ‘I thought this place would be full of people monitoring screens. Like a Cape Canaveral space mission.’

‘No. It’s a lot simpler than that. And a lot harder to control. The portal is a giant transmitter that sends and retrieves matter waves. The marshal is sent back in time by the portal, they then control their return trip through a transponder that links them to the frequency of the portal. They activate the transponder and the portal retrieves them.’

‘That’s right.’ I was starting to remember the stuff I’d looked at on the plane. ‘The marshal is broadcast like radio waves.’

‘Matter waves,’ he corrected.

‘And the transponder is the ticket home?’

‘Sure is.’

‘So, how do you cope with the foreign languages?’

‘Translators, which operate through contact with our skin. I’ll show you.’

I followed Rous back into the other room. He opened a small metal box on top of one of the steel benches. ‘This is the combined translator/transponder that Victoria will use when she returns to Rome.’

Sitting in the bottom of the box was a plain collar made of a single piece of curved metal. There was an infinity sign engraved lengthways on the front of it.

Before I could speak he said, ‘Don’t ask me to explain exactly how they work. My graduate degree’s in botany, not neurology. All I know is that we can understand the programmed language and English at the same time. It’s exactly like being bilingual. Hearing, reading, speaking, the works … The NTA linguists often go through first to do preparatory work, but it’s still not perfect.’ He shrugged. ‘You get used to second-guessing any glitches.’

It was a pretty plain piece of metal. ‘How’s it activated for the return home?’


He pointed to the engraving. ‘The infinity sign. You simultaneously press both loops three times, pause for three counts and then repeat. The infinity sign is ridged so it’s easy for the fingers to slip into. The first three pushes activate the portal, the last three confirm the message and start retrieval.’

‘But what if another marshal signals at exactly the same time?’

‘Don’t worry. The portal lines the orders up sequentially and doesn’t allow the next one to arrive until the box is clear.’ He seemed a little miffed at my question. ‘Look, we’ve been doing this a long time. The technology works. And it’s safe.’

Safe? The list of articles from the StopWatch site came to mind. ‘What about how time travel may affect the present?’

‘Oh here we go.’ Rous crossed his arms. ‘So are you anti-time travel?’

Actually the thought of it was pretty damned exciting. I stared back at the portal. The possibilities were truly infinite. Forget archaeology! Forget digging up dried old bones. To meet the living person … breathe the air of another time … witness the greatest events of our history …

Rous’ frowning face brought me back. I coughed. ‘Calm down, Marshal. I just want some answers, that’s all.’

‘So did Congress. And our NTA scientists proved to them that the risk was non-existent. They showed that it’s actually impossible to change the past.’

Yeah right. Their own in-house scientists? That would’ve been an objective finding. I tried to be diplomatic, ‘Yeah. Yeah. I know you must think it’s safe, but why put up with the possibility of any risk at all?’


Just because I was interested in time travel didn’t mean I’d shut down all critical thought.

‘Because,’ his tone was extremely defensive now, ‘of the incredible benefits that time travel can give us. The plant DNA I just brought back from the Amazon may help us find a cure for Alzheimer’s. You have no idea what is possible … We can retrieve lost knowledge. We can unlock mysteries that seemed buried beyond answer to any previous generation …’

Then he cocked his head on one side, as though he’d just figured something out. ‘Kannon, are you telling me … that if you had the chance, you’d really reject the opportunity to see what’s on the other side of that portal?’
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VICTORIA’S OFFICE



There was a sharp knock at the door.

‘Scolette must have decided to release Constan back into the wild,’ said Rous, opening the door. Sure enough Constan stood there looking shaken.

‘Are you okay?’ I asked.

‘Yes. It’s just Marshal Scolette is furious about taking over the Isiac mission at such short notice.’

‘Yeah well.’ Rous gave me an apologetic shrug. ‘It is dangerous.’

‘Yes,’ spluttered Constan. ‘But she knew that before, and still fought tooth and nail to get the mission. Then caused a right ruckus when the Governor refused to appoint anyone but Victoria …’

Rous cut him short. ‘Why don’t we hide in Victoria’s office before Scolette decides she needs you again?’ He looked at his watch. ‘Kannon’s got hours to wait and there’s some good scotch in there.’

Constan’s eyebrows almost disappeared into his hairline. ‘I don’t think …’

Rous held up a set of keys. ‘Victoria gave them to me on her last return. I’d run out of liquid support and Scolette was driving me crazy.’ Before Constan could answer, Rous ushered us both across the hall, locking and unlocking doors as he went.

It was spacious, probably two normal offices made into one. Guess this was one of the senior marshal’s perks. Opposite the door, two long windows looked out on the San Francisco nightscape; a heavy coffee table surrounded by four easy chairs sat in the space between. To the left, a heavy wooden desk with three drawers on either side sat under the third window. A big leather ergonomic chair was pushed into it at a funny angle, as though whoever had last sat there had left in a hurry. It stuck out because the rest of the office was so neat, all right angles and hospital corners.

On top of the desk was a computer, a new notepad but no pen, and a black handbag. The handbag was a little worn, the leather handles soft and wrinkled from use. The wall adjacent to the desk held a row of unlabelled filing cabinets and a packed floor-to-ceiling bookshelf. The rest of the walls held maps of ancient Rome, except for one large whiteboard covered in a foreign language, probably Latin, and what looked like Egyptian hieroglyphs. Talking about time travel was one thing … I looked back at Rous filled with envy.

Then I realised the room wasn’t just neat, it was bare. There was nothing personal in sight. The books were all about work. There were no family photos, no mementos, nothing. Just the worn handbag. I wasn’t sure what I was looking for, but it wasn’t here.

Behind me, Constan had slumped into one of the easy chairs next to the coffee table. He had his eyes shut and was muttering to himself. Rous sat down next to him holding a scotch bottle and three glasses. ‘Wake up. The bar is open.’ He dumped it all on the table and started pouring.


Constan just groaned. I slung my leather coat over a chair, put my travel bag on its seat, and sat down on the other side of him. ‘What happened?’ I asked.

‘That woman is unbelievable.’ He opened his eyes to say, ‘I’m sorry, Kannon — but I don’t believe the Governor will let Scolette take over from Victoria. Not if he has any sense.’

Rous put a generous glassful in front of both of us. ‘Stop whining, Constan, and have a drink. Ignore him, Kannon.’

Constan sat up, took a big slurp, winced, took another one, then collapsed back into the chair, eyes closed again.

Rous and I looked at each other. ‘Go on,’ he said, waving his glass at me. ‘Ask away. I have to stick around until the meeting tonight anyway.’

I settled back in my chair and took a sip. It burned, but in a good way. ‘Tell me about her mission.’

‘What do you know about it?’

‘I know that the Moral Legion claims that the main Isiac priest in ancient Rome performed human sacrifice in order to make a pact with an evil spirit. And that Victoria has to prove whether or not the ritual and sacrifice actually took place.’

‘Sounds straightforward, doesn’t it?’

‘No, not really.’ How on earth was she supposed to prove something didn’t take place?

‘That’s because you have a fully operational brain. But tell that to the Governor.’ He waved his hand dismissively. ‘It’s been impossible to set up. The ancient Isiacs were very secretive about their practices. And Victoria has spent nearly all of the past eight months just trying to find out the identity of the head priest — the Hierophant. Let alone witness what he did, or didn’t do.’


‘Has she been in ancient Rome all that time?’

‘In total — about eight months. But she’s had regular scheduled returns. Like tonight. She’s checking in for new mission directives.’

I snapped the glass down. ‘What are they?’

‘I’m sorry to tell you, Kannon, but unless Victoria comes back with more information about the Hierophant’s identity then she’s supposed to return for the initiation.’

‘The initiation?’ The way he said it set alarm bells ringing. ‘What exactly does that mean?’

‘Well if she can’t locate the Hierophant any other way the Governor wants her to jump in the deep end. To arrange to be initiated by the Hierophant into the fifth mystery of Isis. That’s the secret ritual that the Moral Legion claims involved human sacrifice and the pact with Satan.’

A sliver of anger slid up my spine, but I managed to say calmly, ‘And what does that involve?’

‘We don’t know.’

‘But who will be sacrificed?’

‘We don’t know.’

I said, jaw clenched, ‘Is there any possibility that Victoria could end up as the sacrifice?’

‘We don’t know.’ He saw my face. ‘Yeah, I don’t like it either.’

‘But this is crazy. If she can’t even find out who the Hierophant is, how is she going to arrange to be initiated?’

‘That’s why it’s been a very long and difficult operation. The only person who definitely knows the Hierophant’s identity is Domitia Crassus. She’s a wealthy widow who made very generous contributions to the Roman Isiacs. Victoria may have to use her to find the Hierophant and arrange for the initiation.’


The tenses sounded strange. Talking about people who lived two thousand years ago, yet were up for a quick chat once you got through the portal.

‘So how will Victoria get her to help?’

‘Domitia is an ambitious political operator who spent most of her adult life trying to gain power through one scheme or another. Victoria found out about one of the schemes she used in 8AD to gain favour with the ruling court.’

‘8AD? That was Augustus.’ Rous was impressed. Before he could ask I simply said, ‘I’m interested in ancient history.’

Actually, I hadn’t done that much on Roman times, I wasn’t interested in the really big empires. They all pretty much ended up as ruthless bureaucracies. And, as they became more entrenched, their cultures usually stifled more freedom and creativity than they allowed.

‘So what was Domitia up to?’

‘In summer that year Augustus held a special gladiatorial spectacle meant to distract attention from some family scandal. Unfortunately for him one of the key performers, a gladiatrix, died just two weeks before the games. Really botched up his plans. Domitia saw it as a major opening and scoured Rome to find a replacement to lend Augustus.’

I knew what that meant. ‘You mean for the price of initiation Victoria is to be the replacement gladiatrix?’ Now I was furious. A pointless mission with impossible risks.

Rous put up both hands. ‘Hold on there, Kannon, it’s not as bad as it sounds. Everything’s pretty much planned out, then test-run in stages to make sure it’ll succeed. She’s already worked out how to establish a solid cover as Bellona, an Egyptian fighter, and now she’s arranging for her agent, a businessman called Valerius Musa, to offer her contract to Domitia Crassus. Domitia will be told that the gladiatrix is an ardent Isiac who wants to be initiated by the top priest in Rome …’

I cut in, ‘So you’re telling me Victoria may have to fight in the Roman arena, as well as everything else!’

‘No. Not at all. The deal will be rigged so that she will not have to actually fight.’

‘What a relief! So she’ll only be sacrificed like a goat by a mad priest.’ I knew it wasn’t Rous’s fault, but it all just came out anyway. ‘So what weapons? What back-up has she got to protect her?’

Constan opened his eyes to say, ‘No modern weapons allowed through the portal.’

‘You’re not serious!’

‘I wish I wasn’t,’ Constan replied. ‘But Congress only agreed to the portal if we agreed to minimise any possible effects on the era visited. Just in case. So the marshals have a strict code to follow on what they can take with them, one that enforces the absolute minimum of anachronisms.’

‘So this is why the death rate is so high!’

‘That is part of it,’ he agreed, reluctantly. ‘But they can use their transponder to get out of any situation really quickly if they need to.’

‘But there are fatalities, aren’t there?’ I looked from one to the other. Rous nodded. ‘Then why can’t you use the portal to go back and rescue the marshal before they “die”.’

‘We can’t be rescued,’ said Rous, bitterly. ‘If we die in the past, we disappear. Completely.’

Constan added, ‘Once a marshal returns here, the past snaps back as though they never made the visit. And when a marshal dies in the past the same thing happens. It snaps back and they disappear. We don’t know why, but they’re never found again.’

That stunned me into silence.

‘Look, the space missions have always been risky like this too. You go to the moon, you might not come back,’ said Rous, in earnest. ‘And you have to understand that Victoria is a marshal. She’s been a serving law enforcement officer in one way or another, for more than two decades now. Her job has always been dangerous. And she’s worked really hard to get the investigation even this far. This is a difficult case and there’s enormous pressure on her to produce firm evidence of the Hierophant’s practices. You’ve heard about the trouble they had at the Iseum across the road today?’

‘Yes I know, I was right in the middle of it. But this mission sounds like too much risk for no concrete returns.’

It was Rous’ turn to grit his teeth. He didn’t like the way I was questioning everything. ‘Do you realise that this case could influence the democratic future of this country? That we could lose our right to religious freedom. And if that happens who knows what else could go.’

‘Yes I understand that — but it shouldn’t all depend on this mission. It should be resolved in other ways.’ I was almost shouting now. ‘What can the mission really prove anyway? What should it prove? Two-thousand-year-old allegations of human sacrifice.’ I threw up my hands in disgust. ‘I don’t understand why anyone is taking it seriously.’

Now Rous was furious too. He pointed at the window. ‘Because people are dying out there. By fire bombs and grenades, and from being beaten to death!’


We were both bent over the table now, snarling at each other. In between us, Constan looked concerned, but he wasn’t disagreeing with me. ‘So control it in other ways,’ I said. ‘But don’t put the whole mess on Victoria’s shoulders.’

‘We have no choice!’ Rous sank back again. ‘This is the compromise the politicians worked out. And we don’t have a say in it.’ He was disgruntled because he actually agreed with me.

‘The politicians? So they won’t take a stand for themselves.’

‘Damn right. They want someone else to do the dirty work of saying who’s right and who’s wrong.’

‘But what about Victoria?’ I demanded. ‘This mission isn’t going to solve anything. Evidence can be contested, and then the politicians will have to finally step in and do their job.’

‘Kannon,’ said Constan softly. ‘Victoria may not have to proceed with the initiation after all. That’s what we’re waiting to find out tonight. There may be another way to locate the Hierophant.’

‘That’s right,’ said Rous. ‘On her last return she told Mertling about a sacrificial knife. Very precious, unique. She called it the Isis Dagger. It belongs to the Hierophant. She thought it could be used to locate him.’

‘Okay,’ I said, mentally rolling up my sleeves. ‘Tell me all about the two options — finding the Hierophant through the dagger, and through the initiation. I want to know everything. All the risks.’

If there was any chance that Victoria was my mother, then she wasn’t going to sacrifice herself for a bunch of cowardly politicians. Even if I had to kidnap her myself.
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MORE QUESTIONS THAN ANSWERS



It was midnight. Victoria was now officially two hours late.

Rous had convinced Mertling to let us be present for her arrival. Until eleven o’clock Constan and I had made small talk in the background. Mertling and Rous had stood behind the technician monitoring the computers, talking strategy for the upcoming meeting with the Governor. Scolette didn’t bother to show up at all. No-one mentioned the minutes ticking by. But at eleven the feeling completely changed. Everyone stopped talking, found somewhere to sit, and kept surreptitiously checking the clock on the wall.

‘What’s going on, Constan? How worried should I be?’

‘I don’t know. According to all protocols she’s supposed to arrive back on time. Otherwise we have no way of keeping track of her at all.’

‘You mean you wouldn’t know whether she was in trouble otherwise? So how does she know when to arrive?’


‘A digital watch disguised as jewellery. Just like the transponders. Time spent there and here are exactly the same in duration. If she’s there for two days, then forty-eight hours has passed here.’

‘So, something has gone wrong.’ It wasn’t a question.

‘Possibly.’ The grim faces around the computer monitor told me there was no doubt in anyone else’s mind.

‘Has she ever been this late before?’

‘No.’

Mertling stood up, buttoning his suit coat. ‘Rous, get Scolette and meet me in 301. Tell Martina to get the Governor on the line. We have to initiate EP263. Now.’

Rous left at a run.

Mertling gave a final instruction to the technician, and then walked over to us. ‘Ms Jarratt.’ His tone was very polite, which worried me even more. ‘I’m sure you understand — your matter will have to wait. Valdestiou, show her into Marshal Dupree’s office, and then come down to 301. Martina will arrange for security to escort her to a hotel.’ Then he left.

This couldn’t be happening! I felt numb. The first possibility of hope after so many years slipping away. And yet no emotion.

Nothing.

Constan opened the door into Victoria’s office. It’d been left unlocked.

‘What’s EP263?’

‘Emergency Protocol 263. A rescue mission. They know what she was supposed to be doing in Rome and places they can check — like her apartment. And she probably had an appointment with her agent, Valerius Musa. Don’t worry, we’ll find her.’ He looked worried.


‘Constan. If she’s still alive that version of reality will still exist, won’t it?’

‘That’s right, Kannon — they’ll know straight away.’

‘If she’s dead then Valerius Musa will never have heard of her. Time will have returned to its normal course.’

‘Yes, yes,’ he said uneasily. ‘I’m sorry, Kannon, but I have to go too. Just wait here, I’ll find out where you’re staying and keep you informed. Martina will arrange everything.’ He patted my back and left.

I looked around the room. I could go mad in here. My coat and bag were still draped over the chair next to the coffee table, but I ignored them and sat at Victoria’s desk.

What to do? I looked around for inspiration. Or distraction. I wasn’t sure which. Maps of Rome, Latin writing, scotch bottle. Not scotch, I needed action, something to do. Anything.

Victoria’s black leather handbag was still on the desk. The urge was irresistible. I hadn’t liked that guy going through my papers on the plane, but this could be as close as I’d ever come to Victoria, to knowing anything intimate about her, to even knowing who she could be to me. There was no doubt in my mind that Mertling would have me out of here as fast as possible. My threat about the media was gone, and now this …

I opened the bag. The front pocket held some tissues, a lipstick — deep red — and a gun. A Glock. Good choice. Excellent safety features, a high magazine capacity, but easy to handle. The Sydney police used the Glock 22. I picked it up. Carefully. This was a 10mm Auto Glock 20, the equivalent of a magnum hunting-revolver. The magazine was fully loaded — fifteen rounds.


What was happening here? Victoria carried a gun like this in San Francisco, and yet didn’t have any defence in ancient Rome. I put it back in the bag. I wanted to howl. Everything was out of kilter.

Refocus. Back to the bag. There may be something here that could unlock the key to Celeste. Something. Anything. The back pocket held a wallet, two sets of keys — one of them for a BMW — and some mints. Further down was a solar-powered, all-in-one phone — a phactor.

Ah. Good.

I flipped open the phactor, switched it on and zipped through the menu. There were a lot of NTA files. The Isiac mission. Some personal files. Finances. Music. Pictures. Nothing about Celeste leapt out at me. A spurt of guilt zipped through me. What was I doing? I switched it off and dropped it straight back into the bag.

Using the phactor had reminded me of Des. I’d promised him I’d ring as soon as I could. I checked my watch. It’d be early evening back in Sydney. He’d be having dinner and watching that awful quiz show. I wouldn’t tell him the bad news yet, I’d just talk. But his home number rang and rang. He wasn’t there, and he’d forgotten to switch his tired, old answering machine on.

That was strange.

I tried his mobile. He answered just as the message bank was about to cut in. ‘Carmichael.’ He was out of breath, but brisk, professional, and too alert.

‘Des?’

‘Er, Kannon.’ The sound of chirping cicadas washed over his voice.

‘Where are you? I can hardly hear you.’

‘Wait a sec.’ I could hear the slam of a car door. The noise subsided. ‘So what’s going on? Did you make it in to see her?’


I spoke carefully. ‘I’m sitting in her office right now. She’s running a bit late. Hasn’t arrived yet.’

‘So you did it? Good girl!’ He sounded distracted.

‘What’s going on, Des? Where are you?’

A stretch of softened cicada voices.

‘Where are you, Des?’

Then he said in a quiet voice, ‘I’m in Kanangra-Boyd.’

‘Where?’ I clenched the side of the desk.

‘Something’s come up, Kannon.’

I knew that tone. ‘What’s going on, Des?’

Before he could answer the car door opened again, and a familiar male voice said, ‘They’ve set up the lights, Des. Can you get over there now?’

‘Des!’

He told the man, ‘Yes, just let me finish this call. It’s Kannon Jarratt.’

‘Don’t forget to ask her about the …’ The door abruptly slammed, cutting the rest off.

That was Cooper’s voice.

Something nasty started eating its way out of my stomach. The numb feeling was gone.

‘Kannon?’

‘Yes.’

His voice cracked a little. ‘When Cooper put in a request for your file, they decided to put it straight on the database rather than send it by mail.’ He coughed to clear his throat. ‘That’s when it was flagged to the Special Crimes Squad.’

‘Yes.’

‘One of the detectives from Special Crimes contacted me today.’

‘Yes.’

He sighed. ‘About a year ago, two decomposed bodies were found on this abandoned farm in the park.’

‘One of the old homesteads?’


‘Yeah, private land, but in the middle of the park. It took ’em a while but they finally identified the man and the woman. They’re Russians. Russian mafia actually. Here illegally. No record of their entrance here, or exit from the other end.’

He waited for me to speak, then went on, ‘They may have died around the same time you were found.’

Russian mafia? A man and a woman? I couldn’t quite take it in.

‘Cooper and I came out here first thing this morning. That’s when we found the third body.’ Des took a breath. ‘He was tied with wire around his wrists and ankles …’

‘And a noose around his neck.’

Silence.

‘We’re still working the scene, Kannon. I really don’t know what to make of this.’

‘You’re thinking that man and woman were my parents.’

‘Kannon …’

‘What do I do now?’ I was asking myself as much as Des.

‘Kannon, we may have a lot more information in the morning. Something went on here, I just don’t know what, yet.’

The car door opened again. A new male voice interrupted. ‘Carmichael!’

‘I have to go. Just keep on with Victoria. Remember what got you over there — you’ve got to follow it up.’

Silence.

‘Kannon? I have to go.’

‘Yes, Des. When I get a hotel room I’ll ring and leave my number. Take care of yourself. Don’t get too tired.’

‘Bye.’

Click.


 

Victoria? The dead couple in the park?

Victoria, lost in ancient Rome. Russian mafia, murdered near where I was found. No answers. Just more questions. And savage doubt. Who should I be searching for?

I had to do something. I stood up.

Get outside, go for a walk, bludgeon the answers out of some brick wall. I couldn’t stay here any more. I grabbed my coat and bag.

And stood still, to listen to the sound of running feet.

A white shape flashed past the open door of the office. Maybe there was news? I lunged across the corridor and into the portal control room. Maybe she’d arrived after all?

Bash. Splinter. Smash. The computer technician was nowhere in sight. Instead, two men wearing long white robes with black balaclavas over their heads, were pushing everything off the steel benches.

I was tired and still half processing the conversation with Des. Unwilling to react, I just stood there. One part of me said, ‘I’m not dealing with this crap’. Another part said, ‘those robes are the same as the ones worn by the people performing the ritual at the Iseum today’. My hypotheticals came to a stop when the men turned to menace me.

Oh, no! This was an invasion of the NTA. An attack by the Isiacs. I knew the security system wasn’t good enough! I dropped my coat and bag to the floor, getting ready to …

A blinding pain creased the back of my head, and the room swam into a dark hole.

Nothing. For some time. Then there was a cold hard floor against my back. I couldn’t focus. When I moved my neck just a little, the back of my head screamed. An animal had bitten me and left in one of its teeth. As I reached to check the damage, my elbow smashed against a wall.

I was lying in the bottom of the portal.

I sat up and things started sliding off me. Someone had thrown my leather coat, shoulder bag and Victoria’s handbag on top of me.

Two men in balaclavas and white Isiac robes, with automatic assault rifles strapped to their backs, were standing in the corridor keeping watch. They moved inside, and barricaded the door shut. Another two were busy smashing up the banks of computers. The last man was spray-painting anti-time travel slogans on the walls. On the one nearest the portal he’d already painted a big, yellow pyramid with a black eye inside it. Underneath it said, ‘She is coming to rule us all’.

I tried to think through the pain and grogginess. The Isiacs must’ve decided they wouldn’t survive Victoria’s findings and made a pre-emptive strike. Maybe the Moral Legion was right about the human sacrifice ritual after all.

Then I realised that the portal was humming.

I felt my neck. I was wearing the metal transponder collar. A surge of adrenalin cleared my head and I lurched, unsteadily, to my feet. I pushed at the door, but it was barricaded shut, a steel bench wedged tight against it. My heart started pounding, I couldn’t get out.

I touched the collar again, it was one seamless piece all the way around. I couldn’t find a way to unclasp it. How had they done that? And why had they done that? They were trying to send me through time. Why?

I banged on the door, yelling for help.


The man spraying the slogans looked around. ‘She’s conscious? Someone get over there and make sure she stays in. If she gets out, kill her, and put the body back in.’ Two men, one tall, one short, moved towards me.

I shouldered the door. Pound. Pound.

Nothing. It didn’t move at all.

The two men just stood, watching. I backed away from the door. The short one grinned. He stopped when I started kicking the glass wall opposite the portal door. Full kicks that should have easily shattered most transparent materials. I could kick through wood, crack cement, but not this stuff. The wall didn’t even shake as I hit it.

The tall one said, ‘You didn’t hit her hard enough, idiot.’

‘You said no blood. Keep it all clean. What was I supposed to do? Just cave her head in a little bit?’

‘Lucky for you, she can’t get out anyway. You could shoot a bazooka in there, and it’d only ricochet.’

As soon as he said that, I remembered the Glock. But a 10mm bouncing around in here would kill me. Maybe I could bargain. ‘Why are you doing this? Why are you sending me through the portal?’

The tall one laughed. ‘You were just in the wrong place, babe, at the wrong time. You’re a liability, and this is one efficient garbage chute.’

A garbage chute. My breath sped up. The portal didn’t seem as big when you were inside it. Claustrophobia rolled over me like a plastic bag.

The digital counter on the wall was clicking down. Thirty-nine, thirty-eight …

Anger surged up to cut through the panic. It didn’t look like I was getting out. I had to think quickly!

Maybe I could make it back again, using the transponder. If I could just last long enough. Wait a while. By then the NTA, or the police, or someone, would’ve taken back this room.

I came up closer to the door, wanting to judge their answers, read their body language. ‘What’s the destination? Where are you sending me? When?’

The short one said, ‘You’re going to drop in on the famous Marshal Dupree.’ They both laughed.

Then they looked up at the counter. Ten seconds, nine, eight …

I tried to scream but it was getting hard to even breathe. A vision of Victoria holding the little girl shot into my mind. Old fears combining with new …

The walls began to vibrate. Then to ripple and swell, closing in on me. At that moment I recognised the sensation — it was like surfing the crest of a giant wave.

A sound like a waterfall enveloped me.

All coherent thought left as a massive surge of energy swept me up off my feet and sucked me forward.









PART TWO

ROME IN THE TIME OF AUGUSTUS, 8AD
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FALLING



The surge cut out abruptly. The feeling of being lifted forward was replaced by the sensation of dropping. Falling. Towards something green.

Then I realised I was falling! The green was a grassy field far below me.

A scream forced its way out of my mouth and my body went into red alert.

I started lashing out with arms and legs, but there was nothing to catch onto. Nothing at all.

Those bastards had altered the location setting of Victoria’s transponder to make sure I didn’t try and come back. They wanted to leave me a smashed body in a forgotten field, on the other side of time.

A blur of brown and green flashed up, and past my right side. Adrenalin had flooded all my senses so I could see every detail as it whizzed past. Rocks, bushes … more rocks.

It was a cliff face! I was falling down a cliff face!

I grabbed for it, but it was beyond my reach. I was parallel, but just too far away.

I looked straight down.

There was a large patch of green zooming up towards me. It was the top of a tree growing out of the side of the cliff. I jerked my arms and legs out into an X, trying to maximise my catching ability.

Suddenly I crashed through the canopy. Sharp branches jabbing into me as I fell. Ahh … an upward-pointing branch speared through my pants. The cloth caught for a moment, flipping me over and into another branch, then ripped loose just as I hooked onto a heavy limb with my left arm.

I came to a bone-jarring halt.

But the limb I was holding onto was bending … then broke.

I dropped again.

I grabbed for the next branch down, fumbled, then caught it with both hands. Another reprieve. This limb was thicker, stronger. It held. I hung there for a second, legs swinging wildly, searching for a leghold, a foothold, anything to stand on!

Craaack. The branch was fracturing under my weight.

Below, my feet found another limb. I ducked my head to look. It was thicker, a main branch off the tree trunk. I swung both feet onto the lower limb and balanced. My weight shifted down. With that, the fracturing noise above my head stopped. I sucked in a breath.

The main trunk was only a few feet away, so, still clinging on to the top branch, I shimmied across to it. The tree was old and gnarled, but still strong, with its heavy roots buried deep in a rock cleft. It felt solid enough to hold my weight, so I hung onto the trunk for a moment and took a quick look around. My vision swam so much I felt I was pitching forward. Not good. The bang on the head was affecting my balance. I wrapped my arms around the trunk, leant my forehead against the rough bark, and shut my eyes.


Thump. Thump. Thump. I was so full of adrenalin my heart was trying to burst out of my chest. I had to calm down. Make the right decisions quickly.

Slow the breath. Breathe in. Breathe out. Drop awareness to just below my navel. To the hara, the body’s main repository of energy. The area all martial artists cultivate. Uncontrolled fear makes this energy shoot upwards, sending the heart racing and short-circuiting the brain. The trick is to bring the energy back down to the belly and let the mind do what it does best — find solutions.

I breathed down into my hara, visualised the molten energy sinking back into the golden ball cradled by my hips, watched the ball expand with each breath like blowing on a fire. I felt my head clear, cool, calm, felt my heart slow, my chest soften.

I opened my eyes again. Good, the spinning feeling had gone. I crept the fingers of one hand round to touch the back of my head. It didn’t feel too serious. Okay, it was sore and there was a lump there, but nothing was broken. No fractured skull. Anything else I could and would deal with.

Time to look down again. Then up. Good, no loss of balance there, and the news wasn’t too bad either.

The tree was growing out of a cleft in a wide, flat ledge two-thirds of the way down the cliff. Solid ground, a deserted field edged with red wildflowers and a broken-down stone fence, was less than a hundred feet below. There was no-one in sight to call for help, but that could be a good thing. Down the left side of the cliff there seemed to be a series of potential holds ending in another rock ledge, not too far above the ground. It wasn’t going to be easy but it was doable if I took my time. And, unless someone from the NTA turned up with a rope or a cherry picker, that was the plan I was sticking to.

The bags and leather coat had come through with me, and the contents were scattered below. That had been close, too close. Heights don’t worry me, but dying does. Except for the tree, I’d be lying with those bags now, contents also scattered.

Those bastards! Interrupting my search like this, making me waste my time having to survive this shit! Because I would survive, even if it was just to pound them into …

I stopped. I had to keep cool. Get down off this bloody cliff first.

Focus.

My boots, and to a lesser extent my pants, had given my body some protection on the way through the foliage. I had grazes on my hands but nothing too bad. No deep, welling gashes. I could climb as long as they didn’t start bleeding again — that’d make my grip too slippery. I’d have to bandage them. I pulled off my white shirt, ripped it up, and wrapped my palms. Not too much, and not too tight. And nothing over the fingers. From what I could see from here, there’d be points where I’d need to be able to feel my way along the rock face. My boots were light with a flexible, gripping sole so I left them on.

I looked around at the tree with a little too much affection. After struggling so desperately to catch hold of this perch I was reluctant to leave it, which wasn’t a good sign for a climber. You can’t afford to stay in one place and risk losing your nerve. Plus, if I stayed too long my hands would stiffen.

So I lowered myself off the tree, and onto the cliff. Then slowly down and across to the handholds I’d spotted before. I was lucky, this granite didn’t crumble like the sandstone cliffs I was used to. With my sore hands I don’t know how I’d have gone doing this back home.

I climbed slowly, using my legs as much as possible, and keeping my weight close to the rock face. When I reached the lower ledge, I just dropped the final feet to the pasture, and collapsed on the soft grass.

The sun blazed overhead while fluffy clouds chased each other like lambs across a searing blue sky. It had to be around noon, on a hot steamy summer’s day.

I carefully touched the grooves made by the infinity sign on the collar around my neck. The sequence was three pushes, wait for three, and then repeat. The NTA would oust the terrorists sooner or later, but I had absolutely no intention of trying to go back just yet. It was too risky. They’d just send me straight back again. And this time I might miss that last branch.

They’d said I was going to visit Marshal Dupree. That meant Rome, 8AD.

The base of the cliff was high up, and I had a good view of the surrounding countryside. Green hills on both sides and directly across, just a few miles away, was a city. Covering one, two … possibly seven hills. That could be wishful thinking, because there were so many buildings it was hard to tell exactly. But a river glinted in the middle of it. That could be the Tiber.

I stepped over my coat to get to Victoria’s bag. The phactor was still inside, tucked into the side pocket. I muttered some kind of anonymous prayer, then flipped it open and switched it on. The screen lit up and the menu appeared. Yes! It still worked and the solar battery was charged.

I flicked through her mission files and found the Maps directory. There was a 3-D map of Rome. I looked from the digital image to the reality, and back again. They weren’t exact matches from this angle, but the topography seemed close enough, and two of the big temples on the city skyline were dead ringers for the Temple of Jupiter and the neighbouring Temple of Juno.

Yep. That city was Rome and, unless the terrorists had lied, Augustan Rome.

I let a big breath out. At least I knew where I was. And I knew enough about the place to have a chance of surviving. Watch out for bandits and street gangs. Don’t smart-mouth anyone wearing a toga, or in a military uniform … The Roman Empire wasn’t my area, but I knew enough about social norms to keep from getting myself killed in the first twenty-four hours.

Or was I feeding myself a line of bravado bullshit?

Panic slashed through me.

Stop it! I could panic or survive. Not both.

I focused on the city. Victoria could be over there, just a couple of miles away. Maybe close to death … And while those bastards held the portal, no rescue mission could get through to her!

There was no choice really. I couldn’t risk going back through the portal yet, so I had to look for Victoria. We could help each other.

That was it. Find Victoria.

If she wasn’t alive … Well I’d know pretty quickly, so I’d think about that when I had to. Make other plans. But, for now, I was going into Rome.

I looked down. I was wearing a bra and ripped pants, and had bandaged hands. The bloodstained bandages came off first — better not show any vulnerability in the shark pool I was about to enter. I had little choice with clothes, only what I’d packed in my shoulder bag. I pulled on the stretched red T-shirt I sleep in. Then a pair of black jeans, and my boots again. I wanted to cover my gender as much as possible, so I tied my black bandana over my hair and pulled on the leather coat. It flattened out my chest a little.

Okay, so I was going to look foreign. Very foreign. And, with a bit of luck, male. I was sure women didn’t travel alone in this time, and being foreign and female would bring me more trouble than I could deal with.

If I could just make it to Victoria’s well-stocked apartment in the centre of Rome I had a chance, a real chance, of getting through this. I could get clean water, look after my hands, and find more suitable clothes.

Victoria might even be there.

But I wasn’t holding to that hope.

I put a note describing my plans in Victoria’s handbag, and left it at the base of the cliff. Just in case a rescue mission traced me here. I put the Glock in my right coat pocket, the phactor in my left and slung my bag over my shoulder. Then I started down the hill.
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ROME



The road into Rome was choked with traffic and, judging from the smooth paving stones, it’d been that way for a very long time. Most were on foot, but the larger carriages hogged the paved road, basically driving over anyone that got in their way, and the adolescent idiots on horseback weaved in between us at high speed and with very little warning. Even worse, at regular intervals a bugle would squeal a peremptory warning from the rear, and we’d all have to dive out of the way of some official-looking rider in livery streaking through at full gallop. Not everyone made it in time.

The good news was, the translator was working. Well, I could understand what the Latin speakers were saying at any rate; the rest was just a cacophony. And the Romans were easy to identify, both sexes wore tunics, though the women’s were longer and more brightly coloured. The men were clean-shaven, with short hair, and seemed plain compared to some of the other males. Pale-skinned, bearded blonds in rough kilts. Tall, blue-black Africans in brightly coloured caftans and turbans … The road to Rome was packed full of exotic-looking tourists, foreign slaves and workers, as well as their own people. This was good for me as I was trying to keep a low profile.

But it was hard to work out the social norm here, or even if there was just one. Rich women in carriages passed by, hassling their male drivers to pick up the pace, while others were veiled from head to foot and walked three paces behind their men. I couldn’t even tell whether the veiled women were slaves or not. In fact, it was hard to tell who the slaves were, except for their treatment, and sometimes by what they were wearing. There didn’t seem to be any standard slave collars, or other markings to go by.

So I just kept moving through the crowd as quickly as possible, because one thing was very clear. In black from head to foot, I stood out like a biker at a white wedding, and the people I passed didn’t like it. I knew the language translator worked just fine, because every time I passed a new section of the crowd I could hear their speculations.

And they weren’t friendly ones either.

But, while they looked, no-one actually came near enough to find out more. I towered over most people. Not all, but most. And like any big city, everyone kept their heads down and concentrated on their own business. That, and trying to avoid being run over by the carriages and idiot riders. So the Glock stayed in my pocket, and I basically sprinted the last stretch to the edge of the city.

Unfortunately, once I hit the city proper, the congestion got much worse. We all became wedged so tightly together, that we just flowed along the main road like a river. From the bottom of the cliff, Rome had seemed stately, attractive, with its hilltop temples and monuments rising above the line of the city. But when we moved through their version of an industrial slum, the air, already thick with the stench from open drains, combined with smoke from the iron smelters to form a greasy, nauseating mist. Choking as I went, I stumbled over something soft. I felt my boot sink in, and looked down. It was a decaying body.

God! My boot was ankle deep in intestines. But I was carried forward before I could react.

That shook me up, but the road got better after that. Less open signs of poverty and suffering. Now every neighbourhood was a concentrated slice of a different ethnic community, organised around its own little plaza with a water pump in the middle. Aromatic cooking smells drifted out of strange little shops. Brightly coloured clothes hung on lines strung across the street …

I started to relax. This wasn’t so bad. In fact it was intriguing.

Then the crowd came to an abrupt halt.

The man just ahead of me nudged his friends and pointed. I couldn’t understand what he was saying, but I could see over his head to where he was pointing. The path was blocked by some kind of huge triumphal arch, with a massive iron gate hinged across it. The gate was open, but the flow of people through it had slowed to a dribble. This was partly because all the wheeled vehicles were stopped to one side and unloading their goods. This made sense, the closer we got to the centre of the city, the narrower the streets were becoming.

But that wasn’t what worried me. What did worry me and, from the careful whispers around me, was worrying everyone else too, was the set of armed men standing right next to the gate.

They were Praetorians. Augustus’ elite host, his sworn bodyguards. The very best of the best.


Stiff mohawk brushes topped their shiny helmets; they had gleaming new armour over the top of their even newer tunics, and an attitude that screamed trouble. They were the only soldiers allowed by law in Rome. Nine cohorts of them. That was nine thousand expertly trained and armed men in total. With no-one who could even start to oppose them …

That meant they were a power unto themselves. In times to come they would decide who ruled Rome and hence the known world. Even now they knew they owned this city.

And they were searching this crowd with mean eyes. Just waiting for an excuse to unsheathe the swords hanging at their sides and lay in to us.

You could almost smell the fear. They were scaring me and everyone else trapped this side of the triumphal arch.

No-one wanted to go near them. Or the gate.

What the hell was going on here? Why were Augustus’ bully boys supervising a team of slaves cleaning a gate? Something was painted across the stone arch. I moved slightly, so I could get a better angle.

Wow, someone had really done some work here. Graffiti was spread right across the top of the arch. They hadn’t brought tall enough ladders with them, so the slaves had to stretch to reach the remaining words. With little success.

The very top line said, ‘Bring Julia home. Now.’ Underneath it said, ‘She was …’ There’d been a lot more white writing, but all that was left of the last part was a blur of grey smudges.

Julia? Which one?

Hmm. This graffiti had to be about a member of Augustus’ own family. Half of the Caesars had women named Julia in their families. It wasn’t called the Julian dynasty for nothing …

So that’s why the Praetorians were so jumpy? A slur on their boss would be taken personally. They’d want someone to blame. Someone they could use to towel off their besmirched honour. A scapegoat.

I edged forward with the crowd, reluctantly. We were being pushed from behind.

A claustrophobic shiver slid over me. If this crowd panicked … with high solid walls on either side, a packed mass of humanity behind us and a tiny gateway in front … Well, we’d all be in trouble.

Julia? Some memory was trying to bob to the surface, but I couldn’t reach it. Instead I kept my eyes fixed on the enraged soldiers.

As we edged closer and closer to the gate, everyone dropped into complete silence. No-one wanted to give them any excuse to do anything. But the Praetorians kept scanning the crowd, thumbing their scabbards and looking for someone, anyone, to vent on.

Unfortunately that’s when the nearest one, a cruel-faced tough with razorblade eyes, spotted me: all in black, weird clothes, maybe a man, maybe not. I had to be doing something wrong.

He lunged across the crowd, trying to grab my shoulder. ‘Hey, you!’

He couldn’t reach me as the crowd was too tightly packed, so he started shoving.

Like a pack of velociraptors scenting blood, the other Praetorians’ heads swivelled.

I instinctively veered away. The gate was the only way out. But it also took me closer to them.

He lunged again. ‘Come here, you fucker. Or I’ll have your balls for breakfast.’

Something whizzed past my ear and the nose of the Praetorian who was reaching for me. A rock. It struck the uppermost slave, knocking him off his ladder, mid-wipe.

Then it was on.

The Praetorians, swords drawn, ran at us.

With one mind, the crowd surged towards the gate, knocking the bully off his feet. I squeezed out the other side of the arch, and took off at a sprint.

Behind me I could hear screams. It was chaos. People were being crushed against the gate …

Three of the Guard were after me, wedge formation, blades held high, glinting.

Holy …!

I put on a burst of speed, crashing through and past the running crowd. My only chance now was to out-distance them and get to the apartment as quickly as possible.

Ahead was the Tiber. Victoria’s apartment lay on the eastern bank in the very heart of the city.

I squeezed onto the crowded stone bridge.

Below, the river traffic was just as chaotic. Barges carrying cargo jostled for position, their sailors howling abuse at those already docked, demanding they hurry up or else. Lines of slaves hefted barrels and bales, and in one case a screeching male peacock, up the stone stairs and into long, wooden warehouses on the embankment.

With half an eye on the three behind me, I tried to orient myself as well as keep up the speed. The two hills ahead were the Capitoline on the left and the Palatine to the right. Victoria’s apartment lay somewhere in the shallow valley between them in the rich heart of Rome: marble buildings, graceful columns, monumental architecture.

I shot off the other end of the bridge and into a covering maze of narrow streets and tall buildings.


I spun around in confusion.

The apartment was in the valley straight ahead. Where the main traffic was headed … But I had to find a way to lose the Praetorians first. Otherwise I’d just lead them straight to my hideout.

I ducked left, climbing the wide stone stairs running up the side of the Capitoline Hill and hid myself behind a herd of Latin-speaking tourists shopping at one of the awning-covered souvenir stands along the side.

I shucked off the leather jacket and bandanna, slid them under a pile of empty wooden boxes, then fluffed out my hair. Now I was a blonde woman in a red top and black pants. There was a large cloth sack lying discarded next to the boxes. I wrapped it around my waist. It hung to my calves.

Below, the three Praetorians had come to a halt in the exact same spot I’d been standing in a moment before. They scanned around, then one ran ahead, one went right. And the last one … the who’d gone for me in the first instance, came left, face twisted in fury.

He really wanted my scalp.

I retreated further into the deep shade to crouch behind a couple who were busy bickering about the crowds, the food and the expense of a holiday in the capital when they should’ve stayed at home. I was bent over, rolling my jeans legs up to my knees, when the Praetorian came level with us.

He peered up the stairs, cursing. Then ran back down to the bridge and recrossed it. He was probably going for reinforcements.

I took off up the hill.

At the very top was the luminous white marble temple of Jupiter I’d spotted from the base of the cliff. The grounds were packed full of sunburnt sightseers clutching wailing children.

The porch running in front of the temple doors looked like it had the best view of the valley below, so I pushed my way up the stairs.

Inside, the giant statue of bearded Jupiter stood with a thunderbolt in his raised right hand, face painted red and grimacing. The walls around him were lined with exotic treasures: multi-armed statues of gold, a carved ivory throne and silken wall hangings. War booty. Payment for success to the king of their gods.

There was a 180-degree view from the front of the temple of Augustan Rome. The largest city in the world at this time. I grabbed a precious space at the front of the porch and hurriedly opened the map file, keeping the phactor carefully out of view.

The hill opposite was the Palatine, full of marble mansions set amidst formal gardens. In the valley between, was the centre of government and business focused around the two main forums, the Roman Forum and the new Forum of Julius, named for Julius Caesar.

Victoria’s apartment was opposite the Forum of Julius on the Palatine side.

I looked from the map to the reality. From here I had to take another set of stairs down into the Roman Forum, then cross through it and past the Forum of Julius.

But where were the other two Praetorians?

I had no choice. The longer I waited, the more likely that reinforcements would arrive.
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VICTORIA’S APARTMENT



It was the middle of the day and the Roman Forum was standing room only.

It was a rectangular plaza with stately marble and stone buildings forming the sides, and, like the centre of most capital cities, the architecture was designed to impress and intimidate. The buildings mostly sat well above head height on high foundations with wide staircases at the front, which made them even grander. Whoever came here was left in no doubt as to the rulers of this empire. Looking up does that to you.

The plaza was as packed as the road in had been, but the clientele was definitely in a higher tax bracket. More exclusive. And that made the place dangerous.

I certainly stood out here, and for all I knew I could be breaking ten different laws just being female and wearing pants. So I moved quickly, and was careful not to meet any eyes.

Intense-looking men wearing purple-striped togas draped over their tunics argued foreign policy as they passed me. Wealthy matrons sampling the stalls spread around the edge of the plaza were trailed by bored slaves clasping expensive-looking packages.


Here and there a vendor glibly hawked their wares, trying to catch the matrons’ attention, ‘Get your statues of the bravest Roman heroes here …’

Stalls sold fragrant tidbits of hot meat twisted up in some kind of bright green leaf. Nearby paperboys sold tidbits of hot gossip inscribed on rolled-up parchment for just two sestertii.

Musky incense combined with the smell of cooking food as the priests and their acolytes burnt sacrifices at the front of the Forum’s temples. Inside, choirs raised their voices, imploring gods and goddesses for succour, power, a full head of hair, and an end to body lice.

Snatches of passing conversations centred on ‘the next invasion’, ‘the price of grain’, and ‘the newest millionaire’.

And again, here and there came the whispered name ‘Julia …’ with the rest of the sentence muffled.

I pushed steadily through to the other end of the Forum, out past the Senate and into the adjoining street, never once catching sight of the other two soldiers. Maybe luck was on my side.

I scanned the less populated street carefully.

The apartment block was further along and on the right. And there was no mistaking it either, the block was eight storeys high. It towered over its neighbours, a dignified stone and wood temple dedicated to the two-faced Roman god Janus on one side, and an up-market bathhouse called The Big Dipper on the other.

It had all those thoughtful little touches that scream ‘poor people go away’. A yellow tiled path lined by a mini avenue of trees in matching ceramic pots led up to the front door, which was protected from the weather by a blue and white awning.

It was a great place for NTA mission headquarters. Victoria’s business agent Valerius Musa had his office in the Forum of Julius just across the street. The Iseum, the official headquarters of Isis worship in Rome, was just over the other side of the Capitoline Hill. And Domitia Crassus lived in her family mansion on the top of the Palatine Hill, directly behind the apartment block.

Not least of all, the apartments had their own full-time uniformed guards. It was the ancient version of a security block. Victoria needed a safe place to store her gear and to use the portal, and this did the job.

But it was this last feature that could kill me. If I couldn’t get inside, I was in big trouble.

Two guards, wearing immaculately clean, brown tunics, stood to soldierly attention under the awning. Classic pose: feet apart and ready, hands clasped behind, eyes checking out each passer-by. From their keen expressions they took their duty seriously.

They hadn’t noticed me yet. I was standing out of their way, so I could check the place out before I tried anything.

What the hell was I going to do if they didn’t know about Victoria?

If Victoria was dead they wouldn’t have even heard of her. They’d have no memory of her ever being here, and nothing would be left of Victoria’s visit to Rome.

Three Praetorians, and now possibly a whole lot more, were combing the city for me.

What could I possibly do if the guards didn’t know Victoria?

I forced myself to move forward.

My throat was dry as I croaked, ‘Bellona.’ I coughed to clear it. ‘I’d like to see Bellona.’ That was the name Victoria was using here and now. ‘Is she home?’

When they stared at me blankly, I had to fight the anxiety twisting through me. Was she dead? Was the transponder speech function not working?

The dark-haired one said, ‘No.’ He paused, giving my strange outfit the once-over.

My heart stopped. No? No to what?

He continued, ‘She hasn’t come back yet.’

I sagged a little in relief. She’s still alive! And just managed to stop myself from hugging him.

‘That’s all right,’ I said. ‘Bellona gave me the password.’ Constan had told me about it. ‘I’ll wait for her inside.’

At that they motioned me on to the next guard sitting at a small wooden desk just inside the entryway.

I sneaked another quick scan up and down the street. All clear. But I’d still be in public view, so I had to make this a very short conversation.

I moved up to the desk with what I hoped was a confident expression. There were another two guards standing behind it at the base of the staircase to the upper floors. All three watched me with serious professional interest and they didn’t like what they saw.

The seated guard had sharp cheekbones, marked by four thin scars he hadn’t got from shaving. ‘Password?’

I said, ‘Fifi,’ very precisely, and waited for his expression to change.

It didn’t.

‘That’s it, isn’t it?’ I said, in confusion.

‘Not all of it. Mistress Bellona has changed her instructions.’ He appraised me with aggressive eyes. ‘But you’d know that?’

The bastard was trying to bait me. ‘No. I don’t know about any changes! I’ve just come back into town, so how could I? What are the new instructions?’

He was sure he had me. ‘She added a question to the password.’


I casually flicked my gaze down the street. At the far end there was a glint of metal. It could be a helmet?

‘About the password?’ If it was about the stripper or her marshal buddies I was sunk.

‘Yes.’

Why the hell did Victoria do that? ‘Go on.’

‘Fifi is the goddess of … what?’

Right. Old Fifi was a goddess. What’d Constan said in the restaurant? Something about a naval battle. I tried picturing the statue in the middle of Union Square. She was poised on one foot, carrying a trident and a circle of …

That was it! She was holding a laurel wreath.

‘Victory,’ I said with certainty. ‘She’s the goddess of Victory.’

He scowled up at me. He didn’t like the fact that I could answer the question, but couldn’t think of a way to stop me from coming in.

‘That’s right, isn’t it?’ I said. We both knew it was.

He ignored me to lean around and bark an order, ‘Take her up to the Faun suite.’

I’d made it! Yes!

The suite was two flights up, with one apartment opposite. There was a faun dancing a little too amorously with a deer painted on the front door. The guard clinked through his heavy keys, unlocked it and left.

I pushed the door, but it only opened halfway then stuck. I squeezed around.

And felt my jaw drop.

Holy crap. What had happened here? The place was a complete wreck. Clothes strewn across the floor. Broken shards of pottery scattered around.

Maybe Victoria was still here, lying wounded. I raced through the apartment. It was three rooms in all, lined up from front to back. But there was no-one else here. And no blood. I looked down at the stuffing pulled out of the mattress. Then at the scattered clothes.

This wasn’t a fight. Someone had been looking for something.

But what? And how did it relate to Victoria’s disappearance?

I licked my dry lips and tasted grit. My fingers came away with a blob of dirt when I touched them.

The rear room had the plumbing, running water and all. The bathroom was on the left and a tiny kitchen on the right, separated by a half wall and curtains. The toilet wasn’t up to twenty-first century standards, but it was clean and had a flushing system. I used it with relief, then washed off the sweat and the dust and the dried blood in the deep basin next to it.

There was a plastic water-filter next to the kitchen sink. You just poured water in the top and the clean stuff ran through to the bottom container. I filled a cup, drank it, filled it again and took it with me as I looked around.

The middle room was the bedroom and storage area. Armour and weapons were scattered across the floor. The rest of the room, aside from the bed, was full of storage chests — their contents also on the floor. Clothes, documents, medical supplies. And coins?

They were mainly gold coins, some silver. I checked the phactor. The gold were aurei — the largest denomination used in the Roman Empire. The silver were denarii — the next one down.

I counted the bags. There was a small fortune here.

What kind of burglar would pass up cash? And how the hell did they get in the building?


Valerius Musa. I had to talk to Valerius! He was the only person who could help me.

If I could convince him to.

I sorted through the clothes trying to find something as low profile and as far away from black as possible. I settled for a white under-slip, long cream tunic, with a plain leather belt and matching sandals. I found a cream veil for my head, and put it next to my shoulder bag and the gun, near the door.

Then I wrote a message for Victoria and the NTA rescue team in English, telling them what’d happened and where I was going. I left it on the floor just inside the front door.

When I reached the bottom of the stairs I caught the eye of the head guard. He was surprised, but pretended not to stare.

‘When did Bellona leave?’

‘Yesterday,’ he grunted, not wholly convinced by my changed appearance. ‘Early.’

‘Someone’s been in the apartment since then, haven’t they?’ It seemed a fair guess.

He immediately went back into full defensive mode. ‘No-one gets past here without the full password.’

I repeated, ‘Just tell me. Someone else’s been up there, haven’t they?’

A flash of guilt slapped across his face and was gone. He was scared he’d made a mistake. ‘Only one man,’ he emphasised.

‘Who was he? Did he give you his name?’

‘No. All we require is the password.’

‘And he gave you that? The complete thing?’

He didn’t like the implication, and said a curt, ‘Of course!’

Hmm. The only way the burglar could have got it was from Victoria. ‘What did he look like?’


‘Medium build. Dark brown hair.’

That could be half the men in Rome. ‘Anything else?’

‘He had a broken nose, really dented in. Looked like it’d happened recently too.’

Medium build. Dark brown hair. And a badly broken nose. It wasn’t much — but it was a start.
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VALERIUS MUSA



I draped the sheer, cream veil over my head and then crossed the street. Logically I knew the Praetorians wouldn’t recognise me now, that I blended in, but a tiny part of me felt like there was a neon sign above my head flashing ‘this is the one!’, ‘this is the one!’ in electric red letters.

I forced myself to drop the paranoia and concentrate on my next task: convincing Valerius Musa to help me find Victoria. And I had to hurry. The bustling crowds had started to thin, so it must be getting close to the time when Rome shut down for siesta.

The Forum of Julius was another plaza, but enclosed by a series of newer and more ornate buildings and columned walkways. Right in the middle was a beautiful pink marble temple dedicated to Venus, the front doors entirely covered with floral offerings of the same colour.

Valerius Musa’s office was on the ground floor of the shiny new building immediately opposite the rear of the temple. Three guards, in full armour and swords, stood on either side of his front door. That was six men altogether — and a lot of swords. They were curious, but let me walk through the doorway unchallenged. I got the feeling that if I’d been male I’d have had a very different experience.

Inside, the marble and polished wood trim made the place look a bit like an old Sydney bank I’d been in when I was a kid. Along the left wall was a row of clients, all in togas, waiting on a long backless wooden bench. They looked me over as though I had a price tag around my neck — and it was within their budget.

Directly opposite the front door was the equivalent of a receptionist’s desk. But the middle-aged man behind the desk didn’t even look up, just kept writing on the scroll in front of him.

I coughed.

No reaction.

I slid back the veil. ‘Excuse me, I need to speak with Valerius Musa.’

No reaction. He didn’t even break writing stride.

‘Excuse me. I’m here to see Valerius Musa about Bellona.’

As soon as I said Victoria’s cover name, he looked up. ‘Bellona?’

I nodded. ‘Yes.’

He stood so fast his chair squealed across the floor like a dying animal. He waved at the bench. ‘Please, er, take a seat.’ He hurried into the next room pulling the heavy door closed behind him with a solid thud.

I surveyed the men on the bench, and they surveyed me with an even keener interest. I decided against sitting.

Valerius Musa was a wheeler-dealer who had connections all over Rome and knew where half the bodies were buried. Victoria had hired him to help her find out about the Hierophant and the ritual sacrifice, and when things got too difficult he’d been the one to come up with the idea of using Domitia Crassus to get to him. This trip Victoria was supposed to tell him to go ahead and set up the contract to see whether Domitia would agree to all the conditions. It was meant to be a trial run in case the Governor gave her the go-ahead for the initiation.

The door opened again, and the secretary beckoned. ‘You may come through now.’

There was a mild storm of protests from the bench boys, but their words were too soft to travel much past my ears. Valerius had trained his clients well.

Valerius Musa was a tiny, little man with thinning, brown hair who glared up at me out of slanted brown eyes. He resembled a belligerent elf. The office was plainly furnished and he was seated behind a desk the twin of his secretary’s. No pretence here — just business.

He curtly waved for me to sit. ‘So, who are you?’

‘Bellona’s daughter.’ That seemed the simplest story to use.

‘Her daughter?’ His eyes became even more slanted in disbelief. ‘She never mentioned any family.’ Something had really ticked him off and he wasn’t afraid to share it with me.

‘Look.’ I reined back the impulse to lean over the desk and shake him. ‘I’m here on urgent family business and I have to find Bellona immediately. Where is she?’

He snorted. ‘You can’t just wander in off the street …’

I slapped Victoria’s copy of her contract with Valerius on the table between us. And placed her signet ring on top of it. It was her legal mark; I’d found it on the floor of the apartment next to the gold coins.


He didn’t even pick up the contract, just perused the ring. It was genuine and he knew it. He handed the ring and the contract back to me, saying, ‘All right. So you’re in her confidence at least.’

‘She was supposed to meet me last night,’ I started, ‘but she didn’t turn up. She’s not in her apartment today, so I came here hoping you’d know something. Do you know where she is or not?’

‘No! I have no idea where she is,’ Valerius snapped back. ‘And I have just spent a humiliating morning at the Crassus house, kissing Domitia’s bony buttocks, because Bellona missed her cursed appointment there last night!’ He was livid.

‘Last night?’ That didn’t make sense. Victoria wasn’t supposed to meet with Domitia Crassus until after the Governor had given the go-ahead. Until after she’d returned to the NTA for a briefing. This trip was supposed to just be a test run. ‘I didn’t know it was so soon?’

‘Yes. Well,’ Valerius threw his hands up in the air. ‘Discordia curse her — Crassus wanted it brought forward. Said she needed more time to make up her mind. But now she’s backing out because Bellona didn’t show. Says she had other possibilities …’

I didn’t care about Crassus and cut in: ‘So when did you see my mother last?’

‘Yesterday morning.’

She must have come here after she left the apartment.

‘That was when I told her that Domitia Crassus wanted the appointment brought forward.’

‘Do you know what could have happened to delay her in this way?’ Desperation edged my words. I realised then I’d been hoping he’d know where she was.


He tilted his head to one side. ‘What exactly do you know about your mother’s business in Rome?’ His eyes glinted with suspicion. He was testing me.

There was no point in being coy, I needed his help and I needed it now. ‘You’re helping her prove whether or not the Hierophant performs human sacrifice. Is that what you mean?’

Victoria was paying Valerius enough money for him to not really care why she wanted the information. And as far as he knew, she was going through with the contract he was setting up with Domitia anyway. So what Victoria did with any knowledge she gained about the Hierophant wasn’t really his problem.

In answer Valerius unlocked a desk drawer and pulled out a lethal-looking dagger. It had an intricately engraved hilt with a fine metal blade. He placed it on the desk in front of me, awkwardly; there were two fingers missing off his right hand. I studied the dagger for a moment then picked it up.

It was the Isis dagger. The one that Rous had described. Two thirds of its length was taken up by the razor-sharp, mirrored blade. I stroked the blade with my thumb. You could have performed surgery with it. But it was the handle that got your attention. It was a naked woman carved out of pitch-black ebony, with a heavy yellow gold used for decoration. She wore a crown. The body was finely modelled, but the face was a real horror. Fanged teeth hung over smiling lips and cold eyes shrewdly summed up the viewer.

It was designed to perform sacrifice.

‘That’s Isis in her aspect as the Queen of the Dead; Victoria stole it from the Iseum. It belongs to the Hierophant and I’m using it to trace his identity,’ said Valerius, with deep satisfaction. He tapped the handle with one proprietorial fingertip, ‘It’s quite a unique piece as you can see.’ He frowned down at it. ‘I haven’t found the maker yet, but I will.’

Then he studied my face for a long moment. ‘You must, of course, know that the Hierophant doesn’t want to be found. And he most certainly wants his dagger back … could even be prepared to kill for it.’ He tapped the dagger. ‘If it could be proven that he used this for human sacrifice, he’d be executed.’

His point was clear. ‘So you think the Hierophant may have taken Bellona, trying to get the dagger back?’

He sat back. ‘Yes, I do.’

‘I think you’re right. A man ransacked her apartment yesterday, looking for something …’ I remembered the stuffing on the floor next to the mattress. ‘… probably about this size.’ I nodded at the dagger.

Valerius uttered a string of words that didn’t translate, but the tone was profane. ‘That’s what I was afraid of. I warned her to be careful.’

‘The apartment guards described a guy with dark hair and of medium height. He had a newly broken nose, pretty badly smashed in. Does that sound familiar?’

‘Broken nose? No, don’t know him,’ Valerius dismissed the idea with a shake of the head.

We both fell silent. Busy summing each other up.

I spoke first. ‘I need your help to find my mother, and I have plenty of money to pay you.’ I plonked a heavy bag of aurei on his desk. ‘You continue trying to find out who the Hierophant is, and I’ll go over to the Iseum. Find out if there have been any recent sightings of Bellona. See if they’re keeping her there.’

He opened the bag, then weighed it thoughtfully in his right hand.


‘Deal?’

‘Yes. But forget going to the Iseum; I’ll help you, but you’re missing the point. I’ve been looking for the Hierophant for weeks now. Used every means I have to find him. And believe me, I know a lot of ways of finding people in this town. If he has Bellona, you won’t find her by walking up to the Iseum and knocking on the door.’

He was making sense, but did he have an alternative? ‘So what do we do?’

‘There is only one way to find Bellona and that’s by finding the Hierophant. And the only sure way to do that is through Domitia Crassus.’ Valerius paused. ‘Can you fight like your mother?’

I knew where he was headed. ‘I’m not wasting time filling in as Bellona!’

He studied me for a moment. Cynically. ‘Let me put it this way. Am I right in thinking that, like your mother, you’re a stranger here? That you don’t know anything about the Iseum? In fact, you really know nothing about Rome?’

I didn’t reply.

‘Look, I can send all my men to the Iseum today and get them checking for signs of Bellona. If she’s there, or she’s been there since yesterday, they’ll find out. But if they can’t find her, then we still have to find the Hierophant. And the only person who can give you access to him is Domitia Crassus.’ He broke off, waiting for signs of agreement.

The thing that scared me was that he was right. If she wasn’t at the Iseum I didn’t know anywhere else to look.

He asked again, ‘Can you fight?’

‘Yes. But …’

‘It’s simple. You meet with Domitia Crassus this afternoon, and then tomorrow you do a demonstration fight for her at the amphitheatre. They don’t want the best fighter in the world, they just want a gladiatrix who can look good in the arena.’ He winked. It wasn’t reassuring. ‘You know, play a part in the spectacle Augustus has planned.’

He checked me over like a piece of steak he was considering barbequing. ‘If you can fight a bit, then they’ll take you on looks alone. In four days’ time, if we haven’t found Bellona by then, you’ll be initiated by the Hierophant and we can use that to locate your mother.’

This was getting riskier by the moment. ‘When is the real fight scheduled?’

‘The day after the initiation. But the fight is fixed anyway. Bellona is supposed to lose to her opponent, and he will graciously spare her. It’s not proper fighting — it’s acting. It just has to look convincing enough for the crowd. But don’t worry about that now. You just keep Domitia happy, and then you keep your options open.’

Before I could object, he said, ‘Just go and see Crassus today and start the whole thing going. You come back tomorrow, after the trial fight, and I can tell you what I’ve found out. Now that I know what’s going on, I could even find your mother this afternoon.’

All my impulses were to look for Victoria myself …

‘There is nothing you can do by yourself that my men can’t do better and faster. This is our town and we know it. But …’ He jabbed his finger at me as though he could prod me all the way up the Palatine Hill. ‘… we can’t find the Hierophant.’ Jab. ‘And you can.’ Jab.

I rubbed my eyes; the lack of sleep was starting to get to me. I was certain that it was nowhere near as simple as he made it sound, and I wondered briefly what his agenda in all this was because I was sure he had one. But what else was I going to do? I couldn’t think of a thing. And I needed his help.

I let out a long breath. ‘What do I have to do?’

‘While I send over a messenger to set up the new meeting with Domitia, you go back to the apartment and get changed.’

‘What d’you mean get changed? I’m just going to meet her, aren’t I? Not fight or anything.’

‘Bellona bought a costume for the interview last week. It’s probably still in her apartment.’

‘Costume?’

‘Yes. Bellona is competing for the role of Cleopatra. Augustus is re-enacting the battle of Actium.’

‘The naval battle he won against Cleopatra and Mark Antony.’ I hadn’t checked out anything to do with the actual fight.

‘Yes. The costume is meant to convince Crassus that you will make an excellent Egyptian Queen. One she can offer to Augustus with pride.’

Before I could respond, Valerius called out, ‘Abeona.’

A few seconds later a middle-aged woman with a quietly efficient manner appeared at the door. He said to me, ‘Abeona will help you change.’

Back at Victoria’s apartment, Abeona calmly ignored the ransacked mess and started pulling things out of a pile of clothes in the far corner of the bedroom.

The dress was a wraparound; the cloth a rich red. But there wasn’t a lot to it. It was thin, and more than slightly transparent. Abeona said, ‘Now, my lady, if you will please disrobe.’

I stripped off my clothes and was left with a very twenty-first century matching set of black briefs and an underwire bra. Abeona studied them with professional interest, so I forestalled any questions by saying, ‘They’re Egyptian. From the lower Nile Valley.’

She touched the stiff, underwire section of the bra with tentative fingers. ‘Your people are very clever.’

‘Yes, pyramids and underwear. We’ve specialised.’

Abeona just smiled thinly. ‘I’m afraid the top undergarment will have to go, my lady. You need to have bare shoulders.’

I complied.

She wrapped the long rectangle of fine linen around me twice, using ties at each corner to secure it. It fitted under my arms and across my chest, falling below my breasts in knife-sharp pleats to my ankles. She looked down. ‘Now move your left leg forward.’

As I stretched out my leg a long slit in the dress pulled apart. It showed everything to the top of my thigh. Fortunately it was the leg without the raw scrapes and grazes on it.

‘So we’re going for the slutty look?’ I asked, pushing my leg in and out of the slit.

‘If you will excuse my language, the sluttier the better. Most Romans think Cleopatra was the biggest whore in history. They believe it was her fault that their beloved Antony deserted them.’

‘So I’m supposed to convince people I’m a whore?’ I wasn’t sure what exactly this would mean for me. In this patriarchal society, probably nothing good.

Abeona seemed anxious about how to answer that question, so I said, ‘Don’t worry. Let’s just get me dressed and ready to go.’

We both went to work and the whole look came together pretty quickly. I had twin gold snakes with red eyes and green forked tongues twisted round my biceps and black leather sandals on my feet. The sandals had been specially made so they were not just flimsy foot bindings, but had silent soles with good traction. Victoria was thinking like a fighter. The worst thing for a fighter to wear was bad footwear. If you couldn’t move fast, then you’d lose pretty quickly. And the way things were going I wouldn’t be surprised if I had to be able to run in the very near future.

Abeona helped me into a wide enamelled Egyptian collar that covered my neck and shoulders, with the transponder sitting snugly underneath. The collar was decorated with green and gold images of the Sphinx, which seemed an appropriate motif given the situation.

Now everything below my neck seemed right. The bronze mirror on the wall indicated I was every cliché ever concocted of an Egyptian woman, only twice the height and with lean muscles that looked like I had just returned from a stint of pyramid building. My surfer’s tan as well as my black eyes suited the Egyptian image, but my white-blonde hair did not. It was covered with a black, plaited, shoulder-length wig with a square fringe. Finally Abeona painted black kohl around my eyes and long blue and gold lines out from the inner corners for emphasis.

I looked like a female version of Tutankhamon.

All that was left were the weapons.

Two finely jewelled straps secured a sheath to my exposed thigh, in it went a sleek black stiletto. It would show as I walked, but that was intended. Easy access and it fitted the part. Lethal body jewellery, what else would a professional fighter wear? Two smaller stilettos, as long as my hand, fitted into special matching metal wristbands decorated with serpents. I was ready.

Abeona insisted I put a long green cloak on top and pull the hood over my head. She said I wouldn’t make it back to Valerius’ office without gathering a raucous crowd otherwise.

Fine. I put on the cloak, slung my bag over my shoulder and we left.

Judging from his expression Valerius was pleased with the new look. His only comment was, ‘As long as you can fight, Domitia Crassus will hire you. But we have to get you over there now. She’s agreed to see you, but you must leave immediately.’

He suggested I get a chair to the Crassus mansion. Judging by the passing traffic that meant being carried in a chair fixed to two long poles by a team of four men. He said the house wasn’t far, but it’d be better not to arrive dusty and on foot. So we stood on the steps outside his office and waited while a male slave went to find one. There were lots of chairs around but they were all occupied; everyone was heading home for lunch and a sleep.

‘Be careful of Domitia.’ Valerius slanted a glance at me as he said it. It sounded like he was trying to warn me without actually scaring me off.

‘If you have something to say, Valerius, then just come out and say it. If this is the only way I’m going to get my mother back, then I’m going to go through with it. But I’d rather know what I’m heading into.’

‘All right,’ he said. ‘Then you should know that Domitia has inherited the Crassus family predilection for power at any price. Her great-uncle Marcus was a rich and powerful man. The richest in Rome in fact. But when he died his relatives only acquired his fortune. No real lasting power or influence. But great wealth, even the Crassus fortune, doesn’t last long in Rome. Not without protection.’

‘So no political power, no real safety?’


‘Well, at the very least you need influence,’ he qualified. ‘Domitia’s father is bedridden, so she’s the unofficial head of the household. And she’s busy trying to weave herself back into the ruling clique.’

‘She has a specific goal in sight?’

‘She’s a widow. Under Roman law she has to marry again so she wants the right husband.’

‘And she needs the help of Augustus for this?’

‘The man she wants isn’t sure he wants her. She’s got a reputation.’

‘For what?’

‘For basically doing whatever she wants. It’s a character flaw common among the very rich. Or the very ruthless.’

‘And she’s both?’

Silence.

‘Oh I can see why you waited to say this.’

The slave arrived with the chair service. It was four men, all in bilious green tunics that matched the upholstered chair they carried on their shoulders. On the front of their uniforms was a sign printed in red saying ‘Bruno’s Guided Tours’. On the back it said ‘See the Homes of the Rich and Famous’.

Valerius said, ‘You’ll be fine. Just impress her in the demonstration fight tomorrow and we’ll have the contract.’

‘Sure. What could go possibly wrong?’ I muttered, as the slave helped me into the chair.

At least the Praetorians would never recognise me like this.
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THE CRASSUS HOUSE



The chair service picked me up and we lurched off into the street. The chair was not as comfortable as it looked, and swayed too much if they cut the corners, but Bruno tried to make up for this by giving me a lively monologue on everything we passed. The history of the buildings, the famous people who’d built them, even the micro-details of some spicy scandals. It seemed half of Rome had been the scene of some highly illegal sex act.

He cut all that out after I told him I was not a tourist, but a foreign gladiatrix looking for work with the Crassus household.

‘The Crassus family, eh?’ He turned back to give me a critical look. I had the cloak over my costume and the hood over my wig, trying to protect everything from the dust being kicked up, but the bright red sheath still peaked out at the front. His eyes rose to my stylised make-up and he said, ‘So you’re trying out for the Cleopatra role.’

‘How did you know about that?’


Bruno pointed to the promotional sign on his chest. ‘It’s my job. Half the senate get their evening rides home with me, so they can catch up on the latest dirt.’

The other three barked a knowing laugh.

The chair suddenly lunged sideways as we swerved to avoid another chair coming in the opposite direction. Bruno shouted out something obscene about the other leader’s mother, and flipped him a brutal, one-handed salute. The motion sent the chair further off kilter, and I just missed clipping my head on the awning of a street vendor selling heavy copper pots and pans. A few of the hanging pans clanged to the ground, and the owner chased us up the street, cursing and complaining about the cost of dents.

Bruno ignored him, charging straight up the Palatine Hill. ‘This is the wealthiest neighbourhood in the world, dearie. Your political elite, your wealthy old-school aristocrats, and a sprinkling of noveaux riches who made a fortune trading grain in the last war.’

He wasn’t exaggerating. Every square inch was covered in superb mansions. No crowds here. And there were enough hard-eyed, uniformed guards bristling around the front gates to make sure you moved on quickly. But apart from the guards there was no-one else in sight. The ruling class was inside, out of the hot sun, being waited on hand and foot.

As we made it to the crest, an amazing view of Rome spread out before us, but before I could take it in they lowered the chair. Bruno pointed, ‘That’s his magnificence’s house over there.’ He snorted, ‘It’s not much though. He likes to pretend he’s one of us.’

I followed his finger. ‘That’s the Crassus house?’

‘No. Augustus’.’


Augustus? Hmm, ruler of this world.

Bruno was right. In this neighbourhood it looked a little pokey. Just a simple stone house wedged in between larger and more spectacular neighbours, and set back from the road behind a beautiful new temple.

But it was the double line of fancy guards around the perimeter that took my attention.

I shivered. More Praetorians. The soldiers were studiously ignoring us. You could almost hear them muttering ‘tourists!’ under their breath, which suited me just fine.

‘Not hard to tell where Augustus lives,’ I said. I touched my heavy make-up with a fingertip. There was no way they could recognise me now. But I still didn’t like it.

Bruno nodded. ‘Yep. They use those stiff little brushes on their helmets to wipe his bum off before they kiss him goodnight.’

I eyed him. ‘Don’t like Augustus much, eh?’

The others groaned. One said, ‘Oh no, miss, don’t get him started.’

‘See the big new temple in front of his house?’ said Bruno. ‘That’s dedicated to Apollo. Very popular with the tourists.’ He winked broadly. ‘Lots of naked statues. Particularly of Augustus’ favourite deity.’ He looked around discreetly. ‘He thinks there’s a family resemblance.’

‘Augustus thinks he looks like Apollo?’

‘He thinks he bloody is Apollo. Bald, fat-arsed git!’

The rest of his team looked a bit concerned by Bruno’s brutal frankness, and one of them cut in with a heartfelt, ‘Please, boss. Not here.’

He laughed, ‘Well anyway here’s ya address over there, love.’ Bruno pointed to the imposing estate next door. ‘Crassus and Augustus are neighbours.’


I unwound myself from the narrow seat and stood.

The Crassus block was completely different from Augustus’ humble little home. High walls surrounded the house and at street level it was impossible to see much more than a very large red tile roof. Entry was via a stone gate with its own gatehouse to one side, occupied by a small army of guards. Security was obviously a very big issue in this town, but looking at the ostentatious quality of the guards’ armour and clothing, it was probably a status thing as well. Bet the Crassus family were competing with next door’s Praetorians. Or was it vice versa?

Now that Bruno and his men were all standing round waiting for their tip, I pulled four silver sestertii out of my bag and casually played with them. ‘Bruno, when I was coming into the city today, there was a riot at one of the entry gates.’

‘Oh yeah!’ Concern crossed his face, ‘Terrible mess, so I heard.’

‘Someone had painted a sign over the gate. It said “Bring Julia home. Now.” Who’s Julia?’ With the Praetorians’ boss sitting right next door, I wanted to understand what exactly had churned their motors this morning.

‘You don’t know about the scandal?’ Bruno couldn’t believe it, ‘How could you not know about the Julias?’

One of the men shot a look at the Praetorians and coughed. ‘Boss. Don’t you think we should …?’

‘No. I don’t.’ Bruno shut him up with a gesture. ‘Besides everyone knows about it anyway.’

‘The Julias? Both are related to Augustus?’ I asked.

‘The graffiti at the gate today was about Julia the Younger, Augie’s granddaughter. Julia the Elder’s her mother, Augie’s daughter.’


That finally jogged my memory. Of course. ‘Augustus only had one child.’ And a long and complicated search for an heir.

‘Yeah,’ Bruno nodded. ‘And that was the problem. Julia the Elder was his only real ticket to a proper male line of descent. So he started breeding her out like a prize sow. She produced three grandsons and two granddaughters for him and not one year after the second husband was cold in his grave, he married her off a third time.’ He shook his head. ‘But this last marriage was a big mistake. They hated each other.’

‘And Julia was accused of adultery and exiled.’ To abject misery on a tiny desolate rock of an island.

He nodded. ‘Can you believe that? He exiled his only child. For life.’ Bruno was getting really worked up about it.

‘But you were saying the graffiti …’

‘Was about her daughter, Julia the Younger. She was caught in adultery last month and now she’s been exiled too. Stupid old prick! Picking off his family one by one! As if he doesn’t swing his end around like a circus monkey!’

‘But why do you care? Why does anyone care enough about a rich kid to risk their life painting a plea to Augustus on the city gates?’ And almost hitting a Praetorian with a rock, come to think of it.

Bruno was stumped for a moment. As though not being Roman, I couldn’t really understand. ‘Look. We don’t like most of the rich and mighty here. Too stiff to even pick up their own feet. And they don’t like us. But the Julias were different. They were the best of that family.’ He jerked his head towards the temple of Apollo. ‘Now they’ve gone, he’s become just another fat, vain politician out for his own glory.’


At that he grabbed the coins out of my hand, took one commanding look at his men and they all simultaneously picked up the empty chair.

‘But, Bruno, why …’

He leant into me. ‘Young miss, you be careful what you ask. You mightn’t get the answers you want.’ He shot a look over at the Crassus house. ‘Especially around here.’

With that they trundled off back down the hill, ignoring the Praetorians as they went. The favour was returned.

Hmm? What exact question was he trying to warn me about? I shook my head. I had other things to worry about. Like impressing the hell out of Domitia Crassus.

Meanwhile the Crassus guards, two of them holding what looked like Rottweilers with spiked collars, were watching me with a keen interest. When I told them my name was Bellona, the leader, a well-spoken brute sporting more muscles than was attractive, replied that I was late and sent me up to the house on the double.

It was really a palace, four storeys high, and made of the most exquisite gold and green veined marble. It sat in the middle of an excruciatingly formal garden filled with perfectly sculpted shrubs, and a huge fountain filled with even more perfect statues spouting jets of water from the usual places.

So this was Domitia Crassus’ family home? Oh she was going to be trouble all right. It had ‘control freak’ printed all over it in capital letters.

Around me a dozen or so wooden-faced slaves, all in spotless dark blue tunics, were tweezing the wrong coloured grit out of the gravel paths, sifting an errant dead butterfly out of the fountain, and carefully manicuring each and every shrub into an unnaturally pristine order.

Yep, and I was betting Augustus didn’t enjoy having his dingy little stone house compared to this highly polished mansion either.

The house steward Horace, a tall, thin man with blue-black skin and the clearest, most precise diction I’d heard so far, was poised to greet me at the front door. He ushered me through the entrance hall into a cavernous, four-storey-high atrium, every step echoing as we went. The upper floors all opened into the centre space via graceful arches offering a luxurious preview of the rest of the house. Here and there, slaves, wearing the same dark blue tunics, bustled through the upper storeys.

Horace steered me to an elegantly carved, but uncomfortable-looking marble bench set against the front wall. Two other clients, older men in white togas and tunics, sat waiting for attention. It was essentially the same deal as Valerius’ office. The clients were lined up for a word with the main man, just in a much more impressive waiting room. And in this case, the main man was female.

The two men had been whispering, but clammed up as soon as I sat. They surreptitiously examined me, trying to work out who or what I could possibly be to the Crassus family. I still had the cloak wrapped around me, but the Cleopatra-style make-up had made their eyebrows lift. They decided I wasn’t here on any business that concerned them, and moved as far away from me as possible. My attention wandered.

The atrium had three giant murals on the back and side walls, all elaborately framed by red and blue marbles set in geometric patterns. The combination of frame and mural had been designed to make it seem as though you were looking out a window and onto a distant landscape. And each window depicted a different country. The wall to the right held an idyllic painting of a Greek temple set against an olive grove, across from it was a view into an arid African city and the back wall showed a snow-covered European pine forest.

The message was clear: this was the Crassus empire, the extent of their holdings on view in the waiting room. Hmm. Intimidation while you wait. Very clever. Just like the Forum. Show ’em who’s boss before they even see your face.

I shot a glance over at the two men on the other end of the bench. They looked like schoolboys on their best behaviour, waiting to see the headmaster. Clean tunics, closely shaved, one with his thinning hair curled into meticulously close order, the other with a thick thatch damped down into an ugly helmet.

But it was more their body language that gave them away. Curly kept fidgeting with the folds of his toga, while the other one was rigid with tension, the cords in his neck standing out in the slack, wrinkled flesh.

They must have decided I was no threat after all, because they began talking again in hoarse whispers. Unfortunately for them I have excellent hearing.

Curly whispered, ‘But what can she possibly do, Marcus? The situation is so unstable now, anyone could be next. Juno’s tits! Who could have foretold he’d start exiling his own frigging line again.’

Ah. Back to the Julias. I knew I should’ve found a way to extract more information from Bruno before he exited.

Curly was getting an hysterical note to his voice. ‘Now he’ll never listen to reason about the new aqueduct. And that means everything, all our investments, will be lost.’


‘Get your gold to your estate in Iberia,’ growled Marcus. ‘If we have to make a quick getaway then you’ll need it all.’

‘You think it’s going to come to that? Us on the run again!’

‘You knew the deal from the beginning,’ barked Marcus. ‘If the mistress falls, we’ll all fall.’

Was Domitia involved in the scandal too?

‘But I thought it was a sure bet,’ Curly tugged at the other man’s sleeve, as though asking him to make the bad news go away, ‘that with Julia the Younger as her best friend, the Crassus line would rise to power again.’

‘Yes, the little slut almost lived here the past few years.’ Marcus snorted. ‘How were we to know she’d go the same way as her mother?’

So Domitia had reasons, other than wanting a husband, to try and please Augustus. I frowned. Why hadn’t Valerius mentioned it?

What else hadn’t he told me? Or what else didn’t he know?

‘Bellona!’ said Horace, with an edge to his voice. From his expression it was clear he’d caught me eavesdropping. ‘The mistress will see you now.’
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DOMITIA CRASSUS



I followed Horace meekly out of the atrium and down a corridor off to the right. I refocused on the interview with Domitia and tried to put what I’d just heard aside, as interesting as it was. Right now, I had to convince her I had the right stuff to play Cleopatra in Augustus’ little public relations exercise.

And God knows what that meant. Selling myself had never been one of my skills.

Horace led me into the large room at the end of the corridor, the luxurious version of an ancient home office. Two walls were lined with shelves holding scrolls and a large metal strongbox was bolted to the floor in the back corner. On the other walls paintings of the Crassus ancestors crowded every spare inch.

I knew who they were because they all had the same big hooked nose, just like the richly dressed woman holding court in the centre of the room.

Domitia Crassus sat in an ornate chair behind a gold-topped desk. She merely glanced my way when Horace announced me, and continued dictating to her two male secretaries. She kept me standing there, so I spent the time studying her.

She was small and thin, and it was difficult to tell her age because every inch of exposed skin was thickly coated with a white paste. The extreme whiteness made her dark eyes stand out like two deep holes dug in snowy ground, and she’d further highlighted her features with black kohl and crimson paint on her lips and cheeks. The overall impression was of a very bad oil painting, maybe something by Munch. Her head was covered with an elaborately curled and plaited bright red wig, held in place with blue ribbons and a carnelian comb.

After a while I decided to ignore what she had done to her head, and look at the rest. Judging by the sheen of the fine materials and their vivid colours, her clothes must be worth a small fortune. She was wearing a royal blue, pleated tunic decorated at the hem with dark green embroidery and held in place at the shoulders with fine gold brooches. Her under-tunic, which showed through at the shoulders, sleeves and neck, was a brilliant yellow. A thin, woven belt the same colour as the under-tunic drew the material of her top tunic around her waist and into an empire line up under her breasts. Precious stones gleamed on her fingers and gold bracelets covered her wrists.

By the time I had reached her sandals Domitia had stopped dictating and was watching me look at her. Obviously she wasn’t used to the scrutiny, and she now sat back in her chair wearing an offended frown.

‘Get rid of the cloak.’ She fired each word like a bullet.

I dropped the hood back onto my shoulders, and then let the whole lot fall to the floor. She responded by jerking her head towards the door.


I stood still, uncertain as to whether she meant me. Had this been the world’s shortest interview? Instead the two male secretaries jumped to their feet and sprinted out of the room, still carrying their pens. She didn’t even watch them leave. She was used to being obeyed instantly.

‘So you’re the gladiatrix?’ Domitia rose, the better to inspect me. She stroked my right shoulder, then ran her fingers down the curve of my bicep. ‘Smooth and firm. Nice combination.’

The tone of her voice together with the stroking movement, made my skin crawl. She was petting me like an animal she’d just bought.

The snake bracelets seemed to fascinate her. She tapped one of the snakeheads, then looked up into my face. Her thin lips extended into what I was guessing was a smile. Whatever it was, it’d forced ugly little ridges into her white make-up. She walked back to the desk, sat down with hands clasped in front of her and prepared to deliver her judgement.

‘You’re younger than I expected, but I’m certainly not disappointed. If you can manage to fight as well as you look, we will all do well out of this.’ Her voice sharpened, ‘But if you can’t fight at all you’re of no use to me.’

‘I can fight … my lady.’ I wasn’t sure that was the right form of address to use, whether I was being too servile, or not enough. But she didn’t seem to react, so I continued. ‘Let me demonstrate that for you tomorrow?’

She didn’t bother to reply, just rang her desk bell twice. Before the echo had stopped, a blond, blue-eyed slave of medium height appeared in the doorway. He was pretty rather than handsome and wearing a very short, slave-blue tunic. Every square inch of his finely muscled body had been stripped of hair and rubbed over with oil. He gleamed. He looked to Domitia for instruction, but not before a quick glance at me. From his expression the costume must be a success.

Domitia was displeased with his reaction, but beckoned him further into the room. He came up to the desk and stood right behind her chair, her head level with his groin. She turned slightly and stroked his lower stomach. He gave me a smugly satisfied look.

So he was that kind of slave.

She pulled his head down for a full-throated kiss. It looked more like an exercise in resuscitation than a sign of affection.

Domitia stopped pawing him and looked over at me. ‘Well, Narcissus, my pet, what do you think? Does she look like Cleopatra?’

His answer was to move from behind the desk and circle me slowly. I kept an eye on him.

Narcissus inspected my shoulders and chest with a little too much enthusiasm then moved to my back. Fortunately, that didn’t take as long. It must’ve been something about my expression as I watched him, or perhaps was the growling noise I made.

Domitia gave a low chuckle. ‘Careful. She’s bigger than you.’

Good. She either didn’t care if Narcissus lost his dignity or took my attitude as a good indication of my worth to her in the arena. If she liked a hint of danger, fine — that could be arranged. I needed that contract, and if she wasn’t already convinced by my costume, then maybe a little action might do the job.

Her comment had spurred Narcissus into making a mistake, because he took it as a challenge and moved back in for some touching. Behind him his mistress was furious. Here was an opportunity to impress her so I grabbed his extended wrist and, taking a step backwards, used my weight to boost him flying across the room.

He hit the wall with a thunk.

I’d managed to avoid landing him on anything valuable, but a bust of some past Crassus relative was shaken loose from its overhead pedestal and fell over, just missing him. He sat there dazed.

Domitia sat very still, stunned that anyone would dare to do that in her office. Then she started laughing. Or screeching might be a better description.

That had to be a good sign.

The crashing noise had attracted Horace, who skidded to a halt in the doorway. Domitia gave Narcissus a hard look, which promised retribution, and dismissed them both.

‘So you can fight after all,’ she said. ‘I’m impressed. You’ll get the tryout tomorrow, but don’t destroy any more of my furniture in the meantime.’

‘Of course, my lady.’

Steps echoed in the corridor again, and a well-groomed man strolled in unannounced. He was of medium build with thinning, short brownish hair and light brown eyes. He greeted Domitia, who merely waved her acknowledgement, then he turned to me saying, ‘Ah, she is here.’

He made no attempt to introduce himself, just treated me like a thing he had come to inspect. He gave me a good look over, back and front, then sat on Domitia’s desk, which made her frown again. Big ridges were building up on her forehead from all the wrinkling.

‘Gaius Aquilla,’ said Domitia, addressing me, ‘will witness your demonstration match tomorrow.’ She spoke in the voice you’d use to train a dog. ‘Make sure you do well. I will not be pleased if you’ve wasted our time.’ Make that a particularly stupid dog.

So Gaius was the one to impress? Well, who was he? He seemed to have the run of the house and he was dressed in a white tunic with two narrow purple stripes running from shoulder to hem. On top he wore his toga, again designated with thin purple stripes. From memory, that marked him as a Roman knight, which meant his family had enough wealth to be in the power game, but not enough political connections to make it to the top. He must be trying to rectify that situation by helping Domitia with her little schemes.

Disregarding me completely, he said to Domitia, ‘The name Bellona definitely suits her, though it’s not as exotic as I would have liked.’

‘But the crowds will like it, Gaius. Bellona — the Roman goddess of war. It sounds appropriate.’ Domitia turned to me again, issuing instructions. ‘If you’re successful tomorrow then Gaius will mark this contract on the spot.’ She handed him a scroll. He checked it then slipped it into a fold in his toga. ‘You’ve demanded to be initiated as the price of your contract, and the initiation can only take place on a certain day of the sacred calendar.’ She didn’t look pleased by that thought. ‘As you know very well, it is the day before the re-enactment of Actium.’

I nodded as meekly as possible. ‘Yes, my lady.’ Victoria had found the ideal way to be initiated, and yet get out of the fight she owed Domitia. She’d just leave straight after the ceremony and transpond home.

Domitia looked at me suspiciously. ‘If you are successful tomorrow you will immediately take the oath of obedience to me. Remember, if you break that oath, if you do not perform as you have promised, gladiatrix, then you will be tracked down and crucified.’ She relished making the threat. ‘Augustus takes such things very seriously, and makes sure that the rules are enforced to the final nail. Understood?’

I tried to look sincere as I bowed my head in submission. Nothing, absolutely nothing, was getting me near that arena. I’d risk the portal first.

‘Have you told her about Plautius yet?’ Gaius looked pointedly at Domitia.

‘You explain,’ she said in a huff. ‘It’s your plan.’

Gaius assumed the stern expression of a master about to caution an unruly slave. ‘Plautius Sulla,’ he said, ‘is in charge of all the games. All the public spectacles, sponsored by Augustus. So he will be making the final decision about who plays the part of Cleopatra. As other people,’ he said, with disgust at their impudence, ‘are also offering Augustus their female fighters, he’s keeping his options open. So,’ he patted the place where he’d tucked the scroll Domitia had handed him. ‘We’ve modified the contract.’

What! ‘What do you mean, modified the contract?’ I tacked on a belated, ‘Sir.’ I had no idea at all what to call him.

They shared the kind of glance I imagine crocodiles use when exchanging hunting tips on the riverbank, prior to scrounging up breakfast.

‘You tell her,’ said Domitia with a hunched shoulder, as though it was all Gaius’ fault. And as if a minute earlier, she hadn’t been talking about crucifying me if I didn’t live up to my contractual obligations.

‘If we take up your contract tomorrow,’ said Gaius, bored with having to instruct the help, ‘but Plautius doesn’t choose you for the role of Cleopatra, then you will be compensated for your time in money.’ He paused to make sure I understood, ‘But there will be no initiation.’


This was getting more complicated every minute. ‘Sir,’ I struggled for humble assertiveness, ‘that’s not what was agreed to. That’s not the contract Valerius negotiated for me.’ The conniving bastards! If I didn’t get the initiation, then all of this was totally pointless!

‘That’s what’s in this contract,’ he snapped, deeply offended that I wasn’t thrilled to be of service to them just for the sheer joy of it. ‘Once other people found out what Domitia was planning, they started turning Rome upside down looking for a replacement gladiatrix. So Augustus is now happy to have a few potential replacements handy. If you don’t fight in the spectacle, you don’t get the initiation!’ He’d shouted the last sentence straight into my face, master telling slave.

My attempt at any sort of polite mask melted under the wave of anger that came bubbling up. Steam was probably starting to leak out of the top of my head. I glared back at him, his nose only inches away from mine.

‘Bellona,’ said Domitia, in a suspiciously conciliating voice. She could see I was on the verge of dropping the deal altogether. And that didn’t suit her. ‘As long as you make the right impression tomorrow, you’ll get the contract with me. Don’t worry about the rest, Gaius and I have made plans to ensure that Plautius will choose you.’

Struggling to make my face neutral, and repressing the impulse to shout the question, I asked, ‘Just what kind of plans are we talking about here?’ I paused. ‘My lady.’ I was wrong, they weren’t crocodiles. Reptiles were too open. This pair was more like a pair of funnel-web spiders.

Back to being bored with me, Gaius replied with a sneer. ‘As you know, the role you’ll play in the games is that of Cleopatra. We will make you seem like the only person who could possibly play her. You must become so famous that the Roman people themselves will demand that you play that part.’

‘Famous?’ ‘In what way?’

Gaius warmed to the topic. ‘The gladiatrix chosen to play her must not only be a reasonable fighter but outrageous as well.’ He leered at me, ‘Cleopatra was the greatest seductress in history.’

I had a very nasty feeling I knew where this was headed. Me — on my back. It was not going to happen.

Unconcerned at my lack of enthusiasm, he continued, ‘And that is what you must also appear to be — in order to take her place.’

I asked, ‘Once again — what exactly are you planning?’

Unlike Gaius, Domitia could see I was not taking this news as compliantly as I should. With a sharp edge to her words, she snapped, ‘My chosen gladiatrix will give a public performance in a play. Here. In two nights’ time. Plautius Sulla will attend.’

A play?

‘We’ll make sure that your reputation spreads throughout Rome,’ said Gaius. ‘That Rome demands you play Cleopatra.’

Wonderful, now I was supposed to become part of an ancient public relations campaign. ‘But what about …’

Domitia overrode my attempt to negotiate. ‘We will discuss the rest of the arrangements later.’ She rang the bell once, and Horace appeared at the double. ‘Take her to her room.’

Horace motioned for me to leave.

‘What do you mean — my room?’ I asked.

‘You’re staying here.’ Domitia made the inference clear, she wanted to keep a close eye on me. She poked a sharp nail towards my chest, saying, ‘If you succeed tomorrow, you’ll stay here until you’ve finished your obligations. That’s the deal and nothing is open for discussion.’

I silently screamed. ‘But, my lady …’

Her patience at an end, Domitia demanded, ‘What, gladiatrix? Do you have a problem with this? It’s a great honour for you!’

She was determined to own me until she got what she wanted. I forced my mouth to say, ‘Of course, my lady. A great honour.’
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ALEXANDER



Horace, a displeased expression etched on his fine blue-black features, led me through a door at the very back of the main house, and out into the rear garden. Domitia had told him to personally accompany me to my new quarters, and when she said that she’d given him a curious look. He’d waited, as though for further orders, but instead she’d waved him away. He hadn’t liked that, which made me wonder what was coming next. Freckle, a very red-haired boy, with brown dots all over his face and everywhere else I could see, trudged behind us carrying my shoulder bag and yawning in the afternoon heat.

As I followed Horace I tried to think of a shortcut out of the big mess Valerius had dropped me in. If I left the Crassus house now, I’d lose the only solid chance I had of finding the Hierophant, and also risk alienating Valerius as well. But then, was keeping Domitia happy going to take up way too much time and restrict my ability to search for Victoria?

The other thing, of course, was that I really needed to sleep. The tiredness was clouding my ability to assess the situation properly, to make good decisions.

The white stucco, one-storey villa at the end of the path looked practical, even comfortable. Nothing like the main house, which was pure grandeur, a statement of the power and wealth of the Crassus family carved in marble and gold. The villa must be where they kept the less-favoured guests, and that suited me. Distance between Domitia and me had to be a good thing.

The villa was U-shaped, surrounding a terracotta courtyard with a shady old fig growing in the middle. Below the fig, water splashed through a simple fountain making a cooling sound in the afternoon heat. Horace took us through the archway, into the middle of the U and on to the first room to the left. It was a bedroom, plainly furnished compared to the main house, but it seemed cool and pleasant. Freckle moved past me to place my bag on a couch near the bed.

The room’s light was filtered through the fig tree outside, so it took me a moment to realise someone else was present. A tall, dark-haired man, wearing a blue slave tunic, stood near the window with his back to the light. That meant he could see our faces, but not the other way around.

Horace noticed where I was looking and gestured. ‘Er, that’s Alexander.’ But he didn’t explain who he was, or why he was in my room.

The man didn’t acknowledge our presence. In fact he didn’t seem to react at all.

‘And who is Alexander exactly?’ I said. I had the feeling he was the next problem I was going to have to deal with.

Horace gave him a speculative glance, then turned back to me. ‘The mistress bought Alexander to serve as your bodyguard when you move around Rome. He’s a fully trained gladiator, so he can take care of your equipment.’ Horace pointed to a set of armour and weapons carefully stacked next to a basket of clothes in the corner. Obviously Domitia had been confident I’d do exactly what she asked. ‘And he can help you train.’

Alexander had the right build for that kind of role, but why would she give a professional gladiatrix a bodyguard? ‘So he’s supposed to keep an eye on me.’

Horace avoided my eyes. ‘I think that the mistress has other purposes in mind.’

‘What do you mean “other” purposes?’

Horace coughed, and said with a stately tinge of embarrassment, ‘Mistress Crassus will explain more later.’

Freckle giggled at that then flushed deep red, literally connecting the dots, when Horace sent him a sharp look. If Freckle knew what was going on then Domitia’s plans for me must be common knowledge amongst the servants.

‘I want to know now.’ I nodded meaningfully at Freckle. ‘Everyone else seems to know.’

‘Mistress Crassus has said that he is to be your bodyguard,’ Horace insisted. ‘That much is certain. And Alexander is certainly well trained for the position.’ Horace didn’t lie very well, it was plain he was telling me half-truths. ‘He is, or rather was, a highly regarded young gladiator, sold only because his master went bankrupt. The mistress personally picked him to be your body slave.’ He grimaced at Freckle to forestall another giggle. ‘The rest is pure speculation.’ Then, without giving me time to ask any more questions, Horace grabbed the boy by the arm and made for the door.

Arms still crossed over my chest, I contemplated the empty doorway. There’d been too many surprises here, and it was all taking too much time. I’d planned on getting to the Iseum after meeting Domitia, now the visit would have to wait until tomorrow.

Alexander still hadn’t moved an inch. I couldn’t see his eyes, but my intuition told me he was watching me carefully. So he was my bodyguard? The last thing I needed was someone following me around, particularly someone loyal to Domitia.

On the surface, Horace’s story seemed to be true. Alexander did look like a fighter. He had an athlete’s body, built for speed with long, well-defined muscles in his thighs, but also proportional upper body development. He would’ve needed that to use his weapons. The speed would get him in and out of a confrontation quickly, but the upper body strength would be necessary to do the work while he was engaged. Combat takes a lot of strength, particularly if you have to chase them around a sand-covered arena first.

Yes, he looked the part. In fact he looked like he’d been bred for it, with a long reach and a limber body. If he had the technique and agility to match, then he’d be very good. But none of that really mattered, the key issue here was whether he going to hinder my search for Victoria.

I moved over to the arched window behind him. His eyes followed me, so he ended up facing into the light. Immediately Domitia’s reason for buying him became clear. He was young, probably younger than me, but he left Narcissus’ glossy blond attractions for dead. Dark, thick hair framed strong cheekbones and lushly curved lips. But it was the black-lashed eyes that held your attention. Dark around the outer edges, silver-white in the middle and bright blue around the pupil. Blue-tinged icebergs.


Unfortunately his expression was equally cold. Aggressively so. And there was something about the way that he carried himself that made him look dangerous.

‘When did Domitia buy you?’

‘Two days ago.’ His voice was low and curt. This was not any submissive slave.

Hmmm. He wouldn’t have much knowledge of the Crassus household, but if he’d cooperate he could be useful in other ways.

‘So you were a gladiator?’

‘Yes.’ Again, as short an answer as was possible and delivered in a tone just this side of outright insolence.

‘What style?’ Since my early teens I’d studied every kind of combat technique I could dig up. While the local high school princesses had devoted their time to advanced nail care, I had developed other, less sociable, skills. The techniques used in the Roman arena had interested me, as much as any of the other traditional methods.

‘Mainly I fought as a retiarius.’

Oh. So he really was dangerous.

Some Roman arena styles were just brutal jab and slash sword work, with little technique and no sophistication. It came down to size, speed and endurance.

But the retiarius was different. They used a net to entangle their opponent’s arms or legs, pull them off-balance, then stab them with the three-pronged trident. It was considered one of the the most difficult styles as its exponents won not by brute force, beating the adversary into the ground, but by wit, dexterity and courage.

The good ones were the deadliest fighters in the Roman arena, the mediocre ones just died quickly. A net and an extra-long fork are not a great deal of protection against an armoured man with a sword, when all other things are equal.

‘You must’ve been good,’ I stated. ‘You have few scars?’ As far as I could see he only had two long silver slashes on his left forearm, and they looked old.

‘I was lucky,’ came the off-handed reply.

‘Come on’, I scoffed. ‘No-one can just be lucky and win with a net and trident!’ He had a chip on his shoulder the size of this villa.

He stared directly into my eyes for the first time, and replied coldly, ‘Then the others were unlucky.’

That was a threat. No mistaking it. Maybe I was going to be unlucky too? His attitude made me want to bare my teeth at him and growl back!

I shook off that impulse and demanded an answer instead, ‘Why has Domitia assigned you to me?’

He looked away at that, furious and trying to damp it down. Then he turned back, iceberg eyes on fire. ‘Ask her yourself.’

This kept getting better and better. Now I had a slave with attitude, assigned to follow me around, for reasons no-one would come clean on.

Something worthwhile was going to have to happen over the next twenty-four hours or else I was just going to walk out of here and chance finding Victoria on my own. Twenty-four hours. I’d play this game that long, and no more.

While Alexander and I were still silently glaring at each other, Freckle skipped in to tell me it was expected that I bathe before dinner. The subtext being that Domitia wanted to make sure I didn’t bring fleas, or anything similar, to the dinner table. He added, ‘The mistress said that Alexander has to organise this from now on.’


For some reason Alexander didn’t take that piece of news very well. He didn’t speak, just emitted enough radiant anger to signal passing ships.

‘What?’ I asked Alexander. ‘What’s wrong with that?’

He ignored me.

I felt like grinding my teeth till they broke off. I was really sorry Alexander was a slave, but he was also starting to piss me off.

‘So, my lady,’ piped Freckle, earnestly playing mediator, ‘do you have any orders for Alexander?’

‘Er. What kind of orders?’ I replied.

‘About your bath?’ He spoke very clearly — as though I had a hearing problem. ‘He has to organise it. With the servants in the bathing rooms.’

I knew the Roman baths were different. More of an extended ritual than a quick shower. But I didn’t know enough to make special requests.

Freckle saw my uncertainty and took pity on the ignorant foreigner. ‘They want to know if you want those funny herbs in the water.’ He made a sprinkling motion with his fingers. ‘Or mud on your face. Or hair plucked out.’ He mimed each suggestion, then shrugged his little shoulders. ‘Stuff like that.’

I couldn’t remember the exact Roman position on female body hair, but I wasn’t getting the ancient version of a Brazilian. ‘No plucking. Definitely no plucking — anything.’

He nodded and waited for more details.

I improvised. ‘Um. Just the usual. Whatever is usual.’

Freckle wrinkled up his face, as though he wanted to say more, but wasn’t sure how to broach it without causing offence. Instead he grabbed Alexander’s hand and tried to pull him towards the door. Alexander glared down at the boy, his face still rigid from our little chat, then it softened and he allowed Freckle to lead him out.

I sighed and started stripping off my Egyptian accessories, lethal leg jewellery first. As I did, I kept repeating to myself, ‘Just get through the bout tomorrow.’ ‘Just get through the bout tomorrow.’ Valerius could’ve found Victoria by then. Victoria could turn up here by then. The NTA rescue mission could arrive by then … and so it went.

By the time Alexander had come back, I was still muttering my way through that particular mantra, and all that was left to come off was the heavy black Cleopatra wig. I was still wearing the red linen sheath and my sandals as I didn’t think walking over to the house in my T-shirt and jeans was an option. All the jewellery and the sphinx collar had come off, and I’d cleaned the make-up off with a cloth and a basin of water I’d found in the corner.

When Alexander seethed into the room without any warning, I shouted, ‘Do you mind?’

He came to a sudden halt, staring back uncomprehendingly.

I snapped out, ‘Can you at least knock next time? This IS my bedroom.’

He decided to ignore that, and speaking towards the window, said in a cold voice, ‘They’re ready for you now, gladiatrix.’ I rolled my eyes, but didn’t say anything. I wasn’t going to get a polite ‘my lady’ from him any time soon.

‘Hold on.’ I pulled off the wig and unpinned my hair, gloriously scratching my scalp as I did. What a relief, the wig was made of stiff horsehair and it’d not only been hot, it’d itched the whole time. I grabbed a brush from my bag and smoothed everything out. I picked up my shoulder bag. ‘Okay. Show me where it is.’


Alexander was staring at me with an expression close to intense curiosity. Only it wasn’t quite that. It was as though he’d just figured something out. Solved a puzzle about me.

‘What?’ I touched my fair hair. I was supposed to be an Egyptian. ‘My father’s family was from the icy north,’ I said. ‘I’m not a full-blooded Egyptian.’ If I had to stay here they were all going to know about my hair colour anyway. I wasn’t sleeping in that wig, and I certainly wasn’t wearing it in the fight tomorrow.

He didn’t reply. Just sat back inside himself, making some kind of mental judgement about me.

‘Are you going to show me where the bath house is or not?’ He could keep his thoughts to himself, as long as they didn’t interfere with me.

As we walked through the house, servants appeared around every corner. The men watched me, and I heard a few whispers about my hair colour, but I noticed the women were eyeing Alexander. He just ignored them, so I did too.

The baths were on the ground floor, in a luxurious tiled complex, decorated with wall-to-wall murals. The main room contained two small pools and one large one. And it was filled with far too many young female servants ready to assist, they were more like an audience than helpers. When Alexander entered the room behind me, their eyes carefully slid to each other, it was plain what they were expecting to happen.

I wasn’t prepared to perform in their version of daytime TV, so I dismissed them all except for an older woman called Cardea who’d been standing by with some towels and a bucket of herb-scented water. At least she seemed to be ready and able to do her job. Besides, from her deeply wrinkled face, she looked like she might know a bit more about the Crassus household than the rest. If the Iseum visit was out today, then I might as well do as much reconnaissance here as possible.

While the women filed out, Alexander picked up a flask of oil and folded a linen towel from one of the benches over his arm. He had the wrong idea too.

‘Oh no,’ I said with decision. ‘You’re not staying either. I don’t know what you think your job is, but forget it.’ I turned my shoulder, saying, ‘Go and find someone else to harass. Polish some armour.’

I shot a glance over my shoulder to judge his reaction. He didn’t have one. His face didn’t change at all. Rock hard. He put the towel and flask back, and left.

Damn. I knew trouble when I saw it.

Cardea stepped forward and started stripping off my clothes and sandals. Once I was naked, she took me expertly through the bathing process. She started by rubbing me with sweet-smelling oil, then sat me in the hot room next door to make me sweat. Next stop was the massage table. The massage felt so wonderful I started to doze off, even dream a little. I was home and Spud was licking my back. That vision ended when she started scraping the oil off with a small curved knife.

Oy, that was interesting.

It felt like I was being shaved but good too, my skin tingling after each edged stroke. When she was finished Cardea wiped the excess oil off with a damp towel, then assisted me into the small hot pool to get the circulation humming. That was followed by an even quicker dip in the small cold pool next to it. To close the pores, she said.

‘Now, my lady, you can swim in the big pool. So you can completely unwind.’


I’d kept my shoulder bag nearby. ‘Cardea.’ I pulled a silver denarius out, and put it in her palm. She nearly bent over double trying to thank me. ‘That’s all right. I just want to ask you some questions.’

Her wrinkled old face went straight into sceptical overdrive. ‘What do you want to know?’

I forestalled my answer by saying, ‘And if you help me, you could earn another one.’ I held the next one out as bait. I could see now why Victoria had so much cash in her apartment. Rome must run on bribes. Big ones, even for slaves.

Cardea watched me, as she flipped the first coin in her hand. Slap, slap, slap. Then slipped it into a hiding place inside her tunic. ‘I’ll tell you what I can, my lady. What is it you want to know?’

‘How much do you know about Domitia?’

‘More than she thinks,’ Cardea cackled. ‘The mistress likes to bathe. So she does everything here. From dictating her business letters to holding special parties.’ The way she said ‘special’ showed a measure of disapproval. ‘Yes. And if Cretius Spodium ever found out about them …’ She purposely left the statement hanging.

‘He’s the man she’s after?’

‘Yes. And he’s running like a deer before the hunt.’ She whispered, ‘He’s not a fool.’

Yep, I could think of several good reasons why he’d want to put some distance between them. And I’d just met her. ‘Why does she want him so much?’

‘Old family. With connections to Augustus. And a big dick, if the rumours are right.’ Guess bath attendants would have only so much to talk about with each other.

‘Do many of the Isiacs ever come here?’

Cardea was shocked, ‘No, my lady. Course not! The mistress keeps all them ones away from the house.’


That sounded odd. ‘Why? I thought she was a devoted Isiac?’

She chuckled so deep it came from her feet. ‘Oh, yes she’s devoted to the magic of Isis. Puts curses on anyone who crosses her, she does.’ She shook her head, ‘But the Isiacs? Nah, she’d never have that lot here.’ She jerked her finger over her shoulder. ‘It’s his majesty next door, ya see. They’re not in his good books at the moment.’

I wanted to ask why, but decided to press on with my main tack instead. ‘So the Hierophant’s never been here?’

‘Wouldn’t know, my lady,’ she snorted. ‘No-one knows who that fellow is. Just the mistress herself.’

Damn. I needed to think about all this, I felt like I was going round in circles. I flipped Cardea the other silver coin, and sank into the big pool for a swim. But by now what I was really ready for was sleep. I hadn’t slept properly in days, I had jet lag from flying from Australia to San Francisco, and now I was portal lagged from going from midnight in Union Square to lunchtime in ancient Rome. My brain wanted a break and it was going to take one, whether I wanted it or not.

I did one lousy lap hoping the exertion would wake me up, but no luck. I leant back against the side of the pool in the lovely tepid water struggling to stay awake. I focused on the surrounding wall murals. They had to be new. Freshly painted. Each panel framed by gleaming black and red tiles. They were big too, floor to ceiling. In lush colours, with the figures carefully painted down to the last detail.

I hadn’t taken much notice of them earlier, though they were so striking they dominated the room. Each scene took place in a forest populated by heroic figures, physically beautiful, but made even more intriguing through their eloquent expressions and body language. One scene was so tragic that I stared at it for a full minute.

What legend was being told here?

I worked my way back around the room, trying to identify which panel started the story. My heart missed a beat in recognition. I knew this story.

I looked around the room to check. Yes. It gave me pause to see such an intimate part of my early life, painted in panels eight feet tall. Here in this place. Now.

When I was a child, and still finding it too hard to deal with the outside world, books had become my home. Most of all I’d loved ancient stories and legends, and they’d probably been my first step towards wanting to become an archaeologist. They’d taken me into the fantastic worlds of goddesses and magic powers. But this story had been my secret favourite, my fantasy.

It occurred to me that this room definitely had been recently repainted. It must be Domitia’s fantasy as well. The murals had to have been commissioned after her father had become ill because no Roman man would’ve wanted this story on the walls of their house. The legend of the virgin goddess Diana, and the huntsman Actaeon.

On the first panel, near the door, Diana is shown hunting in the woods, armed with a bow and quiver full of arrows, and surrounded by her hounds. They’re the size of small deer, with long legs and savagely sharp teeth. Diana is young and strong, with long black hair, smooth white skin and dark, fierce eyes. She dominates the panel; even her hounds seem cowed by her presence.

On the next panel Diana has put aside her weapons, and sent away her hounds. She’s shed her armour near a small pool framed by delicate ferns and lacy foliage. The pool glistens, reflecting beams of light that have broken through the dark forest canopy. The cool water of the pool beckons to her, and she’s well aware that no mortal woman could freely take the solitary pleasure it offers. But no mortal man would think twice. She knows that here mortal man is, for once, her equal in freedom. And it makes her angry. She stands with one breast bared, arrogant in her display. No man would dare approach her.

But of course someone will.

In the third panel the goddess enters the pool. Illuminated by shafts of filtered light, her eyes are slightly closed and dreamy with the coolness of the water on her hot skin. Gentle ripples surround her thighs, and her neck and torso are covered with a stream of water pouring from her cupped hands. Without her armour, with her fierce eyes obscured, she seems like the spirit of the pool, a water nymph.

Unknown to Diana, a handsome, brown-haired huntsman stands mesmerised. His bow and arrows hanging forgotten in his hands. He’s young, like the goddess, and he’s also proud. He doesn’t move towards the edge of the pond, giving her the respect of distance, but he does not retreat to the shadows either. He stands his ground. He doesn’t know who this being is, but he knows that she must be an immortal. His gaze is soft, not a threat, but still intense as though he has finally found what he wants.

And he is right. This moment will define the rest of his life. This moment will give him a kind of immortality.

In the next scene Diana, standing half-submerged in the pool, has just opened her eyes directly into his. For this instance in time his beauty and the strong heart that shines out of his eyes bind her. Her moment of relaxed pleasure has made this meeting possible. Here for a moment she recognises new possibilities. He’s not a threat.

Not unless you are a virgin goddess. And pledged to stay that way.

In the final panel, unwilling, or unable, to allow chance to grant her its favour. Diana’s eyes are once again fierce. As a goddess, she has the freedom to bathe naked in the forest, but as a female the remnants of learned shame spark her mind to anger. The feelings conjured up just a moment before, have reversed times ten. Long tendrils of black hair whip around her head as she extends her arm and turns the hunter into a stag. Her hounds have returned, and saliva drips off their canines as they pull him down. The half-transformed hunter dies a horrible death, still imploring the goddess not to reject him.

Here, Diana is revenge personified. But revenge for what? And why revenge at all? It’s never made sense to me, and I’ve always rewritten the ending in my mind. If she’d been Jupiter, father of the gods, surprised mid-scrub, the last scene would’ve been substantially different. Probably ending in the production of yet another of his half-human children.

But why did Domitia have this scene around her bath?

I stared at the last panel. The savage goddess. The huntsman being ripped apart. I had a feeling I knew.

Sex and violence. No wonder her prospective husband was on the run.
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THE REHEARSAL



Alexander wasn’t waiting in my room when I got back. Maybe he was busy reporting to Domitia? Though what he’d have to say besides my hair being fair was beyond me. Until proven otherwise I’d just assume he was her spy.

Meanwhile I had a bit of a problem. While I’d been lounging in the pool Cardea had taken my red sheath away to be cleaned on Domitia’s flea-hunting orders. The shoulder bag I’d hung onto — it had my gun and the phactor in it — but I didn’t think to watch my dress. When I emerged from the pool Cardea had apologised and offered me a long yellow robe to wear back to my room. The dress, she said, would be ready tomorrow.

Now I was stuck trying to find something to wear tonight and the choice was pretty limited. In the end I wore some pieces from the set of leather and metal armour Domitia had provided, together with an elaborate shawl that was supposed to go with the Egyptian outfit. A black leather skirt and black sandals laced up to my knees covered my lower half, and the gold cloth shawl was wrapped around my breasts and tied at the back. I looked underdressed for dinner, so I put all the Egyptian jewellery back on again, the elaborate pectoral covering, the gold bicep and wrist decorations, as well as the weaponry.

What to do with the gun and the phactor? Neither of them looked like anything Egyptian I’d ever seen, but where to hide them? If there’d been anything like a purse around that would have been useful, the shoulder bag was just too bulky and awkward. But there was no handy hiding place. Reluctantly I stashed them both back in the bag and stowed it under my bed.

What about the black wig? Should I wear it?

Nah. My hair had dried quickly in the heat and the wig itched too much.

Well, they wanted me to attract attention. Blonde hair was considered exotic here, and an Egyptian with black eyes and whitish hair had to be unusual. The household had already seen me on the way to the bath, so Domitia would find out about it anyway. Might as well manage the revelation to my own advantage. I brushed it straight and left it hanging over my shoulders.

Freckle had been sitting in the courtyard waiting while I finished dressing. He giggled at my hair, then put both hands over his mouth. I winked at him. He grinned and said Domitia wanted to talk to me before dinner.

Domitia was upstairs, dressed in silks of red and white this time, and stretched out on a comfortable couch. Horace was bending over her offering a goblet of wine, but her eyes went straight to my head and stayed there. She waved Horace out of the room, while she decided whether to be angry or pleased.

‘Think of it this way, my lady,’ I jumped in. ‘You know I can look like I just stepped out of a pyramid. But then there’s this look as well. It’s another option for us to use.’


‘A gladiatrix with that colour hair? Unusual.’ Domitia was shrewd enough to take my point and seemed to respond to my business-like attitude. She wouldn’t care what the reality was as long as the appearance served her purpose. ‘You will, of course, have to wear the wig when you play Cleopatra.’ She tapped her chin, musing, ‘Yes, Plautius, the games manager, does love blondes. Last year he had all his house slaves’ hair bleached that colour.’ She grimaced. ‘Very tacky too. Most of them turned out a green-yellow.’ She pointed to a seat opposite. ‘Sit, and let’s get down to the plan.’

I gave her a searching look. She seemed a little too mellow, too confiding. There was an empty wine flask sitting on the round table next to her couch. Was she drunk? ‘What plan is that, my lady?’

‘You’re only of use to me if Augustus is interested in you. His last games were not a success and he doesn’t want to repeat that. You must attract his attention. Make him think you will be a genuine draw-card for the re-enactment. You have the right physical attributes to do that. So use them.’ She paused to say with steely care, ‘As an added incentive, if you do well tomorrow I will give Alexander to you. Permanently.’

Give me a slave? I was shocked.

Domitia gave a salacious little laugh at my expression, ‘Yes. He’s a special one, isn’t he? If you impress Gaius, he’ll sign the papers on the spot and give Alexander to you outright. If, later, Plautius makes you his choice for Cleopatra, then you get the initiation. If he doesn’t, then you still have Alexander. That’s a good deal, isn’t it? Make you want to stay?’ she said, her voice syrupy sweet.

She was trying to charm me, in her Genghis Khan kind of way. She was worried I might back out because of the change in contract. Hmm. Offering me Alexander was a good development. It meant they thought I had a good chance with Plautius.

Domitia was frowning with impatience. I was taking longer to roll over and present my neck than she was used to.

I said, with as much gratitude as I could muster, ‘Well then, my lady, I will do my best tomorrow.’

‘Good.’ Domitia dropped the attempt at charm and became all business. ‘If you continue to please me, then I will continue to show my appreciation. But make no mistake.’ Her eyes glinted. ‘If you do not please me, you will not only lose your chance at an initiation with the Hierophant, but I will make you very sorry, gladiatrix. Very sorry indeed. Do you understand?’

‘Don’t worry, I don’t intend to fail.’ That was said with enough determination to sound convincing. Well, it was true.

‘Now, tomorrow you must show that you are a good fighter. The demonstration will take place in front of Augustus’ own team of gladiators — the Ludi. Cerebus, the main trainer, will supervise your fight. And you must dazzle him as well. Plautius listens to Cerebus’ advice, so if you can impress him then you are halfway to the prize. The key thing to remember is that Cerebus has trained the greatest fighters in Rome; if you can’t fight, he will throw you out of the amphitheatre.’

This was not good. Unlike the easy bout of sword waving that Valerius had talked about, it sounded as though it was going to be a serious match. ‘Exactly who am I fighting, my lady?’ I said, with concern.

She waved her hand casually, ‘It’s up to Cerebus. He’ll decide when he sees you.’

I was nodding, but inside I was screaming. This wasn’t what Valerius had promised!


They could pit me against any kind of fighter at all. I’d trained in the use of a variety of weapons, but the Romans had used some very strange and unusual techniques. And anything more serious than a minor injury would put me out of action.

I couldn’t look for Victoria if I had major blood loss, or a broken arm. No emergency rooms here. No antibiotics. No sterile surgery.

Maybe I should get out of here after dark and look for Victoria on my own.

Before I could go any further down that track, Domitia launched into her next series of instructions. ‘So, if you’re successful tomorrow Gaius will make sure your reputation spreads. Rome is bored and wants to be entertained. All going to plan, by the time you fight in the battle the crowd will be calling for you by name.’

‘Yes, my lady.’ And fighting as Cleopatra would probably mean my name would be followed by ‘kill the bitch’.

Domitia droned on, oblivious. ‘As Valerius will have already told you — your part of the games is just for show. You will, of course, be defeated, spared because you are female, and then led away in chains. The crowds will cheer the winner. End of story.’

‘But you need me to be good enough to put up a fair show — to make them cheer the winner?’

‘Yes precisely. And if you look sexy while you do it then the crowds will cheer even louder. And that is exactly what Augustus wants.’

‘Sexy?’

‘Yes, and that is the key to convincing Plautius,’ stressed Domitia. ‘In two days’ time I will hold a feast to introduce you to a select cross-section of Roman society. Attending the party will be influential members of Augustus’ court, including Plautius. You will perform a piece of theatre for them. And you will impress them with your talents.’ It was an order, not a request.

An uneasy picture of what she might mean by ‘talents’ flashed through my mind. ‘What exactly do you have in mind?’

‘If the fight is successful tomorrow, then we will make sure that all of Rome knows you are dangerous. Your next public performance is designed to highlight your erotic appeal. So I have hired a Greek playwright to create a special piece based on a story that’s very popular at the moment. Plautius is just enough of a sentimental old fool to lap it up.’ She added, as if it were of no consequence, ‘You, of course, will spend your time until then rehearsing.’

This was getting out of control. Domitia was attempting to tie up all my time. Time I needed to search for Victoria. Before I could work out how to object, she rang the bell on the table next her, and asked Horace to bring in someone called Philemon.

Philemon was a small, bald man in an apricot-coloured tunic, clutching an armful of scrolls to his chest. He had ink stains on his hands and down one side of his nose, and he smelt strongly of wine. Domitia gave Horace a pointedly raised eyebrow. Horace swung round to check Philemon, bowed to his mistress, and then hauled the playwright back out of the room for a quick clean-up in the hall. Domitia evidently didn’t make allowances for absent-minded genius. While she was waiting she tapped her fingers on the back of the lounge and scowled at me as though it was my fault.

Philemon bowed his way back into the room. ‘My profuse apologies, my lady. I found there were last-minute changes to be made to the script. The Muses visited me in the waiting room, and I had no choice but to listen.’

He winked at me, and hiccupped. There must have been wine in the waiting room as well the Muses.

She stared at Philemon, and then snapped, ‘Well? Get on with it. This is the one.’ She pointed over to me. I’d evidently become nameless again, now that she had my cooperation. ‘Tell her!’

The old playwright complied with more vigour than grace. He dumped his scrolls on Domitia’s table, which she greeted with a loud, offended sniff, then awkwardly dragged a heavy wooden chair from across the room, so he could sit next to me. There was an empty chair already waiting on my other side.

‘Well my dear,’ bubbled Philemon with enthusiasm as he settled in. ‘You will be acting out scenes based on the story of Cupid and Psyche.’ He stopped to leave room for my expressions of joy at the news. But I was too busy trying to work out a way to get out of the bloody play, and said nothing.

He let the lack of response sink without a trace, and said, with conviction, ‘It’s all the rage at the moment, my dear! But this is the first time it will be shown as a piece of theatre.’ He fanned his hands out, saying, ‘It will be a true sensation.’

Right. ‘Cupid and Psyche?’ I said. How on earth did they intend to fit me into the role of Psyche? ‘Refresh my memory. Precisely which version are we dealing with here?’

Philemon, glad to finally have a response, started to read straight from a scroll he retrieved off the table. He cleared his throat and said, in a very well modulated voice, ‘Venus, the goddess of love, heard of Psyche, a princess reputed to be more beautiful than herself. Jealous, Venus ordered her son Cupid to make Psyche fall in love with a monster.’ He added, with a surprisingly cheeky grin, ‘You must realise that Cupid is a wicked teenage god with a malicious sense of humour. As the archer of love he’s played havoc with all the gods. Making them fall in love with the wrong people.’

He looked up to check that Domitia was also listening. She wasn’t. She was picking her back teeth with one pointy nail. Philemon coughed in embarrassment, then continued, ‘Well. Er … Cupid agreed. However, when he found Psyche he accidentally shot himself with his own arrow. In love for the first time, he concocted a way to deceive his mother and have Psyche as his wife.’

I swallowed a groan. I hate these kinds of myth — the women always end up being turned into rocks or trees.

Philemon shot me a nervous glance. Realising he had lost both of us, he tried to get our attention by acting out the story as he read it.

‘He sent an oracle to tell Psyche’s parents of Venus’s curse. The oracle ordered her to pay for her offence by marrying a monster that lived on a mountain top. Psyche went to meet her fate and offered herself at the base of the mountain.’ Philemon mimed Psyche weeping and pleading. ‘Cupid sent the wind to bring her to his secret palace.’

Philemon pretending to be Cupid was too much for me. I touched his arm, saying, ‘That’s okay, we get the picture. Just read it.’

Philemon read the rest in a breathy monotone, as though the previous stint of acting had worn him out. ‘Trying to hide what he’d done from his mother, Cupid came to Psyche only in the darkness of night. He swore he would love her forever, as long as she never tried to see his face. One night after Cupid had fallen asleep she became curious and lit a lamp. Once she saw the beautiful Cupid, Psyche fell deeply in love. He awoke when oil from the lamp dripped onto his shoulder. He reproached her and left. Psyche, pregnant and alone, wandered the Earth searching for Cupid. She approached her mother-in-law Venus for help, but Venus tricked her instead.’

‘That was unexpected,’ I said dryly.

A bored Domitia stopped picking her teeth to belt out a raucous laugh. Bet she’d had in-laws problems in the past.

Philemon chose to ignore us both, and said, in a more dignified manner, ‘While performing a task set by Venus, Psyche makes a fatal mistake and falls into a deathlike sleep. Cupid relents and pleads with Jupiter for his intervention. Jupiter allows Cupid to give Psyche a drink of ambrosia, which reawakens her and makes her immortal.’ He stopped, waiting with raised eyebrows for a reaction.

Turning to Domitia, I said, ‘Let me get this straight, my lady, you want me to be Psyche?’

‘Of course. Who else could you play?’ she replied, caustically. ‘The performance will make everyone talk about you.’

Philemon added, ‘Don’t worry, you’re only doing three scenes from it, not the whole thing.’

‘But, my lady, don’t you want to impress Plautius with my fighting ability?’ I argued. ‘Wouldn’t it be better for him to just see me fight?’ I said that tentatively. She wouldn’t take criticism well, and her desire to placate me was probably minimal. But I had to find a way out of this play!

Instead of overreacting, she seemed to consider my point. ‘Plautius will have his spies at the demonstration tomorrow. But Cleopatra was a whore, as well as a fighting queen.’


‘But Psyche?’ I appealed. ‘Doesn’t that seem a little out of character for a gladiatrix? She was a pea-brained idiot.’

Domitia was struck by my point, tapping her chin with one finger.

Philemon was deeply offended. ‘It’s a marvellous love story!’ he spluttered.

‘You mean for once no-one dies a horrible death in the end,’ I remarked. The Greco-Roman myths were full of lust and bloody endings, and commonly featured incest, cannibalism and ingenious torture. Thinking on that, the choice could have been worse.

Domitia, having also thought about it, said with renewed confidence, ‘Gladiatrix, your costumes will be revealing. And the scenes are racy, so no-one is going to be rating your intelligence.’

‘I’m more worried about the limits on my ability to look the part, my lady. You think Rome is ready for a Psyche my height?’ I stood.

She gave me a quick once-over. ‘In the right costumes they aren’t going to care. Besides, you’re horizontal in most of the scenes. Don’t worry.’ She thought I was trying to be constructive. ‘Everyone is going to lap up this drivel.’

Philemon managed to look even more deeply offended. ‘It is not drivel!’

We both ignored him.

‘Fine,’ I said. ‘If that is what you want, my lady, I’ll do it. But who’s Cupid?’

Domitia gave a titillated smirk, and said, ‘Alexander.’

Oh he was going to love that.

On that note Domitia decided it was time Cupid himself got in on the rehearsal. She rang her ever-present bell and told Horace to send in Alexander. While we waited, she said, ‘Costumes will be fitted tomorrow, after the next rehearsal. You have three scenes and three costume changes to make.’

Alexander arrived, anger nicely frozen into place this time. He ignored Domitia and Philemon, but gave me a challenging stare.

Philemon looked back at me. Then at Alexander again. Then said, ‘Yes, my lady, you’re right — these two are perfectly matched.’

He was in for a surprise.

Philemon suggested we move to the end of the room where a couch, some chairs, and various props were set up. Philemon and Domitia sat in the chairs opposite the couch. Alexander and I just stood in front of them waiting for instruction.

Domitia checked the scroll over Philemon’s shoulder, and barked, ‘Bellona, on the couch. Alexander, sit next to her.’ She was obviously keen to play director.

Philemon decided it was time to wrestle back artistic control and jumped in to describe the scene for us, ‘Scene One is the first time Cupid sees Psyche. Cupid makes himself invisible and watches Psyche while she sleeps. He admires her and pities her, then touches her with his arrow. She awakes. Psyche accidentally pricks Cupid with his own arrow. He falls in love and steals a first kiss.’

I surrendered, lying back on the couch. But Alexander just stood there. From his expression, we wouldn’t be exchanging method-acting tips. Stretching my hands behind my head I waited. Might as well be comfortable, the ball was in Cupid’s court this scene.

Domitia bit out, ‘Sit on the couch with her.’ She thought he was stupid. Which was just as well.

Alexander sat. Though perhaps not as fast as he could’ve. Once in place Philemon proceeded to fill him in on some of the details of his role.


While he sat there, supposedly listening, Alexander fingered the tip of the arrow that Philemon had given him earlier. I looked at the arrowhead, then back at his face. Some unfriendly emotion gleamed in his eye. It’d better not be related to anything he was going to do with that arrow.

Philemon read out Alexander’s first set of lines, there weren’t many, and then got him to repeat them. I didn’t speak in this scene, so once Alexander seemed to have them memorised Philemon told him to act them out.

Alexander repeated his lines through ever so slightly clenched teeth. When he got to, ‘Oh fair Psyche, receive your fate’, he jabbed me in the ribs with his arrow.

‘Ow! Be more careful with that thing,’ I hissed.

In reply he gave me a blank face.

Following Philemon’s directions, I pretended to wake, stretching and yawning as I sat upright on the couch. In doing this I bumped Alexander’s arm and knocked the arrow straight down into his groin. A little more heavily than necessary.

He grunted sharply and jerked forward.

Philemon started making soft sobbing noises. When I slid my eyes over towards him he was hiding his face, helpless with laughter.

Domitia, meanwhile, was getting impatient with our clumsy amateur efforts. ‘Now kiss her, Alexander. You know how to do that, don’t you?’

Alexander looked at me with open revulsion.

I hissed, ‘Don’t touch anything.’

He raised a dark eyebrow.

Domitia barked, ‘Just do it!’

Alexander stared challengingly into my eyes as he kissed the air just in front of my lips. That was fine with me, any closer and that arrow could end up piercing parts of him, rather than just jabbing them.

Domitia got up and started waving her arms. ‘Gods above! Put some feeling into it!’

That was enough — this was taking up too much time. I still had yet to decide whether I was going to stay here tonight or not. I grabbed the front of Alexander’s tunic and jerked him forward onto my lips. He moved against me for a two-second clinch, then recoiled back like a steel spring.

‘Aagh!’ Domitia rolled her eyes towards the doorway. ‘This was Gaius’ idea. He should be here doing this!’

Philemon was amused. ‘Well it’s going to be an interesting interpretation.’ When he realised that Domitia was not taking his nonchalance so well he said, ‘Don’t worry, my lady, I’ll work with them again tomorrow. But really the crowd won’t care that much. They’re so striking together that they could just arm wrestle and it would still be applauded.’

Domitia seemed to be somewhat pacified by that thought. ‘You’d better be right, Philemon. Your neck’s on the line with this too.’ Then she turned back to us, hands on hips. ‘This is a first rehearsal. But if you two can’t make a better effort tomorrow, then, Bellona — you’re out on the street! And Alexander is going back to the arena in a cage! So put some feeling into it!’

Chastened, we managed to stumble through the next two scenes, but it wasn’t going to win anyone an Oscar. In the second scene Psyche falls in love with Cupid. When I lifted the lamp it was supposed to reveal a glorious golden boy-god, but today I was looking down at a very bored Alexander lying on his back.

He must have looked fine from the side because Domitia was satisfied, but then she couldn’t see his expression. While I was trying to keep a straight face and gush about his beauty, Alexander looked as though he’d like to jab me again with the arrow.

Philemon just stroked his chin and said nothing, so we continued.

In the last scene Cupid wakes Psyche from her deathlike sleep with a kiss and offers her the cup of ambrosia which will make her immortal. Alexander was unarmed, fortunately there were no arrows in this scene, and I was back lying on the couch again with my eyes shut.

Next thing I knew there was a cup of wine splashing down the front of my dress. So I kicked him off the couch. We glowered at each other like a pair of wild animals. By now Philemon was laughing so hard he was holding his head between his hands.

Domitia, however, was furious. She got to her feet and shouted at Alexander, ‘For the gods’ sake, you’ve fought in the arena — how difficult is this?’

From the barely hidden look of fury on his face, Alexander wasn’t taking her demands too kindly. When he turned back to me he looked as though he planned to fight me, not kiss me.

I gave him a warning glare, then turned to argue with Domitia. ‘Couldn’t we change the play? Or get someone else to play Cupid …?’

In that brief second he lunged towards me, pinning me in a kiss against the couch. I felt like I’d just been tackled over the goal line.

When I made it up for air, Philemon was grinning widely.

Domitia merely snorted in disgust, and ordered us to rehearse properly for another hour. If we didn’t improve fast, she’d have all three of us whipped. She meant it. Then she left.
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THE CIRCUS MAXIMUS



Horace arrived just as we were about to go through the play for what seemed like the hundredth time. He said the main dinner guest, a business acquaintance of Domitia’s, wasn’t due for another hour, but the mistress wanted me upstairs. Now. In full sergeant major mode Horace trotted me up the grand staircase to the top floor, then directed me through an ornate arch, which led directly onto the rear terrace.

Woowa. What a view! Rome was spread out before me, tinted gold and apricot in the summer dusk. The terrace had a clear line of sight from the Caelian Hill to the east, around to Augustus’s house next door, and the Capitoline beyond. In the middle distance pinkish lights glimmered off the Tiber. The rich always take the top of the hill. That way they can look down on the rabble. That and see their enemies coming.

I was betting this pair had more than a few of those.

Domitia and Gaius were lounging on two richly upholstered couches at the very edge of the terrace, surrounded by elegantly carved tables laden with wine jars, goblets and trays of snack food. They were staring over the railing, and as I moved towards them I understood why.

Below, the terraced gardens of the Crassus estate sloped down to meet the walls of a huge elongated stadium, ringed with step seating. It was a long rectangle with one of the short sides curved, and the other one straight. Along the middle was a single spine of gigantic statues and monuments: Neptune with his trident, a set of leaping dolphins, and even a towering Egyptian stone obelisk.

The central spine was pretty awe-inspiring, but the rest of the stadium looked like a demolition site. Huge concrete blocks and construction frames ringed the central arena, and ant-like lines of workmen were carrying more heavy planks of wood onto the site. The sound of hammering and grinding stone drifted up.

I sat down on the only other seat, an unpadded, spindly stool positioned meekly between the heads of Domitia’s and Gaius’ luxurious couches. My position was clear, I may sit but not be comfortable. Unfortunately, it also put me a little too close to their combined exhalations. Heavy clouds of wine, garlic, and some other pungent spice I couldn’t identify wafted over me. It was a little hard to breathe.

Gaius unbent enough to actually address me, but slurred as he spoke, ‘Gladiatrix.’ He aimed his too-full goblet towards the construction mess below, dripping wine over the tiled flooring. ‘It’s impressive, isn’t it?’

‘It doesn’t look like any arena I’ve seen before.’ The anatomically erect statue of the sea god in the middle, sure didn’t fit with any of the rugby finals Des had dragged me to.

He gave me a patronising smirk. Wowing the little people was so satisfying. ‘The Circus Maximus is the largest, permanent entertainment venue in the world,’ he declared. ‘Seats two hundred thousand spectators plus.’ He nodded at Domitia, ‘Very convenient being able to watch the best the Empire has to offer from your own balcony.’ He took another deep slurp to celebrate.

Domitia ignored him to focus on the building work going on below. ‘Gaius, this is no good at all,’ she tsked. ‘They have to get the whips out. And more slaves in. Augustus is being stingy, trying to cut costs again. They’re too far behind schedule,’ she complained. ‘It won’t be ready in time.’

More garlic fumes wafted my way, but no-one offered me a drink. Nothing for the hired help.

‘Plautius says they’re going to flood it the day after tomorrow,’ Gaius replied tartly. There was a newly built aqueduct running into the stadium from the direction of the Tiber. Augustus was re-enacting a naval battle, but if they used that river’s sewage-filled water, then fighting wasn’t the only thing the combatants would have to survive.

‘What if it can’t hold all that water?’ Domitia knocked back another gulp of wine. ‘This wouldn’t be the first time Augustus has skimped on materials.’

‘Then he’ll be publicly shamed. And you will have the water frontage you always wanted.’

They both laughed hysterically at that, exuding enough fumes together to give me the start of a major headache. Yep, they were drunk.

When Domitia calmed down she ordered Gaius, ‘Tell her,’ jerking her head in my direction.

‘Gladiatrix, look carefully at the Circus below,’ enunciated Gaius pompously. He was such an arrogant little suckass I had to fight the desire to smack him. ‘If you’re successful tomorrow, if you please us, you’ll be fighting there in four days.’


That is what he thought! ‘Yes, sir,’ I said submissively. ‘How wonderful. Two hundred thousand people watching me fight.’ And screaming for my death.

‘Yes, it’s a great opportunity.’ He almost stroked himself for his generosity towards me.

Domitia expanded on his point. ‘The star performer in a sea battle in the centre of Rome, gladiatrix. It would guarantee your place in history. So see that you do your best tomorrow.’

They were both throwing back the wine with a great deal of enthusiasm and seemed very pleased with themselves, so now seemed a good time to try and pump them for information.

‘Yes, my lady. But I’m new to Rome. So if you want me to play the part properly, perhaps you may want to brief me.’ They obviously didn’t care what I thought so they might let slip some interesting details. ‘I need to know the difference between what will get you what you want. And what will just get me into trouble.’

That last tack caught Domitia’s bleary attention. ‘Well, girl. What do you need to know? But be sharp about it.’ After that terse comment she turned back to watch the workers below.

The best tactic would be to get them to open up. Then move round to questions about the Isiacs, and hopefully the Hierophant. If I could get them talking, maybe I could find the right buttons to push. ‘For starters I need to know more about Augustus. What he wants out of this. What you want from him and how far I can go to get it for you.’ I knew self-interest would be a popular topic with this pair.

‘Augustus.’ Domitia glanced over at her next-door neighbour’s house, and her expression wasn’t a pleasant one either. ‘That upstart,’ she slurred. ‘He should be trying to please me!’ She didn’t seem to care if I heard all this. Anyway, who could I tell? ‘He’s nothing compared to the Crassus family. He got to the top on the back of his great-uncle Julius. And Julius Caesar only succeeded through the help of my great-uncle Marcus Crassus.’

‘Yes, Domitia. But you have to give him credit for a very nice use of family connections,’ said Gaius, gleefully considering the finer points of political manipulation. ‘And timing. Who’d have thought that he could turn Caesar’s assassination into the best thing that ever happened to the whole family?’

Domitia gave a spiteful laugh. ‘Wicked, but very true, Gaius. Turning Caesar into a martyr was the smartest move he and Mark Antony ever made.’ They’d forgotten about me yet again, and were off in their own nasty little world of plots and power plays.

‘Yes.’ Gaius chuckled in admiration. ‘Martyrs are always so useful to have in the family.’ Domitia scowled at him so he said, ‘Yes, I know you hate him, Domitia, but you have to admire his technique.’ He raised a cup in salute. ‘They burned Caesar’s bloodied body in the middle of the Forum, weeping and wailing and tearing their clothes.’ He laughed. ‘My father said it was pathetic.’

‘They were so distraught,’ added Domitia dryly, ‘they went out with swords bared and massacred more than five hundred members of the political elite and their families in less than three days.’

‘Blood washes cleanest,’ stated Gaius. ‘Gets rid of all your enemies in one generation.’

Then they smiled sweetly at each other as though they would have done the exact same thing.

They made my skin crawl.

‘And,’ mused Gaius. ‘With no opposition left, they divided the Empire in three. Their ally Lepidus got Africa, Mark Antony took the east and Augustus kept the west and control of Rome itself.’

‘They obviously needed a lot of space for their grieving process,’ I chipped in. If I could get them to include me I could ask some questions.

They both looked at me in surprise. As though the dog had spoken. Then they both guffawed.

Gaius said airily, enjoying the sound of his own voice, ‘But of course everyone knew sooner or later, someone would make a grab for it all. And reclaim Caesar’s place as dictator. And of course that was your neighbour.’ He raised his cup to Domitia.

Domitia muttered, ‘Well he was smart enough to keep control of Rome, and so in the end he won.’

She was right, but I knew it had also been a close thing. Mark Antony, with Cleopatra backing him, had come close to winning. But that wouldn’t have been a diplomatic interpretation to mention to these two.

Domitia, bored with watching the builders, was now peering a little short-sighted over the side wall and right into Augustus’ backyard.

We had a great view of their garden. What there was of it. Just a few well-tended fruit trees set around a paved courtyard really. A well-dressed young woman holding the hand of a small child was strolling between the trees. Domitia watched them intensely for a moment, then when they looked up, showed all her teeth in what may have looked like a smile, as long as you were standing at a distance. When they didn’t respond she starting waving as though she was calling for help. The woman inclined her head very slightly in acknowledgement.

Domitia said through her teeth, smile intact, ‘Yes, you’d better wave at me, Agrippina, you bitch.’

The woman and child immediately disappeared back inside the house and Domitia dropped back onto her cushions, exhausted from the effort at friendliness. She bit out, ‘My neighbour likes to pretend he’s a very moral, family man. When he is making speeches anyway.’ Then she barked, ‘Because of his bloody family laws I have to remarry this year. Do my duty and produce new citizens! What am I? A cow to be led out to a bull?’

Gaius, uninterested by her ranting, didn’t reply. He was busy choosing another snack from the display alongside him.

She focused on me instead and pointed to the temple next door. ‘You go over, and have a look at the statue of Apollo in the public library. You’ll notice he looks a lot like our fearless leader himself. Interesting development for a humble citizen, isn’t it? I’m sure Apollo always wanted to be likened to a tarted-up, fat, balding bureaucrat.’

‘Yes, but don’t forget Apollo is his father,’ said Gaius, full of sarcasm.

They roared with laughter.

Gaius leant into me to say snidely, ‘Apollo is supposed to have had sex with Augustus’ mother while disguised as a snake.’

Bruno had mentioned something about the statue of Apollo resembling Augustus. ‘Isn’t that sacrilege?’ I asked. ‘How can he get away with it?’

‘Oh, he does this kind of thing all the time,’ Gaius casually remarked. ‘Everyone in Rome knows about the private orgy Augustus gave during the Great Famine. Very bad timing on his part.’ He sniggered. ‘The feast was outrageous enough but to make it worse, all the guests came dressed as gods and goddesses.’

Domitia added, ‘Augustus came as Apollo of course.’


I tried to look suitably shocked, but it was impossible to imagine either Domitia or Gaius cutting down on their menu just because other people were hungry.

‘Well he’s in trouble now,’ said Domitia. ‘No-one likes him any more for exiling his popular granddaughter. He’s literally weeping blood and I love it. He loathes being shown up as the hypocrite that he is. He’s getting just what he deserves for creating those fucking marriage laws.’ She delicately picked at her manicured nails, and said in a smug little voice, ‘So much for keeping his relatives looking like the model first family.’

I gave Domitia a sharp look. Given what I’d heard a few hours ago in her front waiting room, why was she so very flippant about the latest Julia scandal? She didn’t sound worried at all. Or was that a mask?

‘He was stupid enough to marry that hellion Livia, so what did he expect would happen?’ sneered Gaius. He leant into me again, so I moved back as far as I could. He didn’t even notice. ‘Livia was married and heavily pregnant when they started their affair, but Augustus forced her husband to divorce her anyway. But little good it did him,’ he said with waspish glee. ‘Once she had that baby Livia never managed to give him any children of his own.’

‘So Augustus had to focus on Julia the Elder. His only child by his first wife,’ I said, trying to wedge my way back into the conversation. ‘At least she could provide him with grandsons.’

Gaius nodded. ‘And of course Livia and Julia became bitter rivals. Tearing the family, and finally Rome, apart. It was Livia, after all, who made sure that Augustus was publicly presented with evidence of Julia’s sexual adventures.’


Bruno hadn’t mentioned Livia’s part in all this.

‘Augustus was so furious, we could hear the screaming all the way across the fence,’ Gaius cackled. ‘He had to charge his own daughter with sexual misconduct under the laws he’d just promulgated.’

The hypocrisy of this spiteful, little tirade was a bit much, but Gaius was off and running again before I could try and get him onto something more useful.

‘What did Antonia say about this?’ Gaius scanned Domitia’s face with curiosity. She’d been far too quiet while he raved about Augustus’ family problems.

When Domitia didn’t respond Gaius prompted her, ‘Didn’t Antonia say that it was all true and more?’

‘Hmm. Yes.’ She seemed particularly bored with the topic.

‘Particularly the bit about the Rostra?’

Her face was unreadable, but she nodded.

Gaius, not picking up on his partner’s signals, slapped his thigh with glee. ‘So Julia the Elder did it on the podium in the middle of the Forum? What a slut. His own daughter fucked in the same spot where Augustus had stood to read out the new laws on public morality?’

Domitia shifted around on her silk cushions, then said, with dry sarcasm, ‘Augustus never did have a sense of humour.’

Gaius burped his agreement. ‘And now he’s done it again. Exiled Julia’s own daughter for the same thing. Which is why we’re going through all this.’ He waved his goblet down at the mess below us in the Circus.

‘Yes.’ Domitia looked back over the wall at her neighbour. ‘They must have quite a few spare rooms over there by now.’

‘So he wants to distract Rome from this latest scandal with a spectacle to end all spectacles,’ I said.


Without Domitia’s active participation Gaius was starting to run out of conversational steam. Which gave me a chance to try to direct the conversation.

‘Well it’s worked for him before,’ Gaius said with approval. ‘Rome does like to be entertained. Augustus has already extended the number of days for public games, which means he has to provide something exciting nearly every week.’

Okay. That explained why these two had gone into the entertainment business. Filling the gap had to be a quick way up the ladder for Gaius. And a nice path into Augustus’ good books for Domitia.

‘But this time he wants something really special. To remind Rome of his glorious past, his most famous victory.’ He shrugged. ‘It makes perfect sense. He can’t control his women, so he has to do something to publicly retrieve his manhood,’ he concluded.

Before I could speak Domitia seemed to come out of her daze. ‘This is where you come in,’ she said, seeing the opportunity to lecture me. ‘The re-enactment is of Actium, the naval battle where Augustus defeated Mark Antony.’

‘But why am I fighting as Cleopatra? Why not make the centrepiece the defeat of Mark Antony?’

‘Because a lot of people still love Antony but everyone hates Cleopatra,’ said Domitia in a bored tone. My stupidity was not amusing.

I looked back down at the Circus. Two hundred thousand people, and they all hate you.

Nothing, but nothing, was going to get me near that stadium.

‘When Mark Antony took over the eastern empire he joined up with her, which was very dangerous for Augustus.’ Gaius had misinterpreted my focus on the Circus for interest, and began to explain the background to the battle. ‘So he began to discredit them. He called Cleopatra a foreign whore, and Mark Antony a weak drunkard. Augustus, of course, stood for Rome and Roman values, while Mark Antony stood for rule by foreign queens and alien gods.’ He smirked, ‘And it was the last bit that worked the best. A very nice touch.’

‘Yes. That time, I will grant you, my neighbour was very clever,’ Domitia said, with grudging approval. ‘Romans are very superstitious people and nothing frightens us more than foreign gods and demons.’ She warmed to the topic, ‘When Cleopatra became Pharaoh she proclaimed herself the new Isis — a living goddess. When Antony married her she declared him a god king — the new Osiris — which scared the pants off Rome. So when Augustus beat them at Actium he said that it was a victory of his gods over theirs.’

‘Look down there. In the middle.’ Gaius pointed for me. ‘See that giant stone monument that sticks out above all the other statues? That’s the obelisk of Ramses II. It’s one of the holiest relics of Egypt. It’s supposed to contain the magical knowledge that their sun god gave the Pharaoh. Augustus carted it home to remind the crowd of his triumph over the Egyptian demons. Again, a very nice touch,’ he said with admiration.

‘But the funny thing is,’ said Domitia, with a hint of revenge spicing her words, ‘I know it frightens him to see that thing sitting there. Just below his house.’ She smiled, canines showing. ‘He’s the most superstitious of us all.’

Hmmm? ‘So how does Augustus deal with foreign religions in Rome?’ I asked. ‘He must hate the Isiacs for worshipping an Egyptian goddess.’


‘You have to realise, gladiatrix, it’s all about politics,’ replied Gaius. ‘Since the battle of Actium Augustus has been publicly anti-Isiac. But because the Isiac community has become so large and powerful, he doesn’t really do anything about it.’

‘But it’s much more than that,’ disagreed Domitia, with an arrogant shake of her head. ‘What he says and what he does are two different things. Augustus is a deeply superstitious man. He doesn’t want to cross us.’ She looked back over the fence, eyes full of malice. ‘Or should I say he doesn’t want to cross Isis.’
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DINNER WITH LURCO



‘Mistress.’ Horace appeared at Domitia’s side. ‘Master Rabirius has arrived. He’s waiting downstairs. Should I …’

Gaius rudely interrupted, ‘That riffraff butcher’s been making it impossible for me to get any kind of commitment out of Plautius. I don’t know why you had to invite him. He’s little better than a gangster.’

‘Because, Gaius,’ replied Domitia, with a steel-rimmed expression. ‘He has contacts. Useful ones. Ones I may need in the future.’

‘But why now?’ whined Gaius. ‘He’s sending at least one gladiatrix to Cerebus tomorrow. Maybe more. He’s our main competition.’

‘Behave, Gaius. Until this is all finished, I need to know what Lurco is up to. And if necessary make a deal with him.’ She turned back to Horace, ‘Is the Harvest room ready?’

‘Yes, Mistress.’

‘Seat him. We’ll be right down.’

The Harvest dining room was on the ground floor, opening directly onto the back garden, which was bordered by a low hedge of rosemary. While we didn’t have the same sweeping view as the rear terrace, the cool, herb-scented breeze made it very pleasant indeed. It was a lovely room, everything in it celebrated fertility, abundance … And, of course, that the residents were billionaires.

Everything was gold.

Tall gold lamp stands, in the form of entwined stalks of wheat, gave off a soft glow. Wall murals, framed by delicate mosaics of grapes and vine leaves, created the illusion that we looked out onto waving fields of grain. The gold plates, knives and spoons sets, following the harvest theme, were decorated with sheaves of wheat. The gold wine goblets had ivory inlays, depicting satyrs chasing nymphs through vineyards. The soft yellow sheen continued onto the furnishings with dusty gold cushions covering each of the three couches arranged around the central table.

Yes. This room was as good as a recent bank statement. The harvest had been very good indeed.

Domitia and Gaius took the place of honour on the middle couch. Lurco Rabirius was already lounging on the one to their left. Pairs of slaves, all dressed in the same ochre cloth, stood behind each of the couches, ready to serve. Guess they were meant to represent the Earth, not the more expensive metal.

Alexander and a young dark-haired girl stood behind the empty one on the right. Before I could reach them, Lurco patted the space beside him with one hairy paw and belted out an order. ‘Get over here, girly. I’ll feed you something long and tasty.’ He laughed at his own joke.

My lip curled. No-one had talked to me like that for a very long time. Lurco was a thick-set man, greasy, with a wandering eye. His fat, bull neck didn’t suit his rich clothing. And neither did his speech.

Domitia looked bored, while Gaius watched Lurco with ill-concealed loathing. I decided to ignore him and reclined across my couch. He responded by rubbing himself and blowing me a kiss with the same hand.

I sat up …

‘Lurco,’ Domitia cut in warningly. ‘Bellona may not understand your …’ She searched for words, ‘Unique sense of humour.’

Lurco blinked once, at her rebuke. Eyelids dropped slowly down, then rolled up again — like a reptile’s. His expression changed in that instant from lolling buffoon to something more primal. Predatory.

Domitia caught the change too. Her face fixed into a menacing glare.

Lurco immediately reverted to the buffoon. ‘Come on, Domitia. I’m just appreciating your new fighter. That’s what she is, isn’t she?’

‘Look better than yours, Lurco?’ asked Gaius, gloating.

When I saw Domitia had the twin expression, I realised I’d been invited to dinner for a reason. They were showing me off to Lurco. But why?

Lurco ignored Gaius to scratch his behind. Then he sniffed at his fingers. Oh, this was going to be some dinner.

Domitia, repulsed by Lurco’s manners, immediately clapped her hands and the servants behind each couch moved forward. The girl to my left filled my wine goblet, at the same time Alexander presented me with a bowl of scented water and a soft towel. I wiped my hands while he stood with his eyes lowered. He was using the same ‘invisible man’ stance as the others, but how long would that last?


I stopped worrying about that once the food was served. Ptomaine poisoning seemed more of an issue.

The appetisers were served to us individually, each in the shape of a small pyramid — as a compliment to me, Gaius said. Again more gloating, but Lurco refused to react. Fat green olives sat on top of a layer of snails in honey, below were pastry-covered birds, on a foundation of short round sausages seasoned with pomegranate seeds. At least that’s what Domitia said they were. I just ate the olives.

Lurco, meanwhile, was providing a floorshow all of his own. He ate like a pig, the excess hanging from his lips, and he drank so fast the wine dribbled down his neck. The slave next to his seat had to continually mop him down like some kind of oversized baby. The pity was that every time she reached over him he pushed her tunic up and fondled her as though she was some kind of human hand towel.

I found myself gripping my knife like a dagger. I couldn’t sit by and watch him maul her. The girl was really distressed, though trying to hide it. If he touched her one more time I was going to drag him outside by his stringy hair.

But before it could come to that, Horace had replaced the serving girl with an older man on the pretext that the girl, now covered in Lurco’s grease and slobber, was too grubby to serve at the table. Lurco didn’t seem to notice or, more likely, was wary of alienating Domitia again. But he looked around for more entertainment. When I ignored his offensive jibes, he began eyeing Alexander.

Fortunately the next course arrived before Lurco could try anything, and his digestive tract focus took over again.


It was a blue, pottery dolphin on an enormous platter, which virtually covered the whole table. Out of the dolphin’s mouth spurted a thin stream of smelly brown-grey liquid.

One look at it and I grabbed Alexander’s arm, pulling him down to my level. ‘What is that?’

‘Liquamen. It’s a sauce made from fermented fish entrails.’ The look on my face made his eyes narrow slightly in what could have been carefully controlled amusement.

‘Of course.’ I steeled myself to look back at the dolphin. No wonder it was vomiting.

The tidbits that surrounded it were equally revolting, and Domitia described them in way too much detail. Around the bottom of the dolphin was an array of pastry-covered testicles, stuffed sow’s udders, and other various intestinal meats. They were piled there ready for dipping in the spewing sauce. Claiming I had to stay light for the fight tomorrow I passed on that course. Domitia approved.

Vegetarianism was starting to look good for many reasons.

For the main course a long narrow table was placed at the front of the room, and carvers filed in to stand behind it. They began juggling their blades, waiting for instruction.

The first food sculpture brought in was a giant fish somehow springing out of an artificially coloured pastry rock pool, and surrounded by oysters and sea urchins in their shells. Oysters? Hmm. Not a good risk in any era.

The head carver symbolically delivered the killing blow before slicing. His manoeuvres revealed that inside the giant fish were successively smaller fish. The last one was stuffed with seasoned fish eggs.


The next sculpture was a roast wild pig raising its tusks to disembowel a hunter made of cake. The pig had tiny herb-stuffed suckling pigs hanging off its undercarriage, and the hunter’s entrails were made of honey figs.

When the carver sliced the neck of the roast pig, a rain of fried snails fell out.

Hmmm. I may never eat again.

The last sculpture was a stuffed peacock in all its brilliant blue-and-green-feathered glory, sitting on a nest of egg-like pastries containing chicken embryos. When its neck was cut a songbird flew out.

Better not think about what it had been doing while it was in there.

The worst course was the final savoury meal, which was fried bear paws complete with the claws. Lurco used a claw to pick his teeth while he burped his appreciation. He was a mess, covered in food stains and slurring his words, but I didn’t underestimate him. Every now and again, his little piggy eyes would look over at me and speculate.

There hadn’t been much dinner conversation, both Domitia and Gaius had seemed put off by Lurco’s eating habits. But when he’d finished spitting out the food that he had stuck between his teeth, Lurco lay on his side and demanded, ‘So, Domitia, when am I going to see Andromache? I’ve heard about what she can do. Is it true?’

Domitia just nodded.

‘And is she as beautiful as they say?’

‘Yes. But she has mutilated feet,’ added Gaius, with distaste.

‘Really?’ From his prurient expression Lurco obviously didn’t feel the same way. ‘Mutilated in what way?’


Domitia ostentatiously ignored his question, but it made the hair on the back of my neck rise.

Gaius caught my look. He said pompously, ‘Lurco specialises in distorti.’

Lurco grinned at my cold expression. He lay sprawled across the cushions opposite me, with more of himself exposed than was needed. He looked pleased that the conversation had finally come around to his favourite topic. Himself.

Gaius took my silence for ignorance. ‘Distorti are misshapen slaves. They’ve become very fashionable in Rome in recent years.’

This piece of shit dealt in disabled slaves? My hands automatically went into fists. I was very close to having Lurco on the floor, with my fist down his throat. I felt Alexander tense as well.

I looked up. He was watching Lurco too, the hate written in neon lights across his face.

I tapped the side of his knee. He knelt. ‘Calm down, Alexander,’ I whispered. ‘If anyone else sees your expression they’ll punish you.’

He dodged my eyes, nodded curtly and stood.

Lurco, meanwhile, had decided to run with the topic. ‘I got into the niche market at the start and made a financial killing. My produce fetches top price at the market.’ He burped. ‘And I do special orders.’

‘What? You have your own pool of human waste?’ Gaius was only disgusted with Lurco because he dealt in damaged goods.

‘I have scouts out around the countryside looking for freaks. And,’ he said proudly, ‘I have my own production system as well.’

I couldn’t stop myself from asking, ‘What d’you mean “production system”?’


‘I’m investing in the future. The demand hasn’t peaked yet, so now I’ve started working with root stock.’ Then he smirked at his wit.

It was clear, even to me, that he was talking about mutilating children.

‘I have special boxes made, so I can fill private commissions. The richer they are the more monstrous they like ’em.’

Everything went red. I picked up my knife again. This time I was going to use it.

Before I could move, Alexander had dropped straight down to land in a kneel at my side, blocking my way off the lounge. He pretended to brush away some non-existent crumbs, whilst carefully shielding everyone’s view of my hand. ‘If you even threaten Lurco … he’ll have you killed,’ he whispered into my cheek. ‘Don’t take him on, you won’t win.’

I turned to stare at his profile, just inches away. A few minutes before, I’d been the one stopping Alexander from lunging over the dinner table to attack Lurco.

I took a deep breath.

He had a point. I had another responsibility to fulfil, and until that was done I was going to have to watch my temper. I put down the knife. Alexander stood and moved back behind my couch.

Domitia commanded Horace, ‘Bring Andromache down now.’

Lurco licked his lips. ‘So how much did you pay for her in the end?’

Pre-empting Domitia, Gaius scoffed, ‘More than you’ll ever see in a lifetime.’

Lurco eyed him lazily, ‘And what happened to the sister? Did you ever find out?’

‘No,’ Domitia took a sip of her wine. ‘She was never found.’


‘What were they called? The …’

‘The Gallic Pearls,’ Gaius cut in, full of himself. ‘More precious than gold. Dwarf twin sisters from Gaul, each with different occult powers. Andromeda could heal with a touch …’

‘Yeah, yeah. And Andromache can see the future. Everyone knows the legend,’ Lurco, not liking the little history lesson, had interrupted to supply the bit he did know. But his curiosity got the better of him. ‘I thought they both died in Egypt. With Cleopatra?’

‘Andromeda may have. But Andromache was smuggled past Augustus’ troops by one of the court sorcerers. He took her to Parthia. To the king. That’s where she’s been …’

With the sound of footsteps, our eyes all swung to the doorway.

Horace carried Andromache into the room on a lapis lazuli and silver embroidered cushion, just as if she was some kind of exotic pet. He placed her, cushion and all, on a stool carved in the form of a crouching tiger, which now stood at the foot of the dining table. It put her on the same eye level as the rest of us, her gaze no less penetrating than that of the real version of the jungle cat on whose back she now rested.

A tiny woman, well below normal height even for this era, she was perfectly formed with blue eyes, red hair and chalk-white skin. Between her physical appearance and her forceful expression she seemed like a powerful fairy queen who’d dropped in to deliver a curse whilst on her way to somewhere better. Without doing a thing she had us all waiting for her first words. Even Domitia had shut up.

It was very strange for a slave to have such a sobering effect on these particular people.


Andromache surveyed the room with an air of profound cynicism. Everyone here was lacking in her world-weary eyes. Then, without warning, her expression changed, as though she’d caught some intriguing scent. She turned to stare straight at me, her heavy-lidded blue eyes transformed from cynical to curious. Very curious indeed.

I stiffened. She knew. I don’t know how, but she knew about me.

‘Why have you come here?’ she demanded. She’d ignored everyone else to focus on me.

Lurco, petulant at the lack of attention, whined to Domitia, ‘So what can this little bitch really do? Other than warm cushions with her backside, and make small talk?’

Domitia ignored him. She was too busy watching Andromache watch me.

Andromache turned her stern gaze on Lurco. He was smirking at her as he lounged back on his cushions. Now that he had her undivided attention he tried to intimidate her. ‘You remind me of a little peach I had a few years ago. She was a tasty one.’ He licked his lips, then said, ‘While she lasted.’

He waited, so very pleased with his cruel wit, for a reaction. It was becoming obvious that Lurco liked a little fear to season his more intimate social interactions.

Surprisingly, the tiny woman was unafraid; on the contrary she returned his gaze with a look as sharp as a knife. As though she knew something he didn’t. And it was going to happen soon.

Lurco was completely disconcerted by her lack of reaction, his mouth slightly open in disbelief. He must be used to grovelling pleas for mercy from his targets. He didn’t know what to make of her, but then neither did I. What was going on here? And what did she know about me?

As Lurco remained silent, trying to work out what little plum of wit to come out with next, Andromache directed her next statement to Domitia. ‘I suppose you expect me to entertain you?’ Her voice was low, deep even, each word said with a complete lack of respect.

Domitia chose to ignore the provocation, saying, ‘Lurco wants to go first.’

Andromache’s eyes glinted. Gaius and Domitia exchanged a mocking glance; they were enjoying a very private joke at Lurco’s expense.

Lurco, angry at the way he was being excluded but unwilling to confront his powerful host, threatened the little slave instead, ‘You’d better not waste my time, bitch. So make it good!’

Horace looked to his mistress for guidance, and when she nodded, he clapped his hands. Two male servants carried in a high table and placed it directly in front of Andromache. A third female servant entered carrying a large jewelled box and placed it on the left side of the table. After a nod from Andromache, the three bowed to us and backed out of the room.

‘What is it you think you want to know?’ The way Andromache said it inferred that Lurco would be taking a great risk in giving her an answer.

He merely crossed his arms and, in a venomous tone, said, ‘I don’t believe you can do anything.’

Domitia’s patience came to an abrupt end and she sat up. ‘Lurco! You said that this is what you want. So get on with it!’

Gaius smirked at Domitia’s display of temper, and taunted their guest, ‘If you want to test her why don’t you just ask her a question to which you already know the answer? She has other talents besides telling the future.’

Lurco, realising he had overstepped the mark, kept quiet while he struggled to find a suitably difficult question. When he’d evidently struck on an idea he liked his puffy face remobilised along more crafty lines. ‘I know,’ he said smugly. ‘Tell me what I was just thinking?’

Andromache had been watching him carefully the whole time. As though he was some kind of insect she’d been paid to study. She opened the box in front of her and, one by one, took out four large dice, each larger than my fist. There were Egyptian-style figures painted on the sides of each die.

As one, we all leant closer to her chair.

‘Each face of the dice is a page from the Book of Thoth, the Egyptian god of wisdom,’ explained Andromache. ‘It tells the story of our existence, from birth to death, from darkness to light. To roll the dice is a serious matter,’ she warned Lurco. ‘You will gain knowledge. But in doing so you will also be judged.’

She gathered up the four dice, two balanced on each tiny hand, and focused on Lurco. She rolled them, shutting her eyes as soon as they hit the table. Though thrown with some force the dice merely twirled around on their points for a moment and dropped. We all leant forward to view the results.

It was not good.

I looked over at Lurco; he was shifting on his lounge, uneasy.

The four pictures formed a horrible story, each contributing its own little jagged edge to the overall message.

The first picture seemed innocuous enough. The main figure was Pharaoh surrounded by all the symbols of his Earthly authority. He wore the double crown, held the crook and flail crossed across his chest, and sat on the winged throne of Isis. Looming over his splendour was the sombre shadow of the Great Pyramid. The Egyptian symbol of eternal life. The words underneath the picture said ‘The Power of the Hand’.

The second picture was of a black figure about to step off the top of a cliff. Beneath their feet was a dark, bottomless chasm. The title was ‘The Abyss’.

These first two pictures evoked a mixture of emotions, but it was the last two that were unnerving. The third picture showed a group of people dancing in a circle. They were all either hysterically laughing or crying. It was hard to tell which, as their features were stretched in a kind of rictus. Each figure was stabbing or hitting the person ahead of them in the circle. The image was designated ‘Consequences’.

The face of the final die was the worst of all. It was called ‘Addiction’. A man was sitting at a dinner table surrounded by plates of food and drink, but instead he was greedily chewing off his own hand. He was eating with such relish it was hard to look at.

Andromache opened her eyes and, without looking down at the dice, said, ‘Her face will be the first thing you see, Lurco. She will be there when Anubis decides your fate.’

I knew that the jackal-headed god decided the fate of the dead by weighing their hearts on a set of scales. So she was talking about Lurco’s death.

At first he just blinked rapidly then started to shake, his eyes darting around the room as though searching the shadows. In those few, short words Andromache had evidently ripped open the gate to Lurco’s deepest fears.


Domitia and Gaius both watched Lurco’s disintegration with expressions of gleeful horror, hugging the pleasure to them. Seeing their response, Lurco became angry, the hot, sharp emotion helping him to get back in control. He turned on the attack and spat out, ‘That could mean anything, you little bitch. You don’t know anything, so don’t try and con me.’

Hmm. She had been vague …

Holding his gaze Andromache simply replied, ‘She was so young, Lurco, and so afraid. She pleaded, but you’d set your mind against all considerations but your own pleasure. When you finished you hid the body in the sea cave and your parents mourned her loss until their death.’

Lurco looked scared, but defiant. If this was all true then there was no repentance here.

‘That decision, that action, has moulded your life,’ she said, with complete knowledge and authority. ‘Without releasing that burden, without a commitment to reparation, you will die as a consequence of that addiction.’ Lurco’s face flickered with fear. She sat back, judgement finalised. ‘It is your choice and your fate. There will be no other warning.’

The blood drained out of Lurco’s now taut face. He looked like a cadaver.

Leaving him to consider his future, Andromache directed her gaze to me. ‘Traveller,’ she said. ‘What is it you need to know?’

After seeing her take Lurco apart so accurately, the temptation to ask about Victoria was very strong. But Domitia was far too interested. At Andromache’s words she had leant forward with bright inquisitive eyes.

I didn’t trust this whole set-up; maybe they’d found out about Lurco’s sister some other way and were using it to undermine him? He was still sitting there, staring at the wall opposite. What a way to manipulate your business competition. Invite them to eat their fill, pour on the wine, and then wham, bring out the so-called psychic to perform emotional surgery at the dinner table.

Domitia was curious. ‘Why don’t you ask about the fight, gladiatrix? Surely that is your prime concern?’ She tilted her head on one side. ‘Or do you have something else on your mind?’

Andromache intervened, forestalling the inquisition. ‘Why don’t we just see what they want to tell her?’ Then before I could respond she rolled the dice.

The four dice spun, dropped and revealed a very different scene to Lurco’s, but they were still disturbing in a way that was hard to explain. If Andromache was going to visit my past in the same way she’d dredged through Lurco’s, then we were all in for a big surprise.

The first die showed a half-open eye. With stars twinkling in the black pupil like a mini cosmos. It was entitled ‘Awakening’. The second was ‘Justice’, with Anubis, the noble dog-headed god, holding his scales. Well I was certainly seeking that.

The third one was more puzzling; I wasn’t sure how to interpret it at all. It showed a golden ball streaming light onto the world. It was called ‘The Power of the Essence’.

The last face was Isis. Winged Isis. A beautiful woman wearing a horned crown and with her feathered limbs outstretched about to take flight. The title was simply, ‘The Protector’.

Domitia whispered something to Gaius, but he just shrugged.

Andromache opened her eyes.

Domitia cut in. ‘Will she will win her fight tomorrow?’


Andromache deliberately ignored her question. Instead she picked up the die showing Isis and twisted it to face me. ‘She knows you. And she knows your goddess.’

‘My goddess? I, I don’t have a …’ I stuttered, her words had caught me off-guard. ‘What do you mean?’

‘The deliverer of all who suffer.’ I stopped breathing, but she continued naming the names. ‘The hearer of all cries for help. The one called Lotus Heart.’ That was Yuki’s favourite name for Kannon, the goddess of compassion.

Andromache smiled. She knew she’d hit the spot. That I’d listen to her now.

‘You must remember everything I tell you,’ she demanded. ‘You have made this long journey because Isis chose it to be so. She has led you here from your earliest days.’ Seeing my confusion she picked up a different die in her other hand. The one showing Anubis.

‘Isis sent him to you. To bring you here.’ She pushed the die towards me. ‘Does he look familiar?’

I stared at the picture of the Egyptian god. The dog god. The black dog god. The black dog stared out at me!

I jerked my head up to her eyes. Images flooded my brain. The dog that wandered into Yuki’s house after I was found and never left. Spud lying under my desk. The photo of Celeste by the pool holding …

She nodded. ‘That’s right. He came for you.’ She put that die back on the table, reverently, face up.

‘Now listen to me, girl.’ Andromache’s face was tense with her desire to make sure I understood. ‘When the time comes, do not give up! No matter what happens! No matter if there is no way through. Pursue this to the very end.’


She held up the die with Winged Isis on it again, and repeated. ‘Remember! To the very end!’

The eyes of the goddess seemed to stare out at me just as the dog god’s had.

‘Isis is there now. Waiting for you.’

 

The second Andromache finished speaking, Domitia threw herself into a violent, no-holds-barred tantrum. Gaius had managed to steer Lurco up and off his lounge and out of the room before she began throwing things. But I’d had to stay and take it. Fortunately she was a lousy shot and I was good at ducking.

I didn’t know why Andromache’s speech to me had leveraged itself under her thick hide until I left, escorted at a trot by Horace. I could hear Domitia demanding of Andromache, ‘What d’you mean, Isis is waiting for … her!’

The last word was screamed.

I didn’t catch the answer. But Andromache’s words had completely thrown me, too. Back at the villa, I lit some oil lamps and sat on my bed wondering what on earth had just happened in there.

Alexander stalked in the door before I could reach any conclusions, wearing his usual thundercloud expression. Horace had ordered him to sleep in my quarters. Whether it was meant as a sexual favour to me, or worked as surveillance for Domitia I didn’t know. But I was not happy about it, and he seemed just as disgusted. After working out where he’d put his bedding, that was under the window and as far away from me as possible, we’d ignored each other.

I ended up sitting outside, by the fountain, with one of the oil lamps flickering next to me. I watched the lights go out in the main house one by one. This place was crazyland! I couldn’t tell what on earth was going to come at me next, so I could only react as it did. I really needed a better plan.

What if I just went up to Domitia’s bedroom with the Glock and had a quiet but firm chat with her about where the Hierophant lived? Would I then be able to make it out of the house and past the guards at the gate if I took her hostage?

Hmm. The answer to that was a definite no. I only had fifteen bullets, and no-one was going to find the gun threatening enough without explicit examples. Could I shoot five or more innocent people? Most probably slaves? No. So might as well not start down that path. And I wasn’t sure she knew enough about the Hierophant’s movements to be able to find him tonight anyway.

The choice was clear. I had to stay here and go through with this farce. For the moment.

The other thing that kept rolling around my mind was Andromache’s message. How could she possibly know so much about Yuki’s bodhisattva? Or the black dogs? What was that about?

And why did she claim Isis had brought me here? As if Isis was real. And made plans that stretched thousands of years into the future? Isiacs had certainly sent me through the portal. Was that what she meant?

I shook my head. I wasn’t thinking straight. I don’t believe in psychics. Never have. Never will.

I couldn’t find any easy answers and certainly none that made sense to me, so I just pushed it all away.

I twisted to look back at the bedroom; Alexander still had his lamp burning. When I left he’d been staring straight up at the ceiling, thinking. Which was a worry, given the gigantic chip on his shoulder that he kept trying to ram into the people around him.


Did he want to die? I shrugged that question off too.

What I needed to do was sleep. But I couldn’t yet. I needed to act. To expend some more energy first. Do something.

I felt like running through the city, yelling Victoria’s name. But all that was really left to do was search the rest of Victoria’s phactor. I’d gone through the files related to the mission when I was preparing to meet Valerius, but not the other stuff. And that included a locked file that required a password.

My mind kept slipping back to that locked file. What would Victoria want to carry around with her and keep secure? Financial details? A diary? Or something else?

I picked up my oil lamp and went back inside. I lifted the bag out from under my bed and rifled through. The phactor was still there, stuck up the leg of my jeans. Not much security, but there was no complimentary hotel safe with this room. I pulled it out, checking to see what Alexander was doing before slipping it into the front of my shawl top. He was still lying on his back and studying the ceiling. I ignored him and went back outside.

The locked file didn’t even have a title, just an eight-digit number. I stared at the digits 81753298? Nah. I couldn’t guess what that could possibly stand for, and I was no cryptographic genius. So that meant I had to find the password instead.

What kind of password would Victoria use? Everyone else uses birthdays, pet’s names, certain common words like God and sex … But Victoria was a cop, she knew all that. So what would she use?

The immediate answer was ‘one no-one else could possibly know’. Including me. It mightn’t even be a word at all, just a configuration of letters and numbers.


Hmm. Think! Think!

I had nothing else to do, so I tried everything I could come up. The date Celeste went missing. The meanings of the name ‘Celeste’… etc. But nothing worked. I simply did not know enough about Victoria to pick it.

Maybe there was a clue hidden in her other files? I went back to the general directory and sighed. Not much to go on here. Besides the NTA mission, there wasn’t too much else. Just a playlist of music and what looked like a photo collection.

Curiosity made me flick open the photo collection. Maybe it’d give me a window into Victoria’s life, hint at a key word I could use. All the files seemed to have place names above them. New York, San Francisco, Half Moon Bay …

I opened the first one, a file named Abbeville. Inside was a video piece, entitled ‘Eighteenth Birthday’. I turned it on and the screen lit up with the image of an outdoorsy man in his mid-forties, sinewy, with dark hair and dark laughing eyes. He was using an old cane fishing pole to pull a fish out of a willow-filled creek. He said, straight into the camera in a honeyed Cajun accent, ‘Well, cherie, this here one’s for you.’

The microphone had caught the reply. A girl’s giggle and a cheeky, ‘I can catch my own catfish, Pa. And bigger too!’ A girl’s voice, full of mischief and life, not the deep, cold professional one I’d heard on the documentary.

Victoria at eighteen.

The man grinned, showing white, but not quite straight, front teeth. He said, ‘You sure can, Vicky. You can do anything.’

The recording cut out and I stared at the blank screen. So that was her dad? Celeste’s grandfather. Constan had said Victoria had family in Louisiana. And from that accent Abbeville might be there. This was an old recording, was her father still alive? Did he know she was missing? What a sad thought.

Sitting here quietly, paused in the chase, I knew the chances were that Victoria was not my mother. After what Des had found in that homestead in Kanangra-Boyd … well, who else could the dead Russian woman be? The coincidence was just too great. But Victoria’s old recording had given me the taste of home and family that I needed right now. Something to anchor me to my real time. This sojourn would pass. I would get through this, and go home.

I missed Des. But he’d be there when I got back. I’d hang onto that.

Now I could sleep.
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THE FIGHT



It was close to dawn and time to get ready for the fight. The house slaves were already up. Two of them were outside cleaning twigs and leaves out of the fountain and sweeping the courtyard. In a city that couldn’t rely on a central power grid, daylight was precious.

Alexander was lying on his back with his hands behind his head. When he saw me rise, he rolled over and got to his feet too. Without words we started gearing up for the amphitheatre. Midway through, Freckle and another boy arrived with a simple breakfast of olive bread, goat cheese and water for us to share.

We’d turned our backs while getting changed. Alexander had pulled on a fresh dark blue slave tunic. I wore the black leather skirt and a laced leather vest over a red under-tunic that fell to my knees. Horace had sent down more clothes and armour with Freckle. On my feet I wore black, knee-high, lace-up boots and above them matching knee and elbow pads. I looked like I was going rollerblading in hell. I covered everything with my cloak. I was sure to be harassed if I didn’t.


I’d pondered how to best carry the gun and phactor, I certainly wasn’t going anywhere without them, but they couldn’t be easily slotted into any part of my gladiatrix gear. No pockets. Nowhere to stow them. I ended up putting them back in the side pocket of my shoulder bag and slinging it over my shoulder. Alexander was carrying my armour and weapons. I didn’t know who I’d be fighting, so I packed everything that could be of use. He gave the shoulder bag a curious glance, but was smart enough to mind his own business.

We were scheduled to meet Gaius in the stone amphitheatre on the Field of Mars, just outside the city walls. Alexander had trained in the same place so he led the way. The Field of Mars didn’t look anything like the old army training ground it’d once been, instead the amphitheatre was surrounded by fine, new monuments and temples, with adjacent building sites full of busy workmen. Yuppification, if I had to guess.

The amphitheatre itself was a bit of a surprise. Alexander hadn’t reacted to the sight at all, so I was guessing this morning was a regular event. It was an oval-shaped stadium about two storeys high. But literally every square inch was covered in graffiti. Different coloured chalks. Different writing styles. But a startling similarity in the messages.

A quick read showed that the gladiators were big favourites with the crowd waiting outside the double gates, and not just for their martial talents either. One diagram outlined the particular attributes of a fighter called Felix in what had to be greatly magnified detail. With the author’s favourite bits highlighted, of course. If it was true to scale then his intimate friends were in trouble. Nearby, a slave was cleaning off a more politically sensitive message about Augustus’ granddaughter Julia, but no-one seemed to care about the gladiator stuff. Guess this kind of fan mail was good advertising.

Entry was via iron gates that opened straight onto the arena. We had to wait there while the guards checked our names. Security was tight because we were not the only ones wanting to get in. A crowd of fans of all ages and classes was chanting the names of their favourite fighters through the bars. One of the younger ones, a boy, seemed to recognise Alexander, but before he could do anything the guards let us through. I searched Alexander’s face, but as usual he was keeping his thoughts to himself. The guards recognised him immediately, greeting him with open affection. While they stood talking I looked around.

The men — and it was only men — were from every corner of the Empire. Every colour and body type. They were all stripped down to leather skirts, like the one I was wearing, and lifting weights. According to Valerius the men here, the Ludi, were Augustus’ own fighters, and this amphitheatre was their home ground. They were supposed to be the cream of the cream.

The arena was noisy and crowded, with dust rising up everywhere, but I managed to pick out Gaius. He was in the centre, talking to two men. As we passed through the crowd some of them yelled out to us. Mostly they greeted Alexander, but some sounded like they wanted to fight me. Given their slurred foreign accents they may have wanted to do something else entirely.

Nothing like trying to intimidate the competition — especially a woman. I knew exactly what the boys were doing.

Gaius was listening with a bored air to his two companions argue. They stopped briefly to let him introduce me. The shorter man was Cerebus, the Ludi head-trainer. He was only five foot tall, but as wide with muscle as he was high. And he was covered in scars. His left thigh looked as though something with very large teeth had tried to bite it off. The marks left by the stitches used to sew him back together were still gruesomely obvious.

Cerebus looked me up and down, front and back like a racehorse he was thinking of buying, and then barked a terse hello. Barking seemed to be the only way he communicated. Just the volume changed. The other man, of middle height with thick blond hair, was carrying a helmet and sword. He looked in his mid-twenties, just a little older than me. Gaius introduced him as Felix. I silently wondered if he was the one from the graffiti diagram. He was polite at our introduction, but obviously itching to get back into the argument again.

‘Get Dimitri out of here. Lucius will take him apart,’ said Felix in a low, harsh voice.

‘Fuck that!’ Cerebus was emphatic. ‘’e has to train with someone. Lucius knows that ’e’ll be punished if ’e does it again.’

‘Ball’s juice.’ The reply jarred in translation. ‘He’ll be protected no matter what he does! He’s never been punished in the past, and he never will be.’ Felix stuck his finger in the trainer’s face. ‘You know as well as I do that he’s got friends in high places and they’ll use their influence to protect him. Put me in instead, I’ll teach him a lesson.’ He smacked the sword hanging on his belt for emphasis.

‘No, you bloody idiot! I’ve got Plautius Sulla’s word this time. ’e’s ordered that Dimitri go through with the fight. I’ve got no fucking choice.’

‘At least make them use the wooden weapons.’


‘They have to use live blades. The fight stops once one of them is down.’ He looked over Felix’s shoulder. ‘’ere they come now.’

At that Felix threw his helmet on the ground and swore.

Two men in leather skirts walked towards us. I was relieved to recognise their fighting gear. One of my worries was that they’d pair me with someone using a style I didn’t know.

By this era, gladiators had been a major part of Roman life for centuries. It was now a business. A very lucrative business. And a highly trained profession. To cut down on losing expensive fighters, Augustus had put limits on the number of fights to the death, but they happened anyway.

You’d be a fool to take professional fighters lightly, especially if they potentially fought to the death on a regular basis. Whatever their style, such fighters develop tricks to win, to stay alive, to dodge costly injuries. And they were usually down-and-dirty ones.

The younger man was a retiarius. A trident in one hand and a weighted net in the other, he had a dagger in his belt, and his only armour was a leather shoulder guard. The second fighter looked like a samnite, a swordsman. He wore upper torso armour, a metal helmet and carried a Roman short sword in his right hand and a long shield in his left. Roman fighters were usually paired from different fighting styles and weapon types. It made it more interesting, as each had their own techniques and strategies. The unprotected retiarius was usually a nimble opponent for the heavily armoured swordsman.

The retiarius was of slender build, but taller than his partner. His face was white, with sweat running down his neck. He was terrified. The swordsman was heavily built — medium height, but square with it. He deliberately walked a pace behind the younger man, no doubt to further intimidate him. It seemed to be working.

Gaius whispered to me that the older man was Lucius — one of the better-known gladiators in Rome. As soon as they reached Cerebus the whole Ludi stopped training, and silently gathered round us. Their faces were grim, as though they themselves were about to fight. The combatants saluted Cerebus and then turned to face each other. Cerebus shouted for them to start and they began circling. The crowd immediately began shouting encouragement to Dimitri, and deriding his opponent.

‘Beat that sack of shit,’ someone yelled.

Another added, ‘You can do it, Dimitri. Stick a fork in him, he’s done!’

Lucius brought his sword down with a heavy clang upon Dimitri’s defensively poised trident. The blow sent Dimitri backwards, while Lucius followed swinging his sword up ready for another blow. The pattern continued on. Lucius attacking with heavy swipes of the sword. Dimitri retreating, using his trident to hold off the blade and his speed to get out of the way.

It was brutal, direct and no holds barred. The swordsman basically just cut and thrust. He used his superior weight to beat down his opponent’s defence, and then hack at whatever bits of body came within range. No delicate wrist movements, like fencing in eighteenth-century Italy. And it was nowhere near as complex as samurai sword technique.

This kind of fight was all about speed, body strength and dirty tricks. That, and sheer nerve — which the retiarius had lost already. As well as his sword Lucius used his shield and his feet to attack. Repeatedly, he tried to break Dimitri’s knee with a punishing forward kick while Dimitri was holding him off, but to no avail.

Yet.

Dimitri was strong and moved well, but his fear had eroded any chance he had of using his native technique. Sometimes terror works miracles — just as a cornered animal fights more fiercely. But here it was clearly working against Dimitri. He was constantly reacting rather than attacking, and when an opportunity to snare Lucius opened up he was too afraid to take the risk. If Dimitri had taken the initiative he could have used his agility and longer reach to his advantage. He could have won. But he didn’t believe he could.

Lucius was formidable, but he had his weaknesses. His body was covered in scars, but the worst appeared in the same two places on the left side. Lucius had a strong right arm and weaker left. Good on attack, but not on defence with the shield.

And he didn’t move well, he had weak balance and a stiff torso. Driving forward was his strength. Turning and twisting just put him off-balance. No doubt he was used to battering all his opponents into the ground with his strong right arm, rather than out-manoeuvring them.

He was a human bulldozer.

After twenty minutes of slash and bash, Dimitri was growing tired just repelling Lucius’ blows. Every time the sword hit his trident he absorbed the blow, jarring his arms and body into jelly. Finally Lucius decided to end his sport and kicked his opponent’s feet out from under him.

He lunged on top of Dimitri.

Cerebus shouted for the trainers that ringed them to move in and stop the fight, but before they could do anything Lucius had chopped straight into the younger man’s right upper arm, cutting through the muscle and into the bone.

The retiarius’ agonised scream bought the partisan crowd erupting forward.

The trainers held the crowd back as Cerebus reached down and grabbed Lucius by the hair, pulling him off Dimitri.

Cerebus was seething with rage. He punched Lucius to the ground, but the swordsman just lay there laughing. Felix knelt down to look after Dimitri and arranged for him to be carried off on a stretcher.

Lucius got up, wiping the blood off his face from where Cerebus had hit him. But he wasn’t worried. At all.

Felix tried to get at him, but Cerebus moved between them first.

Felix shouted, ‘Let me fight him — you know he won’t be punished. Dimitri will never fight again. Now he’ll die in the salt mines.’

‘No, Felix!’ Cerebus shook his head. ‘I’ve been promised the fucker will be punished this time. Trust me!’

Lucius smirked at Felix.

Felix lunged around Cerebus, but the trainers pulled him back.

‘Put the fucker in the cage until judgement tonight,’ spat out Cerebus. Two trainers stepped forward, hooked Lucius’ arms and started dragging him out of the arena. Lucius was laughing.

‘Stop! Hold him,’ I said, pushing through the crowd to stand in front of Cerebus. The men, still boiling with their desire for revenge, had to be pushed back from following Lucius off the field. ‘I’m scheduled to fight this morning.’ I pointed at Lucius. ‘Let me fight him.’

If I had to fight one of the Ludi, then Lucius was a reasonable choice. I had just one chance to impress Gaius and Cerebus beyond any doubt, and I had just gained the advantage of watching Lucius fight. He had a couple of features I could put to immediate use. He was over-confident and slow moving. No doubt he knew far more dirty tricks than he’d used already, but if I could make him angry enough he’d just attack without thinking. Lastly, he used the Roman sword, so there was less risk for me in using some of the special techniques I’d learnt.

Cerebus just looked at me as though I was mad.

‘Yes. Let the big bitch fight me. I’ll cut off something different this time,’ said Lucius. He was enjoying being the big bad wolf.

Alexander moved to my side to say quietly, ‘He only disabled Dimitri. But you’re not even a member of the Ludi. He will kill you.’

I ignored him. ‘Cerebus. You want to see him punished, give me the chance to do it for you.’

He considered me for a moment out of shrewd, old eyes. ‘You really believe you can win against this prick?’

I looked over at Lucius. He licked his lips and said, ‘I’ll stick it to you like you’ve never had it before, bitch.’ And blew me a kiss.

I looked back at Cerebus. ‘It would be a pleasure.’ And smiled my own wolf smile. Teeth and all.

Cerebus narrowed his eyes, then turned back to Gaius for his opinion. Gaius said nothing, just shrugged his shoulders.

‘’e’s yours then, love.’ Cerebus gestured for the crowd to move back.


While Lucius wiped the blood off his sword, I beckoned to Alexander. He moved forward with my leather and metal breastplate and sword. I just gave him my cloak and shoulder bag and waved him away. He was stunned.

I was depending on the others feeling that way too.

Then he whispered, ‘His left knee is weak. Kick that out and he won’t get up again.’

‘Thanks.’ I had other ideas in mind.

Alexander stood there, uneasy, but uncertain what else to say.

Bending to recheck the laces on my boots I considered my strategy.

The barehanded techniques specifically designed to counter a samurai sword attack would be appropriate. Lucius’ slash and bash style was different, but I’d seen enough to take the chance.

The key was to focus on his hands, and see the sword as merely their extension. As long as I kept my head I had the advantage. If I was unarmed Lucius would be even more reckless in his attack. Just lunge in and hack for all he was worth.

And that’s just what I wanted. With that heavy armour he’d be slower and easier to get off-balance. As long as I was mobile I had the advantage, but if he backed me into a corner, or got me on the ground, I’d be gone. He’d just stand there and cut me to pieces.

Cerebus called out, ‘Fighters, ready.’ The trainers stepped away from Lucius.

When he saw I was unarmed, Lucius snorted and threw his shield on the ground. Great. His over-confidence was already making my job easier.

Time to get him mad. I called out, ‘I don’t need any armour. But this tub of lard needs every inch of metal he can carry.’


The crowd was silent for a moment, exchanging dire glances. They didn’t know what to make of me. A madwoman had walked into their arena, and challenged their local bully to a fight. Unarmed.

And now I was taunting him?

‘Yes. I’m talking to you,’ I shouted as I circled him. ‘You bloated baboon. No! I take that back. It’s an insult to the monkeys!’

Lucius flushed, mouth open. When they all saw his reaction they started calling out their own insults.

Lucius stood there, confused. He wasn’t used to being treated this way. Not by a woman. And definitely not in front of the other men. He was a bully. And I’d called his bluff.

He turned a deeper violet-red, raising his sword to swipe me down where I stood.

I had to grin. A wiser fighter would’ve at least waited. Let me show my fighting pattern, and hence my weaknesses. He thought I was easy pickings, and just wanted to shut me up quickly.

Good.

I dodged out of the way, calling out insults as I went. He charged after me with his sword still raised. The crowd shouted encouragement, and added some more inventive insults of their own.

I let him chase me around the sand, dodging and weaving just inches in front of the point of his blade. Close enough, so every time he thought he finally had me. But each time I whirled away, allowing his heavy sword to flash past and contribute to his growing exhaustion.

I’d last practised this dance against a samurai sword that sounded like a razor blade cutting through the air. I knew it very well.

It wasn’t that long before he was stumbling in the dirt and panting. The derisive howls of laughter from the crowd each time he missed, drove him out of his mind. And after me yet again.

Then finally he was tired enough. And I was ready.

I slowed down to elicit one last major thrust.

He plunged his sword straight towards my mid torso. Trying to skewer me like a satay stick.

I moved slightly to my left and turned side-on, to allow his blade to slide past. As it did, I caught his wrist with my left hand bringing us shoulder to shoulder.

While he was plunging forward and off-balance, I twisted his wrist and sword back towards his body, and using my grip as a fulcrum swung him up off his feet and over backwards. I pulled the sword out of his grip with my right hand, just as his head hit the ground with the whole weight of his body and armour behind it.

Instant karma.

His own energy and weight returned to him in full. No blow I could have landed would’ve had the same impact as that kind of drop.

Rolling him onto his stomach, I kept a tight hold on the wristlock.

When he tried to lash out at me with his metal-tipped sandals, I allowed his own momentum to pop his arm completely out of its socket.

As he started screaming I broke it across my knee.

He’d never use that arm for crippling his opponents again. Or fighting.

Just like Dimitri.

Everyone had frozen around me, unsure of what’d just happened. The ending had been too fast, and they all now seemed to be groping for the action replay button.

Good. Hopefully, that should do it.


Cerebus watched Lucius rolling on the ground with grim satisfaction, then reluctantly called for another stretcher. They bundled Lucius off.

The crowd had mixed feelings, I could hear the whispers. Yes, Lucius had been punished. But a stranger had beaten one of their own. And a woman at that.

Felix had no doubts. He walked up to me, and clasped my right forearm to his. ‘Gladiatrix, you have my friendship. Whatever favour you may need from me, I will give. Thank you.’

The crowd watched us clasp arms, wavered, then started chanting, ‘Gladiatrix! Gladiatrix! Gladiatrix!’

Gaius looked around at the men, speechless. These were Augustus’ own fighters.

Time was precious. I pressed him. ‘Gaius. Do I take the oath?’

Cerebus looked over the crowd to Gaius, his face was creased in an unholy grin, ‘You’re lucky to get ’er, Master. Give ’er to me instead!’

I took the gladiator’s oath, then and there. With the whole Ludi as witnesses. Cerebus said the words and I repeated them.

‘I vow to serve as a true and faithful fighter under the laws of this land …’

After the first sentence Felix walked over and stood next to me. I glanced at his face. He nodded to me curtly, and then turned to Cerebus and began reciting the words with me.

Then all the retiarii moved behind us, and began shouting the oath.

Cerebus shouted the words back, and then the whole Ludi took up the chant. Together we roared the last lines, and I became Domitia’s sworn gladiatrix.

Temporarily, anyway.


Alexander watched us, face immobile. I moved back to him to take my bag.

He snapped, ‘Who are you?’

I didn’t reply.

 

‘So you did it?’ Valerius had Domitia’s contract spread out on his desk, busy checking the modifications she’d made.

‘As I told you, I still have to impress Plautius Sulla to get the initiation. But, when I left the amphitheatre, Gaius was heading back to the Crassus mansion for celebratory drinks with the boss.’ I’d sent Alexander home with him as I wanted to talk to Valerius in private. ‘So I’d take that as a good sign. Now. What news have you got for me?’

He hadn’t said anything about finding Victoria yet.

Valerius stopped gloating over the contract, and sat back to give me a serious answer. ‘As soon as you left yesterday I sent two of my best men over to the Iseum to check our contacts there.’ He shouted for his secretary to send in Rufus.

A chunky, middle-aged man, with sandy hair and faded brown eyes, trotted in. He stood at attention, shoulders back and hands clasped behind him. From that, and the number of old scars across his legs and forearms, I was betting he’d spent his early adult life in the legions.

Taking his cue from Valerius, Rufus recited his mission brief and then the results, ‘The two Iseum watchers we’d left posted there had no news to report, Sir. No-one of Mrs Bellona’s description had been seen in, or near the grounds of the Iseum, yesterday or today.’

He paused to check with Valerius, then said, ‘However. I was given to understand that there’s a good chance the lady in question may have gone in disguise. If that is the case, we have no sure way of knowing if she did, in fact, go there at all. That said,’ he coughed. ‘There have been no recent fights, or disturbances in, or near the Iseum. And given that Mrs Bellona is a gladiatrix and very able to defend herself, it would seem unlikely she’d have been abducted from there without a major disturbance.’ Rufus concluded his report by clicking his sandalled heels, and a curt, ‘Sir.’

Valerius dismissed him. I watched him leave. So, no news? But if she wasn’t at the Iseum where could she possibly be?

‘How good are your Iseum contacts?’ I needed to know if I could trust this information.

Valerius, miffed at my line of questioning, said, ‘We’ve had our own people there watching for any news about the Hierophant since Bellona hired me. In other words, the very best!’

I was starting to wonder about Valerius. Whether I’d made the right decision about following his advice. ‘You said to leave it all to your men, Valerius.’ Anger peppered my voice. ‘That if she could be found your people would do it. But you don’t have anything for me. Do you?’

‘No.’ He refused to be ruffled. ‘But she only went missing yesterday, and there are over a million people living in the city limits,’ he said, pointedly. ‘Don’t worry, Rufus is on top of it. He’s advertising a substantial reward for any information, and we have a team of professional man-hunters scouring the city for her. Don’t worry, we’ll find her.’

I stared at him. What other options did I have? I didn’t know this city at all. If she wasn’t at the Iseum, where else could I look?


I tried to refocus on the business at hand. ‘What about the craftsman that made the dagger? Anything on that?’

‘Actually, I have some very good news. We’d already shown the dagger to a number of expert craftsmen here in Rome, and none could tell us who made it. But …’ Valerius pulled the Isis dagger out of his desk drawer. ‘Yesterday, a man we hadn’t interviewed before showed us this.’

He turned the handle up to the light to show a tiny catch underneath the woman’s crown. When he flipped the catch, the crown dropped back. In the hollow inside was a small piece of thin material rolled into a tube. He pulled out the paper and carefully spread it on the desk.

‘It’s Egyptian papyrus.’ A border of the same repeated symbol framed the central text. It was a woman with wings spread, wearing a horned crown. The text was hieroglyphs. Valerius pointed to the winged woman. ‘It is one of the main images of Isis.’

I shivered. It was the exact same image that Andromache had shown me last night. Winged Isis. Unfortunately my transponder only dealt with Latin Latin. ‘You have to find someone to translate this. It could identify the owner of the dagger,’ I said. I knew a little about Egypt, but nothing much about its writing system.

‘Yes, I know.’ He patted the handle of the dagger. ‘It could be just the proof of a human sacrifice ritual that your mother was searching for. But we will have to be very careful. Most of the Egyptians in Rome are connected to the Isiacs in one way or another. I do know of someone who can help us, but it will take some time to get her to Rome.’ He started to put the papyrus back in the dagger.


‘No. Don’t put it away yet. I want to make a copy of the text. I’m going to visit the Iseum myself this afternoon, and it might come in handy.’ I couldn’t read the text myself, but I was betting someone at the Iseum could.

He shook his head. ‘Trust me, you won’t find anything there.’

‘Maybe not, but what else can I do? Tell me and I’ll do it.’ My patience, never my strong point, was on empty. ‘I can’t just sit around waiting.’

He pursed his lips, and said, ‘Nothing. There’s nothing else.’

‘I thought so.’ I pulled a spiral notebook and pen out of my shoulder bag, and started copying the hidden text.

Valerius said nothing, but when I glanced up he was staring at my pen. Now I’d really freaked him out. As long as he did his job he could just wonder, I couldn’t give him a reasonable explanation.
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DEALING WITH ALEXANDER



Before I’d even reached the front door Horace had swung it open and was waiting with a dignified, but warm look of welcome. Freckle was dancing around at his side, like an overexcited puppy. Horace bowed slightly, saying, ‘Congratulations, my lady. We’ve heard the excellent news.’

‘Thanks, Horace.’ I must’ve sounded strange, because his face wrinkled into a concerned, but silent question.

I didn’t answer.

After talking to Valerius I was tired and desperate. Victoria was out there somewhere, in trouble, and I just couldn’t get to her fast enough.

Freckle piped up instead, ‘Did you really kill all those gladiators, my lady?’

I blinked. In only one hour the story had changed completely. ‘Sorry to disappoint you, kid, but there was only one opponent, and no-one died.’

His pointed little face fell. ‘But you did fight barehanded?’ he insisted.


I nodded, and he clapped his hands.

Horace shushed Freckle to say, ‘Permit me, my lady, to tell you that the mistress is very pleased.’

‘I hope so.’ Well, at least some part of the plan to find Victoria was working.

‘May I also remind you that Master Philemon will be holding another rehearsal today. After lunch. I hope that gives you enough time to rest?’

I had other things than a rest in mind, but said, ‘Yes. Thank you, Horace. But do you know where Alexander is? I need to talk to him.’

‘No, my lady. But I will find him for you.’ Horace sent Freckle sprinting off.

Waiting beside him in the atrium, it became clear that news about the fight had spread throughout the household. Above us, clusters of servants gathered on the upper floors began to whisper.

Horace, following my gaze, clapped his hands once, and they all scattered like leaves. He was a slave, but he was still powerful.

And hopefully knowledgeable as well.

‘Er, Horace. Can we go somewhere for a short, confidential talk?’

‘Yes, of course, my lady.’ He covered his surprise to say in his normal precise and polite tones, ‘Please follow me.’

He led me down a corridor off to the left, and into a part of the house I hadn’t yet seen. We ended up in a corner room with a view of a rockery filled with flowering succulents and a statue of a man, naked of course, and well endowed beyond any normal expectations. Horace paid no attention to the statue, so I didn’t either. Domitia’s choice no doubt.

There were detailed maps strung around the walls. Italy, the Mediterranean … And a large rectangular wooden table, also covered in maps, took centre place. It was the Crassus map room. Where they kept track of their possessions.

Horace indicated a comfortable chair next to the table, but politely refused to take the one opposite, waiting for me to speak instead.

I hesitated. This wasn’t going to be easy. I had several key decisions to make, and I had to make them now, with almost no information to draw on.

I wasn’t even sure what I exactly needed to know.

‘Horace, what can you tell me about Alexander? I know he hasn’t been here long, but I’m sure you know about everyone in your household.’

I was also betting he knew I now owned Alexander.

He restrained a pleased smile at the compliment. ‘Of course, my lady. Mistress Crassus bought him from Quintus Saturninus, a Roman nobleman who was forced to sell his stable of fighters to buy his way out of …’ He broke off, searching for a slave-appropriate word. ‘… trouble.’ His raised eyebrows, rather than his tone, added an exclamation mark. ‘Alexander was his most important gladiator, and he was expensive, very expensive.’

‘If he’s so expensive, why did she give him to me?’ I was trying to feel out what Domitia’s purpose was here. I wasn’t going to have a spy hanging over my shoulder while I looked for Victoria.

‘Alexander was expensive for most. But not for a Crassus.’ Seeing my doubt he continued. ‘You must realise that money has never meant anything to the mistress. She’ll never know what it’s like to not have exactly what she wants, when she wants it.’ He seemed to be saying that it was her loss.

Suddenly, I realised I liked Horace. He was a slave in this intrigue-ridden household, and God knows what it must be like having Domitia as your owner, but he’d somehow still managed to keep his soul.

‘Alexander is young, my lady. He’d only been working in the big arenas for the past two years, but it was public knowledge that he was set to become one of the great stars. You know he’s Thracian of course?’ implying that anyone would’ve picked that up immediately.

I shook my head. I wasn’t going to pretend knowledge I didn’t have. Not when I needed all the information I could get.

‘Oh?’ Surprised. Then he recouped his role as obliging informant, ‘Well, like the rest of his countrymen he’s intense. A serious fighter. One with great courage.’

‘Thracian? But, then why is he a retiarius? Don’t they use always the sword and the shield?’

‘Oh, he can use those as well.’ That was said with certainty. ‘Alexander has been trained in many of the fighting arts. But he excels at the net like no-one else.’

I could believe that. Alexander felt like a fighter to the soul.

Way too reckless, but a fighter indeed.

‘I accompanied the mistress to watch his last public combat, and it was quite something,’ mulled Horace. ‘He’s a curious young man. I don’t feel that he enjoys killing. But he does do it so very well. And of course this being Rome, he is made to do it.’

Checking my expression with a little too much understanding, he explained, ‘But of course that is not why the mistress bought him and gave him to you. As anyone with eyes can see, he’s one of the most beautiful young men in Rome.’

Horace seemed to be waiting for me to ask a question, but I couldn’t tell what it was.


He prompted me. ‘Surely you must wonder why a slave like Alexander was being used in the arena?’

I had the horrible feeling I knew where he was headed. ‘Go on.’

‘Well, he’d be worth just as much to his owner, selling his sexual services to private clients. And of course there would be little risk of death or injury.’

I knew the answer to that one. ‘Nothing would make Alexander accept being anyone’s toy.’

From Horace’s expression I was being naive. ‘But that is exactly what happened.’

I didn’t want to hear this. ‘What are you getting at? He was a gladiator.’

‘The story I’ve heard told is that when he was a child his first owner used him in that way.’

‘No!’ That was too much. But somehow I already knew it. It’d explain his suicidally aggressive mood with Lurco last night.

‘When Alexander was eight years old his owner was found at the bottom of a set of stairs, with a broken neck.’

I shot Horace a quick, searching look. Anyone who’d spent any time at all with Alexander knew he wouldn’t submit quietly.

Horace nodded. ‘Yes. That’s what I think happened too. But Alexander was lucky. His owner’s relatives were too busy rejoicing in their new inheritance to question the accident.’ He shrugged. ‘But the rest of the house slaves knew what had really happened. And so eventually the rumours started. Fortunately, none of the Romans would believe it. How could a small boy kill an adult male? A cowed foreign slave child kill a Roman master? Unthinkable!’

He permitted himself the smallest of smiles. ‘So, in the end, it was the Romans’ arrogance that saved him. But it was the possibility that it was true, that earned him an early ticket to gladiator school.’

‘So he’s been training to fight since then? Since he was eight?’ I knew what that meant, but I’d had Yuki as my mother and teacher. He’d been a child slave in a brutal master’s world.

What a story. My heart ached for him.

‘I believe,’ Horace said, with great gentleness, ‘that the only way Alexander has survived is by holding onto the thought that he could win his freedom through fighting in the arena.’

‘And now?’

He didn’t reply. At that question his face had changed back into polite neutrality. He’d reached the limit of his confidences. I was free, after all.

‘And now?’ I insisted.

‘When Domitia bought him last week, and made him into a house slave again, she destroyed that dream. Now he will never be free.’

 

Alexander was in the gymnasium, pretending to polish my leather gear. It certainly didn’t need it, so he was probably up to something. The gym was all open archways, no good for a frank conversation, so I said, ‘Alexander, leave that for now and come back to the villa. We need to have a talk.’

He just ignored me and continued buffing.

It was hard to be mad with him after hearing his sorry history, but I was running on empty too.

I tried to say as gently as possible, ‘Alexander. I know you’re angry with everything. And everyone. But if you come with me now, maybe we can change that.’

He gave me a hard disbelieving face, but stood up anyway.


Back in my room I sat on one chair and nodded towards the one opposite. He ignored it to move over to the window and lean against it. Once again he had his back to the light, so I couldn’t see his expression.

This was going to take time, and I was still wondering if it was going to be worth it. The problem was that when Gaius signed Alexander’s papers over to me this morning, he’d said that Domitia expected me to keep my new slave by my side. That they were going to use him in setting up my slutty public image as the new Cleopatra.

He’d made it clear it wasn’t open to negotiation.

So now I was stuck with Alexander following me around. If he wanted to, he could help me. Because he knew Rome and the Romans. Otherwise he’d just hold me up.

Or worse, sabotage me.

Well it was worth one try. ‘Alexander, I want to make you a proposition.’

‘Why bother?’ Icicles dangled from each word. ‘Horace told me you own me now, so you know I have to do whatever you say.’ There was a curl of the lip on the last word.

‘Oh really? Was that what you were just doing in the gymnasium?’

A random beam of light bouncing off the fountain outside illuminated those iceberg eyes for just a second. He was furious, but then what was new about that?

He said nothing.

‘We both know you’re not going to cooperate with me. Or anyone else. So I’m going to make you an offer.’ Hopefully one he couldn’t refuse. ‘If you do exactly what I say — without question — for the next four days, you’ll get your freedom.’


He cut right through my attempt at open and friendly negotiation, to snarl, ‘And what exactly will you be asking me to do?’

Alexander was no fool. He knew if I was bothering to make this kind of deal he was about to be asked to do something above and beyond the call of duty.

I gave up the friendly bit. ‘You help me find someone, keep your mouth shut while you do it, and you go free when I leave Rome.’

That got him moving.

He pushed off the side of the window to stand over me. Threateningly. I wasn’t surprised, but still, as his owner I could have him executed for that.

‘If you’re caught committing a crime and they can prove I …’ He jabbed a finger into his chest, ‘… was involved. Then no matter what happens to you, they’ll torture me to death as part of the court’s sentence.’

As he stood over me, intimidation personified, it crossed my mind that it’d be a lot easier to just take him out of the equation altogether.

I stroked my chin. I wouldn’t have to worry about him then. Perhaps I should just dispose of him?

Contemplation of the advantages of such a move held me still for one long minute.

In that time, Alexander’s expression changed from open aggression to fold into something hard and edged with intent. It must be the way he looked when he was about to fight.

Yes. I definitely didn’t want him around if he wasn’t on my side. Disposal could be easiest. Decision made.

‘Okay, if you’re too scared to help me, Alexander, then what if I arrange your escape today?’ He hadn’t seen that coming. ‘Give you enough money to leave. I don’t want you around if you’re going to get in my way. And Domitia won’t allow me to free you until her plans are complete.’

By now his hard-edged intimidation had defrosted into sheer disbelief. He stared down at me as though I was from another planet. In some ways I was.

‘I’m serious,’ I insisted. ‘I will give you enough money to get out of Rome. Make your escape. Go as far as you want. So why don’t you run for it? Let’s face it, everyone kind of expects you to anyway.’

He just stared at me.

‘Look. I either get your help and then you get your freedom. Or I’m going to find a way to get rid of you.’

I stood up, so I could go eye to eye with him. So I could stir some response. ‘Where’s your backbone, Alexander? This is your big chance, one way or another. Don’t you want your freedom?’ I half shouted the last sentence.

Alexander blinked. Then his whole body language changed. ‘You’re mad,’ he snapped.

‘No,’ I spat out. ‘I’m very, very desperate!’ I had to convince him I was serious. Even if it meant making myself vulnerable.

‘Desperate?’ That got him in. He’d either finally accepted that I was making him a serious offer. Or realised it was to his advantage to at least listen to me. He sat in the chair opposite.

Finally! I sat down again.

‘I want two things. And I want them now,’ he demanded.

Oh, that was good. From intimidation to disbelief to demands in under a minute. He was quick on his feet.

‘Firstly, I want proof that if I help you, I’ll go free by a certain date. No matter what. I want it in writing and notarised.’ Every word emphasised as though I was hearing impaired. ‘Second — you tell me everything. I want to know exactly what I’m getting into.’ Hackles fully raised, he said, ‘And don’t leave out any little details that you think I don’t need to know.’

Clever Alexander indeed. No submissive slave here, grateful for any chance at freedom.

‘Fine.’ I needed convincing as well. ‘Now, tell me why I should trust you.’

He said, with biting contempt, ‘I have no choice.’

‘That’s not good enough, Alexander. What other assurances can you give me?’ I watched his expression. ‘If I tell you everything, then it’ll give you a weapon to use against me. You might try to barter for your freedom with my enemies.’

‘You know I’ll do anything to get my freedom. So put a condition in my manumission papers that if you die before me I will not go free.’

‘Not good enough,’ I shook my head. ‘I have a better plan.’ I handed him the documents Valerius had drawn up. ‘Here’s a copy of the material I lodged with my business manager this morning.’

Alexander had been able to read Philemon’s script last night, and sure enough he moved through the legal prose quickly. He was too well educated for a slave gladiator. I wanted to ask how it was that he was so literate, but wasn’t sure I wanted to hear about the early part of his life.

He got to the last condition, and eyed me with distrust.

‘Yep. That’s right.’ I smiled. ‘It stipulates that if I die as a result of your actions, or even your omissions, you die. Valerius has full power to ensure that it’s enforced. No-one can save you, no matter what they may promise.’

I wanted to make sure he understood that Domitia couldn’t help him. If he was a spy this might help him change his allegiance. ‘Only Augustus can break this document, and you know his attitude to slaves. He hates freeing them. He thinks it is not good to have too many ex-slaves walking around. It gives the others too many ideas.’

Alexander got up and paced around the room, trying to work off the tension. But as my legal slave what choice did he really have?

‘Do I tear up the documents?’

He came to a stop next to the window, scanning the documents in his hand one more time. Still looking down, he shook his head, ‘No.’ At that decision he turned on his heel and came back to the chair. ‘No, leave them. I’ll do it.’ He handed the documents back.

It was impossible to read him. He’d retreated back behind his usual aggressive mask. It made me even more ambivalent about keeping him so close. He was not going to be easy to control. Most of the time he was this big, simmering ball of rage.

Well, with Victoria out there, in trouble, that made two of us.

He faced me dead on. ‘So, now it’s your turn. What’s this all about?’

Watching him carefully I said, ‘A woman disappeared two days ago, she was probably abducted. She was the original Bellona. I’ve taken her place here because I think Domitia can help me find her.’

He snorted. ‘That explains it.’

‘Explains what?’ I didn’t like his patronising tone.

Contempt dripping from each word, he said, ‘You’re too young to be Bellona. She’s supposed to be a middle-aged woman. You’re only a kid.’

I was dumbfounded.

‘Yeah, I know you’re tall,’ he said when he saw my reaction. ‘And you have the talent.’ He stopped for a second, then said, ‘And the attitude for a gladiatrix.’ He shook his head, ‘But your baby face gives you away.’

The burst of direct and detailed communication stunned me. He’d been studying me, trying to work out my story all along. Suddenly, I was very glad I’d decided to make a deal with him.

‘So you’re looking for the real Bellona?’

‘Bellona’s her professional name. Her real name is Victoria. And I think she’s been abducted by the Hierophant.’ Might as well come clean. I didn’t have all day to brief him.

‘The Hierophant? Ah, now I see where Crassus fits in. You want to use the initiation to find him.’

Shock. ‘You know an awful lot about my business,’ I challenged.

‘We slaves,’ he said, biting each word on its way out, ‘spend a lot of time researching our …’ He spat the next word, ‘Owners.’ Contempt oozed out of every pore. ‘How else do you think we survive? Why do you think Horace does his job so well?’ Contempt changed to cynicism. ‘Or haven’t you even noticed? He tries to make the rest of our lives better by keeping Domitia — as you call her — under control.’

I kept silent. Felt ashamed.

I legally owned this man, and I was using him in full knowledge of the evils of this system. However briefly, however unwillingly, I was a part of this injustice.

He saw my shame, then asked in a marginally less aggressive voice, ‘So why do you think it was the Hierophant who took her?’

‘Victoria stole a precious dagger from him. Then her apartment was ransacked.’

‘So she’s a thief?’ He made the last word a dirty one.

‘No.’ This was getting complicated. ‘Yes.’


He could see I was keeping something back. ‘Tell me everything. If you die — I’m gone too. So you might as well.’

It was my turn to think. What should I say? If he was really going to help me, really act as back-up, he’d see the gun. And most likely see me use it. He’d see me use the phactor as well. And I didn’t know enough about this world. I needed to be able to ask basic questions that everyone else would take for granted. He could be of real use. If I could get him on my side.

The risk was, if I told him everything, I mean really everything, could he use it against me?

Nah. If he told anyone, they wouldn’t believe him anyway.

That decided it.

There wasn’t much point in explaining anything in detail until he was actually convinced I was from the future. How to do that? I looked down at the shoulder bag next to my chair. ‘Alexander.’

He’d been watching me work through what to say, and how. ‘Go on,’ he said. ‘Just tell me.’

‘You’re going to need proof of what I have to say. Because you won’t believe me. But just listen, hear me through, and then I’ll give you proof.’

Impatience emanated from him like a beacon. ‘Just get to the point.’

‘I’m not from Rome …’ I started.

He gave a crack of laughter, sharp with derision. ‘We can all see that!’

‘Oh?’ This conversation was not going the way I’d planned.

‘You have absolutely no idea of the accepted way to treat people. At all. Or speak. Or dress. You’re like a wild thing.’


‘Well.’ I blinked rapidly, taking that in. ‘There’s a reason why I’m different.’

The reply was very casual. ‘Yes?’

‘I’m not from this time.’

He thought he’d misheard me. ‘This time?’

‘You heard me. I’m not from this place. And I’m not from this time.’

His face went into shutdown. Like he was dealing with some crazy person who needed humouring.

‘I’m from the future.’ I let that hang there for few seconds, so I knew he’d really heard me. ‘Two thousand years in the future.’ Might as well get it out.

He reverted to scorn, ‘You’re right. I don’t believe you!’

I sighed. Well what did I expect? I sounded like an actor from a bad horror movie. But then I didn’t know a better way to say it.

‘That’s what I said you’d say. Remember? And I promised I’d give you proof. So here it is.’ I pulled out the phactor, set it up, then walked around the room recording footage. I ended with a shot of Alexander staring up at me with a mixture of confusion and wariness. I don’t think he experienced that first feeling very often.

I sat down again, and turned the screen towards him. ‘Look.’ I replayed it.

He flinched back in his seat as the images began moving, then leant forward to watch, almost greedily.

Yeah, he was all gladiator. Show no fear and don’t step away from a challenge. ‘This silver box. It’s what you were studying last night. What is it?’

So he’d been watching me?

‘It’s called a phactor. Among other things it can record images.’ I was trying to stick to words that would translate into Latin. ‘My time has specialised in producing tools that serve our needs. We have special …’ I started searching for the right word. ‘Machines, instruments, complex tools.’

He gave me a narrow look. ‘Most Romans would think this is witchcraft.’

‘But you don’t?’ He certainly wasn’t shaking in his sandals. He seemed curious, more than anything else.

‘I’m not Roman.’ The last word came out as an insult. ‘They quake and shiver at the slightest excuse. But me …’ He stuck his thumb into his breastbone. ‘I don’t believe in anything I can’t see or touch.’

He gave me a cynical look. ‘There’s always a reason for everything. No matter what the priests try to tell you. And I still don’t believe you’re from the future, but …’ His eyes slid back to the phactor. His own face was frozen on the screen.

‘I can show you more?’ I offered the phactor.

He didn’t hesitate. ‘Show me how to do what you just did.’

I smiled to myself. He couldn’t resist a challenge, so I had him. He didn’t believe me yet, but he’d fall on his sword before he’d show any fear.

The phactor was dead easy to use. I gave him some basic instructions. What to press and when. How to make sure the camera aperture was pointed in the right direction. It didn’t take long before he was walking around the room recording for himself. He almost fell headfirst over a stool, because he was too busy watching the recording screen. He came back and sat down. I replayed what he’d recorded down to the last part where the room appeared to turn on its side.

‘Where did you get this?’ He tapped the phactor.

‘I told you, the future.’


He shook his head. But now he was ravenous for more details. ‘Show me more proof.’ Yep, I’d hooked him. ‘What else have you got?’

I thought for a second, I had to impress him quickly, get him onside, but not freak him out entirely. I opened another file and pressed.

The opening notes of a piece of classical music boomed out.

This time Alexander really jerked away, just catching his own reaction in time to stop from jumping up.

It was Pachelbel’s ‘Canon’. The string section glided and soared, filling the room and beyond.

Pretty good speakers for such a little thing. I turned the volume down, but let it play for a full minute.

‘What in …?’ He turned the phactor upside down, trying to work out how I could be playing it without touching it.

‘Starting to believe me, hmm?’

Alexander didn’t like my question, instead he said, ‘What else have you got? I want more proof than this one little box.’

I could appreciate the acquisitive gleam in his eye. Apart from anything else he wanted to know exactly what I had access to. Smart boy.

If triple-headed space creatures had landed on my deck at home, ready to make me a deal, I don’t know whether I would’ve taken it so well no matter what they showed me. But then I was offering Alexander the one thing he wanted above all, the holy grail he’d worked his whole miserable life to achieve — his freedom. I couldn’t tell whether he was just humouring me until he could find a way to make this all work to his advantage. Or maybe he was prepared to do anything, accept anything, for the only chance he had.


Only time would tell, and I’d watch him like a hawk until I knew the answer.

I didn’t really want to demonstrate the gun and waste bullets. But I needed him on my side and ready for anything. So I pulled out the Glock. He immediately reached out a hand.

‘Uh ah. No.’ Holding the gun away. ‘You don’t touch this one.’

That of course forced his interest higher. ‘What is it?’ The metallic sheen, the refined components, the design sophistication. It certainly didn’t remotely resemble anything this time had to offer.

‘This morning you saw my fighting style is different?’

He was straight onto the implication. ‘It’s a weapon.’

‘That’s right. We have very different weapons in the future too.’ I turned the Glock around for him. ‘This is called a gun. It shoots projectiles with enough force down this barrel,’ I slid my fingers along to show the route, ‘to blow a hole in whatever it’s pointed at.’

He wasn’t impressed. I patted the Glock. ‘This model could drop a charging bull.’ I smiled. ‘As long as you hit the right spot, that is.’

‘A bull, eh?’ That had him. ‘Show me.’

Of course he’d find the weapon the most interesting of all. And the most convincing.

‘I only have fifteen bullets in all.’ I pulled out the magazine and showed him. He wasn’t impressed by the size of the individual bullets, but I wasn’t about to explain how it worked when it reached the target. He’d see for himself soon enough. ‘I’ll only do this once. Just to convince you.’

‘These boo-lets are tiny missiles?’ The word ‘bullet’ couldn’t be translated, so he must be hearing the English word.


‘Yes. The gun mechanism propels them down the barrel, and into the target.’ I pushed the magazine back in. ‘Like I said, I’m only doing this once. So watch carefully.’

What to use as a target? I needed something that could really illustrate … Hmm. I knocked on the internal wall. My bedroom was separated from the next room by a heavy wooden partition. Would Domitia notice if I blew a hole in her wall?

I positioned Alexander so he could see me use the gun side-on, then aimed for the partition.

Booomm!

A cloud of wood fragments and dust, and there was a big hole right through the wall. Alexander didn’t have his mouth hanging open, but he looked like he wanted to. We both went over to the wall.

Alexander poked his fist through it, then pulled back to look at the gun. He started laughing. What a boy. A cool new weapon to play with. He thought it was great.

Then I realised I’d never even seen him smile before. He looked younger. Alive.

‘Convinced?’

‘I give in.’ He put up his hands in the traditional sign of surrender. ‘I’ll accept your story,’ he said. ‘For the moment.’ He was honest.

‘But not believe it?’

He raised an eyebrow. ‘Would you?’

I immediately shot back, ‘No.’

‘I didn’t think so,’ he replied. ‘But I think I should take your deal anyway.’

He offered me his hand and forearm, just like Felix had this morning. I changed the Glock from my right to left hand, and we shook on it.

I started to carefully pack the Glock back in my bag.


‘No. No,’ he said. ‘You don’t just show me the kun and put it away.’

‘Gun,’ I said clearly.

‘Gun,’ he tested the word. ‘First, you have to explain how the gun works.’

He wanted to be able to use it. Just like the phactor. I stared at him for a moment. ‘Give me your word you won’t touch it without my permission.’

‘I give you my word,’ he spoke in earnest.

Was I creating a monster here? One that could come back to bite me?

I guess I would have to chance it. I pulled out the spiral notebook and pen, and we sat back down. I started drawing a diagram of the firing mechanism.

When he touched the smooth, fine notepaper, I stopped writing, then gave him the pen to use. Somehow these simple materials, closer to the things of his own time, had touched him in a way the phactor and gun had not. He drew a line on the paper. He wasn’t afraid. Fascinated was more the word.

He gave me back the pen and tapped the page. ‘Go on — explain the gun.’

I went through the basics, then insisted on putting the gun away. No-one had come to investigate the noise yet, but I didn’t want to spend all day talking to Alexander about the future either.

He picked up the phactor. ‘Tell me about this metal box? What can it do?’

‘It’s a memory machine that can store sound, pictures, words. Actually, it belongs to Victoria.’

‘So she’s from the future too?’ It wasn’t a sarcastic question, he was just trying to find a way to work with me now. ‘How many of you are here?’

That sounded a little more sceptical.


‘Just me and Victoria. For the moment. Others may come — but later — to rescue us both.’

He dived on that. ‘So you’re in trouble too?’

I didn’t answer. I wasn’t sure what to tell him. I wasn’t really sure I knew what was going on myself.

‘Why are you here?’

Where to start? So I started at the beginning. Being found. Yuki and Des. The lead that took me to Victoria and the NTA. The bodies at the abandoned homestead and the Isiac terrorists. I wasn’t sure he’d understand any of it, let alone remember anything. But it just poured out. I was half saying it for myself. I needed someone to talk to, to try and make sense of this mess.

For all his previous aggressive posturing, Alexander was an expert listener. And patient.

He’d stop me and ask perceptive questions. I’d answer, then go on. I told him my plan, such as it was. But as we spoke he became increasingly thoughtful, almost subdued.

At the end there was an awkward pause, so I took out the photo of Victoria and Celeste I had in my shoulder bag.

He looked down at it for a moment, tracing his finger across the paper. ‘Two thousand years, all those powerful machines, and this still happens.’ He tapped the little girl. ‘She has your eyes.’ Weighing his next sentence for a moment, he said, ‘So, you don’t know for certain that Victoria’s your mother?’

‘No.’ My answer was reluctant. I was trying to focus on finding Victoria, rather than going over that question one more time. ‘My mother could be the poor woman found in the park.’

He nodded once. With his childhood, he had to understand something of my feelings. ‘What about Victoria’s phactor? There’s nothing on there to help?’


‘I’ve been through it all.’ I shrugged. ‘There’s a locked section, but I need a password to open it.’

He frowned at that. ‘A secret word that Victoria would’ve chosen?’

‘Sort of. But it could just be a nonsense word. Or even a random set of numbers. I’ve tried everything I could think of. But no luck.’

Alexander studied my face.

It was as though he could picture my life. As though of all the people that knew my story, he alone understood what had happened in that cave.

The feeling unsettled me in a way I couldn’t identify.

‘The person that tried to kill me did this.’ I pulled at the neck of my tunic, moving the material down until my fingers found the ridge. There was a triangle cut into the skin over my heart. An old scar.

When I was nine years old and found the files on my case, I realised what the scar was. What it meant. For the next five years I covered it with tape, Elastoplast, anything I could find to obliterate it. As a result the skin around the scar had become infected from the constant contact with adhesives. Each time I had ripped off the tape, another layer of skin had been removed.

I’d been hoping the scar would go too. I didn’t want to stay marked as a victim in this way.

‘I’ve never known my real name. All I have is this mark.’ For once I ran my fingers over the ridges. I didn’t like touching it. ‘One day it’ll lead me to the person that put it there. And when I find them I’ll cut the same one into their body. But I won’t stop at the skin.’

‘Kannon,’ Alexander’s voice was softer than I’d ever heard it. ‘You may have to start planning another way to find Victoria.’


‘Why?’ God knows my plan was flawed.

He shrugged. ‘You’re relying on help from a Crassus. They can’t be relied on.’

‘But she’s signed a contract. If Plautius accepts me, then I get the initiation. Roman law is pretty strict.’

He just sat there, watching me. He didn’t speak.

‘Make your point.’ His pity worried me more than anything else he’d done so far.

‘You don’t know anything about this family, do you?’

‘Valerius mentioned something, but he didn’t go into details.’ Impatience surged up. ‘But if you’re going to give me a warning, then spit it out fast.’

He ignored my impatience. ‘Everything about this family, about Domitia, started with her great-uncle Marcus Crassus.’

I shook my head at the name. It sounded familiar. ‘Is he still alive?’

‘No. But he built this family into what it is today. The money, the power, everything. And he’s the one they all model themselves on, Domitia most of all.’

‘So how did he build his empire?’

‘Extortion rackets, mainly. The last one, before he finally turned legitimate, was a private fire brigade.’

‘A fire brigade. That doesn’t sound very profitable.’

‘Except for the fact that until Augustus, most of this city, and particularly the slums, was built of ramshackle wooden dwellings. It was like a heavily populated bonfire. They had fires all the time.’

‘So a fire brigade was a good thing, wasn’t it?’

‘Not if you set the fire first. And then demand payment before you put it out.’

‘Okay. I’m getting your drift.’

‘It gets much worse than that. When he decided to turn respectable he invested all his money in something more socially acceptable — slaves. And he made millions too. The Empire was expanding, so the demand for labour grew at the same rate. Problem was — no-one likes becoming property. Many would rather die fighting,’ he emphasised the last word. ‘Many did.’

He waited to see if I understood.

The Slave Wars. ‘You’re talking about Spartacus. Hell! He’s that Marcus Crassus? Of course.’ I hadn’t put it all together.

In 73BC Spartacus and seventy others escaped from a gladiators school in Capua. Others joined and in the end they were an army, seventy thousand strong. ‘Spartacus defeated every legion sent against them.’

‘That’s right,’ Alexander said. ‘Until the last one, when Marcus Crassus took charge. To give his own army incentive he gathered the defeated legions outside the city, and split them into groups of ten. They used a lottery to select who’d be punished. Do you know what decimation means?’

‘Oh God.’ I hadn’t known this part.

‘One out of every group was stoned to death — by the other nine.’

My insides curled at the thought. Stoning. What a terrible way to die.

Slowly, with broken bones and torn flesh, at the hands of your brothers and comrades. And everyone throwing the stones knowing that it could have been them instead.

‘But you see, Marcus Crassus still couldn’t defeat Spartacus in the field,’ said Alexander. ‘He got him through treachery instead, bribing the pirates who’d been paid to ferry the slave army to freedom. And to remind all Rome of his triumph, Crassus ordered the surviving slaves be crucified on posts lining the Appian Way. Six thousand of them, lining the road into Rome. That night they were doused in oil. so they could serve as candles for the passing traffic.’

‘And you’re saying Domitia is as ruthless as her great-uncle? But I don’t trust her, Alexander. I know what she is.’

‘No, you don’t! Or you wouldn’t be here. You have to listen to me, Kannon. You can’t trust Domitia Crassus. She’s her uncle’s bloodline through and through.’

‘But …’

He cut in. ‘She’s tolerating your behaviour now, but it won’t last. You can’t rely on her help, or promises, to find your mother.’

‘I don’t trust her, Alexander! But you know my situation, what else can I do?’

Then it struck me. ‘Spartacus was Thracian.’ Some words from a first-year textbook came tumbling back to me, colliding with the talk I’d had with Horace.

‘Yes?’

‘You’re from Thrace too, aren’t you? That’s what Horace said.’

Alexander’s face folded back into a mask.

Thracians were considered the best fighters in the empire, but flawed as gladiators. They were gutsy and held to a fierce code of honour, but were almost untameable as slaves for those very same reasons. Like Spartacus, they didn’t take slavedom well and they didn’t go quietly.

‘What were you going to do, Alexander? If I hadn’t made this deal with you?’

He didn’t reply.
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REHEARSAL PART TWO



Horace interrupted us, and without any explanation ordered me to follow him on the quick smart. It was almost rehearsal time and, as he was leading me up to the top floor, I presumed Domitia had further demands to fire off about my acting ability … or that now it all had to be done in mime …

But I was wrong.

Horace led me right past his mistress’ private quarters and on to a corner room at the quiet, far end of the house. He just unlocked the door and motioned me through.

It was dark inside. Windowless, lit only by candles. And Andromache was sitting next to a bright cluster, reading.

I stopped in my tracks. ‘What …?’

She looked up, ‘Ah … Traveller.’ She nodded at the seat opposite.

I sat.

It was luxurious for slave quarters, with richly upholstered furniture, and carpets, but a prison nevertheless. So Domitia kept her here?


‘Domitia had the windows closed in, the day she purchased me.’ Andromache watched me out of her blue, blue eyes. ‘She’s worried that I will be stolen … before I tell her exactly what she wants to know.’

Disgust rolled through me. That explained Andromache’s chalk-white pallor. I couldn’t stand seeing birds in a cage, let alone a human being.

‘And what would that be?’ Hints for world domination? I could just imagine.

Andromache shook her red-gold head, its sheen creating a nimbus in the candlelight. ‘Don’t waste time wondering about that one’s secrets, girl. She’s just the trapdoor into this haunted house. Her grudges are old ones, generations old, and knowing about them now won’t help you find your way. She’ll be back soon, and I have something more useful to tell you.’

She watched me react to her words. Very carefully. As though she was waiting for a sign.

Andromache had made it sound as though she could see the streams of all our lives mix and swirl below her own steady boat. And that she’d decided to dip a big oar in and stir it all around.

Despite last night. Or maybe because of last night, I was deeply suspicious. ‘Why, Andromache? Why do you need to tell me anything? What am I to you?’

‘You are a stone, girl, dropping into a pool.’ She paused, choosing her words, ‘And the ripples will cause others to drown. Or to reach the shore.’

Water? Why had she used images of water to answer my question?

She shook her head again. ‘Don’t question, Traveller … just listen.’

What followed was completely unexpected.

‘My sister and I were born to royalty,’ her voice was like velvet, soft but rich, ‘a decade after the Romans had colonised our homeland. Our father had managed to broker a kind of peaceful independence under their occupation. Cooperation with integrity.’

You could tell that she’d loved him, been proud of him. They’d been happy, despite the invasion.

‘That was until a new general arrived.’ Her voice was cold, bleak. ‘One who believed the only reliable subjects were broken ones. He decided to eliminate my father and all his supporters. To cut off the head of the snake, as he put it.’

‘So he sent in the troops?’

‘No. Much worse.’ The pain in her eyes glittered like broken glass. ‘He didn’t want the rest of our people to see that his word could not be trusted. So as an offer of goodwill he flooded our city with grain. And, after a starvation winter, everyone gorged on it …’

‘But the grain was poisoned?’

‘In a way, yes.’ She stared through me, remembering. ‘My father and mother burned with the pain of it. They cried that their limbs were on fire.’ She swallowed. ‘Then their arms and legs turned black. Then rotted …’

Not gangrene? I didn’t want to hear what was coming next.

‘The surgeon started cutting, trying to save them. But nothing worked.’

I groaned, softly. What could I say?

‘Others went mad instead, running through the streets howling. They saw terrible monsters everywhere …’

Hallucinations as well?

‘Around us, the whole city screamed in agony and terror. It was like the end of the world.’

Then it clicked. The grain …


She was talking about ergot poisoning. A poisonous fungus that grows on badly stored grain. And causes both gangrene and psychosis.

My God. The Romans had given them grain saturated with the equivalent of a lethal dose of LSD. What a way to die!

She read my face. ‘You know about it, of course.’

I nodded.

‘My sister and I had the mind fever. We were eight. And between what we’d seen happen around us and what we’d experienced ourselves, we were never the same again.’

‘Was that when your abilities first showed?’

‘Yes. Andromeda recovered first. She crawled through our house, searching through the dead. But she only found one alive. Our elder brother. She stayed with him until he healed. Then with his help, she went through the city. Out of the thousands, only the few hundred she touched survived.’

‘And you?’

‘I woke up in a different world. There were new colours, new patterns, new dimensions … And I saw that every choice we make shapes us, and it is that shape that conjures up our destiny. I could see people’s true forms. So I could read the past they carried with them, and see their future stretch out ahead, like a road.

‘When the Romans heard about us, their general had us brought to his headquarters. He tested Andromeda first.’ Her voice was bitter, ‘One of our people was brought in. He slashed her with his sword. My sister stopped the bleeding, and that made the general very happy. I could see he was going to keep us. And just exactly what that would mean. For all of us. With Andromache and me by his side he would rule the world. I had to do something …’


‘So I told him the truth, but not the part he wanted. I became his mirror, instead of his sword. I told him about the great suffering he would cause, how his name would be remembered with shame and loathing. And how even his own men would try to kill him in the end. He hated me for it.’

Andromache shrugged. ‘I had to do it. But he sent my poor brother to serve in the galleys, and my sister and I were given as gifts to one of Rome’s allies.’

‘Cleopatra?’ That was what Lurco had said.

‘Yes, though in reality I was intended as more of a curse than a blessing.’ She waited. ‘Aren’t you wondering why I called you here?’

‘Yes.’ I was sorry for her, but had no idea why she was telling me her sad story.

‘Before my brother was dragged away, he vowed on our family’s honour that he would escape and find us. He never gave up. And now you’ve become enmeshed in his attempt to free me.’

‘Your brother?’ I tried to think. Who?

‘This is not a warning, Traveller. I told you our story so you would understand us. So you would not harm him. You can trust my brother, just as you can trust me. He will never betray you. But soon you will need something from him. Something he will refuse to give …’

She handed me a sealed letter. ‘When the time comes, Traveller, you will not need to use force. All you have to do is give him this.’

Then Andromache cocked her head, as though listening. But there was no sound to hear. ‘You must go, now. Quickly! Domitia has returned.’

I rose.

I hated to think what she would do to Andromache and Horace if she caught me here. ‘But who …?’


Her blue eyes burned into mine. ‘Valerius.’

My God. The missing fingers.

My mind raced as I pelted back down the stairs. I could hear Domitia questioning Horace at the front door. I sprinted down the hall and towards the back door. Alexander was waiting in the villa.

So Valerius was using the deal with Victoria to find a way to free his sister?

I was betting it was by finding proof that Domitia’s friend, the Hierophant, performed human sacrifice. And then using that to somehow blackmail Domitia into handing Andromache over.

Hmm. Could his plans to free Andromache harm mine to find Victoria?

No, probably not.

In fact it could help. I needed a highly motivated Valerius and now I knew I had one …

Smash!

Dishes crashed to the floor in the food-storage room just off the rear entrance. I jerked around at the noise … and froze in place.

Lurco had his back to the doorway. He was gripping Alexander by one forearm and leaning into him. Whispering in his ear.

Fuck!

Alexander might’ve seemed compliant to Lurco, but then Lurco couldn’t see his eyes.

I could. He was about to detonate and take Lurco with him.

I lunged into the room, yelling, ‘Get off him!’

I ripped Lurco away and spun him thudding into the far wall.

Lurco bounced, caught his feet again, and came up ready to blast whoever …

Then he saw me. The naked twins of rage and fear, swimming through my eyes. Rage at Lurco. Fear that I’d almost missed preventing Alexander from being executed for defending himself. After hearing his history, after sharing mine, attacking Alexander was the same as attacking me.

‘Bellona?’ He tried to bluff it out. ‘Why don’t we share him? I could teach you some tricks I learnt on my last trip to Athens …’

Alexander had turned away from us.

If he looked at Lurco he’d probably go for him. Then we’d both be on the run.

I moved between them. Back to Alexander, fists to Lurco.

‘Get out! And don’t ever come near him again, Lurco.’ I had to make sure Alexander understood that he didn’t have to fight this beast himself. That I’d do it for him.

Spite creased Lurco’s little piggy eyes into slits. ‘Don’t you tell me what to do,’ spittle flying as he spoke, ‘you dirty foreign whore.’ But he didn’t come any closer. ‘You’re just a slave for hire. Here because your mistress wants to keep an eye on you.’

‘Get out!’ If he didn’t leave soon, I was going to hurt him myself.

He went red with rage. ‘You stupid slut! If I ask Domitia, she’ll send him to me naked. With a bow around his neck.’

I leant into his face. ‘You’re too late, Lurco. Domitia gave him to me this morning. I own him now.’

He went two shades into puce. ‘You think that’ll stop me? I’ll get him, one way or another. And there’s nothing you can do!’ Lurco spat out viciously. ‘Even if I have to have him dragged off the street.’

A surge of hate, razor sharp, rose up through my body cutting all restraints.


He meant it. Lurco would keep trying until he got what he wanted. And Domitia couldn’t be trusted to protect Alexander while he was in this house.

Without a thought I hooked Lurco under the armpits, and lifted him up. He gaped down at me in surprise then horror.

I threw him backwards and down. He landed hard. Head jarring, breath knocked out of him, limbs sprawled limply across the tiles.

The desire to end him then and there was so strong my hands were shaking with it. Not trusting them I put my foot on his throat, and pushed down into him. ‘If you ever. Ever. Touch him again. I will find you, Lurco.’

He clawed at my sandal, trying to relieve the pressure, but it didn’t make any difference.

I pressed down hard enough to make him feel his larynx start to give. ‘And nothing, Lurco. And no-one. Will stop me from dealing with you.’

His eyes were starting to pop from the pressure. I eased my foot back. Forced myself to stand away from him while he sucked in air. ‘Now get out of my sight!’

Eyes fixed in terror and frustrated fury, Lurco watched me the whole time he scrambled backwards out of the room.

I knew once he couldn’t see me the fury would win. He didn’t have to yell threats on the way out. I already knew I’d just made a very bad enemy. A very bad one.

Alexander was staring at the doorway, his fists tightly clenched. He didn’t meet my eye.

I stared down at his hands for a second. I didn’t know what to say. How to comfort him. But I tried: ‘Alexander. I promise you this. I will protect you. From that man, and anyone else.’


I was making the vow to myself as much as him. ‘I will protect you.’

 

Philemon was lolling contentedly in the same chair as last time, scroll in one hand, and wine cup in the other. Domitia must have decided to leave him with the onerous task of battering us into shape because he was alone.

He smiled up at us in a friendly fashion until he saw our expressions, then sat up. ‘Oh, my darlings, what’s happened? You both look like you’ve had a visit from a clawed and vengeful Harpy.’

I didn’t have the energy to respond.

It was an unfortunate image he’d just chosen. Lurco was certainly going to be vengeful. Alexander and I both knew that, without having exchanged a word.

‘Hades,’ he said. ‘What happened to the thunder and lightning of yesterday? Come and sit down.’ He patted a chair set on either side of him.

We sat. Mute.

Philemon decided to ignore our lack of enthusiasm. Instead he handed us each a cup of his favourite solution to life’s problems, strong wine. ‘Well my dears, yesterday convinced me that you both have dramatic talents. We just have to tap into them more creatively. So today we’re going to have some acting lessons.’

When neither of us reacted, he said brightly, but with an undertone of anxiety, ‘Don’t forget that Domitia will have all our skins if it doesn’t go well tomorrow night.’ He paused to search our faces for some understanding of that at least.

I tried to give him a reassuring smile. Alexander had shut down completely.

Philemon was disheartened, but revived himself enough to say, ‘Domitia is right when she said if you can face the arena, you can do this.’ He paused for dramatic effect, and said with arms swung wide, ‘So we will treat it like the arena! You’re both used to training for fighting, so we will do the same thing here.’

As if on cue Alexander and I both drained our wine.

Philemon’s eyebrows shot up, but he continued on valiantly. ‘You’ve already memorised the words, so now we will train for the delivery. Yes, this is the way to go,’ he congratulated himself on that piece of insight. ‘You’re athletes, so we’ll break down the emotions you need to show into individual exercises you can practise.’

Having found what he believed to be the solution, Philemon smiled at us both sweetly.

Great. Emotional exercises. That was going to be fun.

Alexander had just missed being raped. Or executed for resisting the rape. And I … well, I just wanted to kill Lurco and be done with him.

And I still didn’t know how to comfort Alexander. He’d withdrawn into himself, and was refusing even eye contact.

Philemon insisted we all have another cup of wine, and began to explain his ideas to us as though we were gifted, but recalcitrant children.

‘Now the first rule is this. Remember this is just a play,’ he said slowly. ‘That means it is not REAL. You are PRETENDING to be someone else. It’s not that difficult. You just have to think your way into another person’s mind. It’s all technique, and I’m going to walk you through it.’

It occurred to me that this rehearsal would finish so much sooner if Philemon felt some confidence in our performances. I had to get us both out of here as soon as I could.


‘Fine, Philemon,’ I said, trying to sound engaged. ‘We’re in your hands, just give us the exercises.’

Alexander groaned.

‘Good, Bellona, good,’ Philemon said, rubbing his hands. ‘Now the play comes down to a few basic emotions, anger, lust and love. Yesterday you both seemed to be very good at displaying the anger side of the play. So today we need to practise the other ones.’

God! Lust and love?

He continued. ‘And you need to be able to open up to each other. Play with each other.’

We both flinched at that thought.

Philemon picked up on the movement, and gave us a paternal look. ‘Yes. I know you two can fight well together. And with a great deal of passion. But the story of Cupid and Psyche is about love, desire. The audience will never believe you’re lovers if you can’t even touch each other with tenderness.’

He waved us to our feet. ‘Go over and get into your positions for the first scene.’

The couch we’d used last night was in the same place. I stretched back on it, as Alexander sat down next to me. He was holding the golden arrow, looking down at it. Remembering the jab he had given me yesterday, I eyed him warily, but he was far too sombre to try that trick again.

Philemon leant back in his chair ready to direct. ‘Now, both of you, shut your eyes, and I’ll set the scene. Help you think about what you need to do, to get into character.

‘Cupid,’ he said, addressing Alexander. ‘You’re the son of Venus, the Goddess of Love, and so handsome that mortal women fall at your feet. But you’re also a wicked young god, who has all the freedom and self-will that divinity allows. You’ve been sent by your mother to destroy the life of her mortal rival, Psyche. You are heartless. You have played havoc with the lives of the other gods, but have never fallen into your own trap. Today when you see Psyche, for the first time you will experience things you’ve never felt before. Tenderness. Weakness. Desire. You will go to any lengths to have her.

‘Psyche. Your very beauty has called down the jealousy of a goddess. You will create a fire in the heart of the most perfect of beings: your nemesis, Cupid. And you will love him at first sight.’

Philemon then said, curtly, ‘Scene one. Cupid. You start by finding Psyche and you end by falling in love. Imagine it. Experience it. Express it. Open your eyes and go.’ He clapped his hands.

When I opened my eyes, Alexander was already looking down at me. He had his usual belligerent mask smoothed over his face, but around the edges I could catch his wariness.

He didn’t know how to treat me now. How to see me.

He went through his speech smoothly enough, he’d learnt the words correctly, but without showing much sign of emotion. Except for looks, he was certainly not the fiery teenage divinity Philemon had described.

Alexander was a sad young god. He had Cupid’s perfect face and form, but had suffered for those qualities, not delighted in them.

As I watched him go through the motions I felt a deep sorrow for him. This was not the first time someone like Lurco had tried to have him, and it hurt just to even think of it. I swore to myself, I would protect him. I would not let him be hurt like that again.

When Alexander said, ‘Oh, fair Psyche, receive your fate,’ he gently tapped the arrow tip once just above my heart. After a pause I sat up, stretched, pushing the arrow gently against his own chest.

Philemon whispered directions, ‘Now you have fallen in love, Cupid. For the very first time. Show it.’

We both looked to Philemon, as if in appeal. He merely waved us on, smiling his sweet smile.

Alexander turned back to me. He held my cheek with one strong hand, and then slowly bent forward to rest his lips against my lips. They were full and smooth, and softer than I expected. His breath stirred the fine hairs on my skin and I shivered.

He immediately pulled back. I kept still.

Philemon clapped his hands together. ‘Better. Better. You’re working together now. That’s good. Now put some emotion into the next scene.’

We switched positions. I stood up, and Alexander lay across the couch, with his arm over his eyes.

As I looked down at him Philemon set the scene. ‘Psyche. Your parents, afraid of Venus’ wrath, have offered you to the mountain demon to die. But Cupid sends a great wind to carry you up to his home. Afraid that Venus will find out and choose another way to destroy you, he hides his identity from you. He visits you only in the dark of night. He tells you he can never show you his face, but that he will never hurt you. You’re afraid, but he woos you. Slowly. Insistently.

‘Now he’s asleep, and you decide you must finally see the face and form that you love. When you raise your lamp you see him for the first time. He is the god of all dreams and all fantasies. But your lamp awakens him, and he is angry at your betrayal. Tell him you love him. Persuade him to stay with you, not to leave in anger.’

As I gave my memorised speech, full of fear and longing, I reluctantly witnessed Alexander’s reaction. His anger had dropped almost completely. Now there was something else there.

A hunger.

Philemon was also watching, intently. ‘Good. Big improvement here. Last scene.’ He clapped his hands again. Once again Alexander and I swapped positions.

‘Cupid,’ instructed Philemon. ‘Your only love is now dead and it’s your fault. When you left her, she tried to find you. She even asked your mother for her help. Venus tricked her, and now she sleeps in death’s embrace. You have finally realised what you have lost. You are an immortal, doomed to live for eternity in a loveless universe. Only the power of your kiss can bring your love back. Call her back to you.’

I leant back and shut my eyes. Alexander sat next to me, and began his speech about hope and love. Then I felt his lips touch mine again. A different touch from the first. Firmer. Stronger. Meant.

He pulled back.

When I opened my eyes his face was still very close to mine. Just inches away. Our eyes locked, and when he moved backwards it felt as though he was moving in slow motion.

The hunger was gone, replaced by a very masculine determination.

When Philemon coughed, we both seemed to come back to real time. He prompted Alexander to go on, to finish his speech. Alexander said the rest of his lines, and then pressed a cup of wine to my lips. It was supposed to be ambrosia, the nectar of the gods, to make me immortal. I drank.

By the time I’d finished, Alexander had regained his social mask. But it was not as aggressive, or troubled as before. Now it was purposeful. Focused.

‘My dears.’ Philemon was pleased. ‘You will have the audience in the palms of your hands. Yesterday, it was a battle. Today, it’s a tragedy. What will it be tomorrow night? I can’t wait!’

He stood, getting ready to leave. ‘Work on it by yourselves, my children.’ Waving a hand, he pronounced, ‘Interpret. Play with it. Make it your own. And by tomorrow night you’ll be able to really put some oomph into it. Remember, Domitia wants you to be talked about. Be bold!’

Unfortunately that seemed likely whatever happened.
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IN DISGUISE



By now I was panting to get to the Iseum. Despite all Valerius’ assertions about the quality of his men’s intel, I still wanted to check the temple for myself.

I might find clues Victoria had left there that a man of this time would miss. Plus, and this was the real kicker, I might find a way to translate the text hidden in the handle of the Isis dagger. Find someone to bribe to tell me what it was, and what it said. I wasn’t stupid enough to think it had someone’s address and phone number in amongst it, but whoever had Victoria desperately wanted the dagger back.

My bet was they were actually after the papyrus. Knowing their motivation could be very useful indeed.

I had to take Alexander with me, as I couldn’t trust Domitia to keep him safe from Lurco. I had the feeling he’d help me now, rather than hinder me, but might as well put that to the test when it didn’t matter too much. So, as a scorching afternoon wind whirled around, covering us in a thin layer of dust and grit, we hiked back down the Palatine Hill.


The Iseum was in the same neighbourhood as the amphitheatre I’d fought in this morning, so we were retracing our steps. But we were in for a little surprise. The Palatine end of the city centre had gone through a major makeover in the past few hours. Fresh graffiti was scrawled over every piece of available wall space. On the sides of private houses. Across shop fronts. Even the pavement. Big letters and lots of them.

At a glance, they all seemed to be referring to some recent, divine apparition. Something about revenge and justice. I blocked it out, intent on getting to the Iseum as quickly as possible.

We rounded the corner of the cramped little shrine dedicated to Aesculapius, the God of Health. It hadn’t been open when we passed this morning, but now, like the temple to Venus in the Forum of Julius, the doors were pinned back and hung with fresh offerings. But these weren’t floral ones, they were ears, feet … human body parts?

I stepped closer, then relaxed. Not real ones, but pottery facsimiles.

A tap on my shoulder, and Alexander said, in a hollow voice, ‘You’d better take a look at this, Kannon.’

He was standing in front of a freshly painted picture fixed onto some kind of scaffolding immediately opposite the shrine doors. I jerked back in surprise and recognition. ‘What the …!’

Alexander stifled a grin.

It was a billboard. With a life-size depiction of me in my gladiatrix leathers, standing in the middle of the Ludi’s amphitheatre.

Gaius’ publicity machine must have lurched into motion.

It looked like a cross between a poster for athletics equipment and a religious painting. I still had white-blonde hair, but now it was extremely long and elaborately plaited on the top of my head, with long loose tendrils snaking outwards as though swept up by a strong wind. They’d left my black eyes and brows, but replaced my straight nose with a more hooked Roman-style one, and given me a square forehead and jaw. My head essentially looked like it should be on the top of a marble statue in the temple of Juno. I was standing legs akimbo, on a cloud hovering above the sand of the arena. There was a sword strapped to my back, and golden light shooting downwards, out of my clenched fists.

Alexander had moved over to read the commentary running down the left side of the billboard. Then laughed. ‘Battle frenzy?’

‘Ay?’ I quickly joined him.

The text proclaimed the visitation of Bellona the Roman Goddess of War, wife of Mars and the personification of battle frenzy.

I’d received a Roman goddess makeover.

It seemed a bit sacrilegious, but then knowing Gaius, he’d have assessed the risks very carefully. Maybe they were used to public figures being marketed in this overblown way, and took it all with a sense of humour.

God knows that the picture made me want to laugh out loud.

I read out the lines of text running underneath, ‘Bellona has returned to give justice to Rome. Accompanied by a dark warrior, eternally bound to her service.’

Alexander and I traded looks.

‘I’ll bet Domitia thought of that,’ snorted Alexander.

‘There’s more.’ There was a description of the dark warrior, and his charms were outlined in surprising detail. ‘His hair is black silk. His eyes, glinting blue jewels. His skin, honeyed cream …’

Looking over at the real version, standing next to me, I found he was watching me with a quietly intense interest.

I moved away to read the right side of the mural. ‘Bellona returned to punish the cowardice and disloyalty of a Roman gladiator.’ Wow, ancient spin doctors at work.

Alexander read out the rest. ‘When Lucius broke his vows, Bellona appeared and destroyed his sword arm as punishment for disobeying the law of the Ludi and of society. As all good Romans know, the greatest villains of all are those who fail to perform their duty.’

‘Nice little moral lesson at the end of some heavy merchandising. Righteous, as well as snappy,’ I said. ‘That combo should do well here. Don’t you think?’

He grinned again. I don’t know how, but it made his face look both younger, and more dangerous at the same time. ‘The problem is, now everyone will recognise you.’

‘What, from that?’ I snorted. ‘What about you?’ I didn’t look at him while I spoke. ‘Hair like black silk, eyes glinting like …’

He cut in. ‘The alternative is to find some disguises. Do you have enough money with you to do that?’

‘Sure.’ I had a small fortune in my bag, just in case I found someone to bribe at the Iseum.

‘If we double back to the foot of the hill and then head right towards the Tiber there’s a costumer down there that supplies most of the theatres. For a little extra, they’ll send back our clothes for us, too. It’s not that far and,’ he studied the poster, ‘I don’t think going clothes shopping in the centre of the city is a good idea. Not if there are any more of these around.’


I looked up too. ‘Knowing Gaius, the place is probably covered in ’em.’

We made our way to the top of a long alley that ran all the way down to the Tiber. There were solidly built brick and wood warehouses opening onto it on either side, their tall shadows blocking the hot sun for a blessed moment.

But there was no-one in sight, which set off my alarm bells. Every city has its own ‘no go’ places, and, while the buildings were well kept, something definitely wasn’t right. It was now past siesta time, and people were flooding back into the city.

This place should’ve been chock-full of workers servicing the sea craft coming up the river. But instead it was completely deserted, except for a mangy dog, ribs sticking out and covered in sores. He was rooting around in a heap of rubbish at the entrance to the alley, and gave a whiny growl as we passed. I got an itchy feeling in the back of my neck like we were being watched.

The first warehouse door we passed had a red mark painted on it. A U-shape, with a stroke slashed diagonally through the top. I halted. The sign was flaking off in the heat. Was that paint, or blood?

I started scratching at the red. It was not paint.

‘Don’t stop,’ Alexander slurred out of the corner of his mouth, as he hooked his arm through mine pulling me on.

‘What’s going on?’ I scanned the alley and buildings front and back. But still no-one.

‘Don’t worry, Kannon. The costumer’s on the riverbank, they’re neutral territory. It’s fine. As long as we just pass through.’

‘What do you mean neutral territory?’ What had he gotten us into! ‘Neutral to who?’


‘The Sewer Rats. They’re the local gang. They own this part of the riverbank, and have a seriously heavy grudge going against one of the warehouse owners.’

Now he tells me? ‘Just one owner? But they’re all closed.’

‘Things got a bit nasty last week, when the Rats delivered one of the owner’s relatives to his warehouse door.’

‘Not alive, I’m guessing?’ We were halfway down the alley.

‘Not really.’

‘Don’t tell me.’ I’d had enough gore since I arrived in this time. ‘Will they attack us?’

‘Not if you don’t try and scratch off the gang sign they’ve put up on all the doors.’ There was a glimmer of a laugh in that belated piece of wisdom.

‘Alexander.’ I jabbed a sharp elbow in his side and elicited a gratifying grunt. ‘Make sure you tell me ahead of time when we’re going to take on another gang. Instead of hustling me through like an idiot.’

By now we’d made it down to the river, and onto a wide concrete path running along the bank. To the right was the painted wooden sign for Thespian Supplies: Finest Costumes, Cosmetics & Stage Materials. It hung above a surprisingly up-market store just a few feet further along the path. A smaller sign at the side of the shop door — ‘Best goose grease in Rome’ — was not so inviting.

‘Oh, and don’t mention the Rats,’ warned Alexander.

‘What, to anyone?’

He gave me an exasperated glare. ‘No. To Persephone. The woman who runs the store.’

‘Why?’ If only he’d just spit it all out instead of issuing mysterious commands. Do this, don’t do that.


‘Because her little boy, Amalfus, runs the gang.’

‘Oh.’ Then a pause. ‘How do you know all this?’

‘Everyone in Rome knows “all this”,’ he shot back.

I couldn’t leave it alone. ‘Why is she running a shop, if her son’s so …’

He fired off, ‘Because he likes wearing women’s clothing and playing dress-up.’ Glaring again, he said, ‘Now, any more questions or shall we go in?’

‘Bloody hell! When you open up, you really don’t hold back.’ But I was complaining to his back, as he stalked through the door. ‘Bossy too.’

He pretended not to hear.

Inside, exotic feathers hung in bunches from the ceiling beams, piles of bright materials sat next to bowls of ribbons and beads, and there was a corner devoted entirely to wigs of every colour and style. A middle-aged woman wearing technicolour make-up bustled towards us from behind a curtain at the back of the shop. She introduced herself as Persephone, and asked how she could serve us.

Persephone’s expression didn’t even flicker when I asked her for male clothing and a suitable wig for me, and something in the same style for Alexander. I said we wanted to remain anonymous while we were staying in Rome. Her eyes gleamed at that, but she didn’t ask. Just measured us both for size, and then we all headed out the back to the costume section. Guess with a son like hers, she was inured to unusual requests.

The shop looked small from the front, but it was long. Out the back there were national costumes from every corner of the Empire. Plus, the standard Roman gear, but in glaring colours and patterns that’d loom out on a stage.

She was heartily disappointed when I told her we wanted to blend in as much as possible. Fortunately the challenge of turning me into a convincing man seemed to raise her spirits. I could see where sonny boy got his taste for the dramatic.

‘Well, lovey,’ mused Persephone. ‘Your height works for you, but that’s about it. If you want to blend in as a man you’ll have to cover up. You won’t be able to show those legs, so you certainly won’t get away with wearing that short men’s tunic again.’ She frowned down at the offending appendages.

Alexander was considering them too, but with a less critical expression. ‘She’s right. I don’t know any men with legs like that.’

‘Fine,’ I replied curtly, wanting to cut the banter short. ‘What about a long tunic? One down to my ankles.’

‘No, not for a man. Not a Roman one anyway,’ Persephone tutted, like the professional she was. ‘Not in summer, lovey, you’d just stick out. It’s hard enough to get them to cover up their arses, let alone their knees when it’s so steamy.’ She rubbed her chin thoughtfully. ‘What about dressing as a foreign tourist? Something African perhaps? Then you could wrap up your head as well.’

‘Good idea,’ drawled Alexander. ‘And if she’s a foreigner they’ll expect her to mess up.’

‘Thanks, Alexander. Feel free at any time to correct me.’

He shot me an unreadable glance. ‘Whatever you say, Boss.’

I muttered, ‘I’ll believe that when I see it.’

Persephone ignored our bickering to slide her eyes down to my chest. ‘The extra material could be draped to hide other features as well. Yes, I know what you need. Do you want to try some pieces on?’


‘Yep. The sooner the better.’ I was getting impatient with all this, the Iseum was waiting.

She quickly put together two piles of clothes on a table at the back of the room, and then left us to try them on. My pile was made up of different hues of an olivey-green, Alexander’s was mainly milk chocolate browns and biscuit tans.

We considered each other over the piles for a short moment, and then simultaneously turned our backs to pull off our tunics.

Sorting through I found a long-sleeved, ankle-length caftan in olive cotton, over that went a long sleeveless vest in the same green, embroidered with a dark green diamond pattern.

There was a long bronze mirror hanging on the wall next to my side of the table. Yep, Persephone knew her stuff. The caftan hid everything from neck to feet and the vest flattened out the bits that needed flattening. There was a matching cloth square, which served as the headdress. I folded back a corner of the square, sat it on my head à la Lawrence of Arabia, then fixed it in place with a black plaited rope circlet on the crown of my head. I left enough of a brim at the front to cast a shadow over my eyes.

Hmm?

My black eyes suited the part, but the face and skin just made me look like the largest twelve-year-old boy in Rome. I pulled one corner of the headdress across the bottom half of my face. That was much better. Rome was dusty, a lot of it stunk, and I was a foreigner anyway, so who was going to call the fashion police?

When I swung around Alexander was just finishing wrapping a long black scarf around his head and tying it into a turban.

We looked at each other in stunned silence.


Apart from the headdresses we were twins. The robes were exactly the same, just different colours, even the diamond pattern on his vest exactly matched mine.

They had to be a set of costumes intended for extras in some kind of Roman musical. The kind that called for a chorus of Arab camel traders.
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THE ISEUM



Dressed as though we’d just escaped from the matinee version of Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves, and sweating under the heavy costumes, we started towards the Iseum. No-one seemed to take any notice of us. Guess we just looked like tourists after all, wearing the ancient equivalent of Hawaiian shirts and loud checked pants.

‘Do you know what kind of reputation the Isiacs have?’ I hadn’t had time to ask Alexander if he knew much about them. ‘Known for their ritual killings? Murderous orgies?’

I didn’t imagine they’d get away with too much under Roman law, but what’s hidden often gets out, and I was betting the Romans loved a good gossip.

‘No, nothing like that. Actually their reputation’s pretty good. A peaceful, law-abiding community that looks after their own.’ In answer to my sceptical glance, he said, ‘I know that’s not what you want to hear, Kannon. But I’ve never heard anything against them.’

He qualified that with, ‘Occasionally, their annual parade down to the Tiber for the blessing of the fleet gets a bit out of hand. It’s always too noisy. And too crowded. And the pickpockets like it. But that’s it. Isis is just as popular amongst the slaves as the wealthy, and the ones I know are good people.’ He grimaced. ‘Except for Crassus of course.’

‘Anything else? No gossip. There must be another side to them?’

‘If there is — it doesn’t get around. Aside from the anti-foreigner faction, most see them as mainstream.’

‘Anti-foreigner faction?’

‘Traditionalists,’ Alexander explained. ‘Rome for the Romans. Anti-immigrant. That kind of thing.’

‘After Actium, I’d have thought all Romans would hate anything Egyptian.’

‘No. Compared to the other cults they’re great. They don’t team mother worship with male castration, like the worshippers of the goddess Cybele. They aren’t noisy drunks, like the followers of Bacchus. And they do a lot of charity work.’

‘Castration and mother worship? Can’t really see the selling point myself.’ Freud would’ve had a field day with that lot.

‘Yep. Cybele’s surprisingly popular.’ He paused. ‘Just not with me.’

‘So why is Domitia into Isis? Strong community, charity work. Doesn’t sound like her thing at all.’

‘It’s the magic. Isis is supposed to give occult powers to her worshippers. You saw what Andromache did last night. Domitia only became an Isiac after she acquired her.’

‘Hmm. Nice, shiny Isis worshippers or not — be careful when we get to the Iseum. As far as I know, the Hierophant has taken Victoria. And I definitely know the modern Isiacs are violent.’

Seeing Lurco handle Alexander had brought out all my strongest protective instincts.


Alexander thought my warning was hysterical, but refrained from saying so. His mood had lightened immeasurably over the past few hours. He was a man with a future again. As strange as my offer was, and whether he believed my story or not, he now had a chance at freedom. He was a brave man, and a chance was all he needed.

‘Here we are.’

I followed his pointing finger. Wow.

The Iseum was surrounded by a high brick wall, so at this angle we could only see the two giant pylons that formed the front of the Egyptian temple. But they were the colour of blood-red earth, startling, set against the backdrop of wishy-washy marble and wood Rome. No wonder Isis was popular. You couldn’t not want to see what was on the other side of that high wall. It was just too tantalising.

We crossed the road and headed straight for the line of people filing through the outer gate. They were all in a good mood, singing and laughing together, as they patiently waited to get in.

‘What’s going on?’ I asked. ‘Is there always this big a crowd?’

‘No idea,’ said Alexander, scanning the faces.

We just kept shuffling along with the rest, and soon we passed through the gate and into a narrow walled corridor. It was long and paved with grass-green tiles. The plastered walls were whitewashed and decorated with black and gold eyes of Ra, and squarish sets of hieroglyphic text written in purples and greens. The line slowed down even more, as though everyone was now taking fairy steps.

‘Why have they all slowed down again?’ I wanted to gnash my teeth, we were almost into the Iseum!

‘See those images on the wall? They’re supposed to purge the devotees of any curses, or evil magic,’ Alexander said, cynicism oozing out of each word. ‘Suppose they want to make sure it’s all gone.’

‘Oh?’ An unlikely memory popped up and I muttered half to myself, ‘This corridor’s like using a cattle crush for drenching.’ My time working on Rollie’s homestead in Western Australia had come back to me in an odd way.

He gave me a sharp look. ‘How do wet crushed cows come into it?’

‘Ah.’ Guess that one didn’t translate so well. ‘In my time, when we want to worm the cows, we herd them into a confining yard called a crush. They can’t really move much, so it makes it easy to stick worm medicine down their throats.’

‘Worm medicine?’ Alexander nodded, liking the analogy. ‘And probably a lot more effective than this crap.’ A definite non-believer.

Four tall stone obelisks stood in a line, down the middle of the tiled corridor. As we passed them we could see they were each carved with a different giant figure. Each brandished a different weapon.

‘What about them?’ I asked. Wondering if they were supposed to be anti-evil devices too.

‘Don’t know. Maybe they’re for the really big parasites?’

Each obelisk was surrounded by a circle of devotees, all dressed in white tunics and holding their arms out as though in worship of the stones. Each group was chanting a different series of foreign words, probably Egyptian.

As we shuffled past the last circle of chanters, they increased their volume and speed. Then, as if they’d reached their final round, they extended their arms high above their heads reaching for the sky, and distinctly shouted each separate word one last time. On the final word, they dropped their arms down, crossing them over their breasts, and then bowed deeply from the waist.

‘I think they’re summoning something,’ said Alexander.

‘Then let’s hope it doesn’t arrive just yet. Unless it’s someone dropping in from the NTA I’m definitely not interested.’ I was joking, but Andromache’s little surgical strike into my past was still fresh in my mind.

Following the rest of the line we turned left out of the corridor, and into the main compound. And full view of the Iseum. It was stunning.

‘Have you been here before?’ I asked.

‘Not this side of the wall. Pretty amazing, isn’t it?’

No reply needed to that.

The earth-red Iseum was less a temple than a fortress, with the two huge pylons, each the size of a four-storey apartment block, framing the entrance. Halfway up, a narrow bridge ran between them, with a set of wide stairs underneath. Together they formed a giant doorway. The lines were clean and strong. Not primitive, but powerful.

The vivid earth colour was heightened by its contrast with the surrounding lush gardens. Unlike Domitia’s carefully structured shrubs and terminally manicured hedges, this Egyptian version of paradise was full of brilliant flowers, green trees heavy with fruit, and tall palms waving in the sizzling summer breeze. This plot of Earth was fecund, fertile in every sense. It flourished.

It was also a buzzing hive of activity. Today must be cleaning day. Devotees criss-crossed in front of us, moving from task to task. Well-dressed ones, as well as your average guy off the street. Some were weeding the gardens, others were sweeping the tiled area in front of the Iseum, but they all seemed happy. Even the priests directing them seemed enthusiastic. They traded jokes with the devotees as they worked, over the heads of the tame gazelles that wandered free. One butted me in the thigh, looking for a handout. I gently guided its head away, but it considered me reproachfully, out of liquid eyes. The pout didn’t work, so it chose another target and skipped off.

A clean Iseum is obviously a happy Iseum.

‘Doesn’t seem so bad to me.’ Alexander sounded mildly impressed.

‘Yeah. It’s got a really nice feel to it.’ Unfortunately. ‘Let’s go inside.’ There didn’t seem to be anything out here to investigate.

Immediately through the pylons was a large, walled courtyard, completely open to the blazing summer sky. The place seemed deserted, I was guessing most of the devotees were outside cleaning the temple grounds. I wasn’t sure whether that was convenient or not. I wanted to take a look around, but ask questions as well. If I could find the right person.

The courtyard matched the outside. Just as attractive, and just as intriguing. It was designed to simulate the verdant banks of the Nile, and create another deeply Egyptian splinter in the heart of conquering Rome.

Tall columns, carved and coloured to look like palm trees, ran round the walls. Carved serpents, exotically decorated, twisted here and there around the stone trees, their tongues flickering crimson amongst the green stone foliage and brown stone fruit.

There was a sunken pond in the centre, complete with feathered reeds and bordered by banks of sand and rocks. Fish skimmed the surface, in between the pink lotus flowers, their fins flashing silver in the sunlight. An elegant ibis studied their movements from the midst of the reeds, fierce eyes darting from shimmer to watery shimmer.

The courtyard ended in stairs to a spacious stone antechamber, with a high ceiling. We strode through and then both came to an abrupt halt. The entrance to the inner sanctum, just a few paces further in, was framed by two enormous stone guards, convincingly painted and decorated to make them seem alive and keen to do their duty. Both stared down at us as though calculating our intentions. And not in a friendly way.

Alexander whistled. ‘I’d heard about this pair. Wouldn’t like to meet either of them in the arena.’

‘Or a dark alley,’ I added. Or any of my dreams. I’d seen photos of Egyptian statuary before, but nothing this new. This convincing.

They were the core Isis hatchet boys. Each, with the onyx black body of a lean muscular warrior, was holding weapons and stood with one foot forward, ready to attack. Both were naked, except for short Egyptian pleated kilts, intricately designed pectoral collars, and the traditional draped cloth headdress. Their strong male bodies were lean and attractive, but their heads were not human. Nothing like it. And at that height it was intimidating.

The one on the left loomed down at us, with the same long curved dagger beak and avian black eyes of the ibis we’d just seen fishing in the courtyard. It had the same look too — it was studying us as a prelude to hunting.

‘Thoth, the God of Knowledge. And Magic,’ said Alexander.

‘How come you know that? Thought you weren’t interested in anything you couldn’t see or touch.’

‘You really don’t know anything about this city, do you?’ Alexander chuckled. ‘Every religion that hits this place is perused and rated, just like the newest restaurants and brothels.’

‘What? Which god’s better for getting rid of lice …?’

‘And which goddess will make the next door neighbours shut up at a reasonable hour … if you slip the priests an extra denarius. And Thoth here’s supposed to be one powerful magician. Knows all the best power words to use in magic spells.’ Alexander swung his eyes over to the guard on the right. ‘But this is the one that most Romans come here to appease.’

I’d avoided staring at that one. It was Anubis, of course. Isis’ primo guard-dog.

A jackal’s visage, with long pointy nose and ears, and piercing black irises with yellow sclera.

I murmured, ‘The black dog.’

He seemed to grin down at us, but his teeth were long and sharp and ready to turn the expression into something much less welcoming.

Alexander checked my face before saying, ‘Didn’t Andromache …?’

‘Yes.’ I cut him short. As sceptical as I was, I didn’t feel like trying to explain something I still didn’t understand myself. Instead I asked, ‘Why’s he so popular here?’

‘Insurance.’

I got it immediately. At death Anubis was supposed to weigh the heart of the dead against the feather of truth. He decided who goes where in the afterlife. The pure go to good places. The heavy hearted have to atone.

I looked up into those black and yellow jackal eyes. How on earth had Andromache known about …?

‘Kannon. You better take a look behind you.’

I swung round to see what he’d found. And scrabbled in my shoulder bag for the copy of the text from the Isis dagger.


The front walls of the antechamber were covered in a series of floor-to-ceiling murals. Giant figures moved together in scene after scene. But the big news was that each mural was framed by a border of hieroglyphs.

I flipped open my notebook and we both compared my copy with the ones on the wall. It’d been hidden in the handle of the Isis dagger, chances were at least some of them would appear in her own temple.

‘Here’s one.’ Alexander had found a glyph, a rectangle with a piece missing on the bottom side and what looked like a sword underneath.

‘Here’s another.’ Nearby, I’d found one. A figure I was pretty sure stood for a throne, followed by a half circle followed by a seated person.

‘Stop that!’

An irate priestess, passing through from the inner temple, was poised to call for back-up. ‘You can’t touch those. They’re sacred images. Get away from them!’

We had the notebook pressed against the wall, comparing the two texts. I folded it up as Alexander stepped in front.

‘I’m so sorry. We’re trying to work out what’s written here.’ He spoke with a disarming candour. And sex appeal turned up a notch.

She seemed to literally melt, absent-mindedly straightening her veiled hair. But when she focused on me, she eyed the headscarf still draped across my lower face with concern.

Alexander slid back into her eye line to give her a lethal smile. ‘We’re strangers in Rome. We were looking for someone to approach. But everyone seems to be busy outside.’

‘Oh?’ She was pooling at his feet like an ice cream left out in the sun. She smiled back this time. ‘And what did you want to know?’


Alexander and I both eyeballed her so intently, that the calculations should’ve appeared across our foreheads like a digital readout.

‘Can you tell us what these characters mean?’ I pointed to the two sets of hieroglyphs we’d spotted earlier.

‘Ah. The meaning? You’re trying to work out the story of Isis?’

From her expression we’d hit a warm spot with her, but she’d completely by-passed my very specific question.

At our blank looks, she said, ‘Well that’s what these murals tell. We use this wall area to teach novices about our religion. Some of us can read Egyptian characters, but most can’t. But everyone can use the pictures to understand the story of Bright Isis.’

Alexander chipped in, ‘Isn’t there a Dark Isis, too?’ I’d mentioned the two faces of the goddess to him.

She stiffened back into formal priestess mode. ‘Not here. If that’s what you’re interested in, then please leave. Now!’

Alexander and I looked at each other.

‘We’re sorry for any offence given. We don’t know enough yet to know what’s good, or what’s not,’ I said, going into full country yokel grovelling. I indicated the murals. ‘But they’re so beautiful, we just want to know more.’

And they were beautiful. Brilliantly coloured and painted with an eye for detail and technical accuracy. Each person, animal, and plant was depicted so perfectly, that they appeared to hover above us. The universal archetypes of their species.

At that she seemed to unbend again. ‘In that case, my name is Ankara. And I would be happy to explain the story and the pictures.’


The first mural was an exquisite white lotus, floating in the middle of a luminously blue body of water, under a black, empty sky.

‘In the beginning,’ intoned Ankara, speaking as though to a larger crowd, ‘only the great ocean existed. Then the lotus grew. When it opened, Ra, the first being, emerged from its centre. All life you see comes from water, even divinity.’

‘That makes sense,’ I said, the archaeologist in me coming out. ‘The Egyptians were completely dependent on the Nile for their crops. So of course water had to be at the very centre of their spiritual cosmos.’

‘We’re all dependent on water,’ Ankara corrected. ‘Rome couldn’t exist without aqueducts either.’

‘The next three pictures show Ra’s creation of his family and Earth.’ Ankara continued her well-practised monologue. ‘Ra created his children and they became the material foundations of the cosmos. His son Geb became the Earth. His daughter Nut bent over the Earth to form the sky. Between them, the first humans began to populate the Earth. Ra appeared to them each day as the solar disc, traversing the sky in his flaming chariot. In time Geb and Nut produced two sons, Osiris and Set, and two daughters, Isis and Nephthys.’

Ankara bent her head respectfully when she said the name of Isis.

The next mural was quite graphic.

In the top half of the picture a man and a woman were making passionate love inside the belly of their pregnant mother.

‘Isis and Osiris fell in love in the womb of their mother, the sky goddess,’ said Ankara.

Incest must have been a sticking point for many Romans because she hastened to say, in apology, ‘In Egyptian belief, the divinities can only marry each other …’

She was about to wind into a longwinded prodivine incest spiel, so I cut in and said, ‘Of course — who else could they marry? The Roman gods don’t have a good track record either. What about Zeus? The Greek god they modelled Jupiter on? He keeps having sex with mortal women, while in the form of a swan or a bull. Lot of farmland around here … Now just what’s that saying to people?’

Alexander turned away to have a coughing fit, while Ankara looked stunned.

We were standing not that far from Jupiter’s own temple, on top of the Capitoline hill. But at least it cut that lecture short, and we moved to the next mural a little more briskly than before.

And it was the next mural I was interested in.

In the bottom half of the mural, Isis and Osiris sat side by side on thrones and wearing the full regalia of Egyptian monarchs.

‘What does that mean?’ I pointed to a glyph below the picture. The one of the broken rectangle hovering over the sword.

‘That’s the word for ruler. It’s referring to Isis and Osiris. They came to Earth in human form, and were the first rulers. The first pharaohs.’

Hmm. Ruler? Okay we were getting somewhere — just very slowly.

The following mural was violent, dark. ‘But the forces of chaos were about to be appeased,’ said Ankara, with high drama. ‘Set, envious of his brother, killed Osiris and hid his body.’

The mural showed the murder of Osiris. Set, depicted with a forked tail, was cutting him into small pieces. ‘Isis, suspecting Set’s treachery, began to search for the body of Osiris with Anubis, her faithful hunting dog.’

By the next mural Isis had located the body of Osiris. ‘Using her great magic Isis re-enchants his body for a brief moment, and makes herself pregnant with her son, Horus.’

Alexander and I both recognised several more glyphs from my copy at the same time. Pointing, Alexander asked, ‘What do these characters mean?’

Her voice a little harsh, she said, ‘Why do you want to know that?’

She’d been so forthcoming it seemed quite strange. ‘But this picture’s so singular, doesn’t everyone ask?’ I said.

Ankara looked at the painting. Isis was sitting buck naked on top of Osiris’ dead body. She appeared to be ‘conjuring’ his penis with her hands. Well she was doing something with it, anyway.

There are only so many ways you get pregnant, even for a goddess.

‘Yes, people do ask.’ That was said with a heavy load of reluctance. ‘But often their curiosity is mainly about the magic. We’ve had too many problems with converts who join purely to gain magical power. All I can tell you is that the words you’ve singled out are related to Isis’ ability to summon cosmic power. The source of her divine power. But I will not go into details.’

Cosmic power? Was that part of the ritual the Moral Legion had been talking about? Maybe the Isis dagger was needed for that specific ritual?

Ankara saw the speculative gleam in my eye. ‘I’m sorry, perhaps you only ask out of ignorance, but still we cannot speak about the mysteries outside the community.’


Damn. Just when things were getting relevant! I shrugged and to lighten the moment said, ‘I’d imagine people would find this picture interesting for many reasons.’

‘Yes you are right.’ She showed a dimple. ‘Actually men most often ask about this picture.’ Then she whispered, ‘Isis is known for her ability to … er.’ She paused, and said delicately, ‘… raise the dead.’

A double entendre? I couldn’t believe it, Ankara was making a joke.

I gave a chuckle, then said, ‘Yes, Alexander’s been having a lot of problems with that lately. Maybe you can recommend something?’

Alexander’s face went completely blank. Then he said very seriously, ‘At least I don’t have the terrible dripping disease, which is why my friend can’t show his face. Perhaps you can recommend something for him too?’

While maintaining a sincere expression of sympathy, Ankara simultaneously moved one full pace away from me.

After that little bit of repartee she took us through the final three murals at a clipping pace. Which was fine because none of the remaining hieroglyphs looked familiar.

‘While Horus was still a child, Isis hid from Set in the swamp and the animals of the swamplands protected her. Her time there was dangerous and desperate, but in the end she triumphed over all obstacles and emerged, assisted by Horus, to destroy Set.’ She finished with a summary, ‘Queen Isis has proven that she is the greatest of all the gods. She has dominion over life and death, war and peace, the worlds above and below, the earth, the sea and the sky.’


At that Ankara started backing away from us, obviously keen to be on her way, and convinced that we’d be no great loss to the Isiac community.

‘Er. Before you go.’ I had to ask. ‘Why did you become an Isiac?’

She didn’t seem like an axe murderer. Domitia had joined for the power, but why had Ankara?

My question seemed to throw her, as though she’d not thought about that for a long time. But when she finally spoke, it was with a passion, a conviction. ‘You have to understand, to us Isis is truly our mother. We can call upon her in all situations, and she will answer. And she has proven her devotion to those she loves. For Osiris she defied the laws of the universe to bring him back, and she will do the same for us. In Isis we will live forever, in her arms we will be reborn. She is our resurrection and our salvation.’

She stood for a moment waiting for any more questions. But neither of us spoke, so she bade us goodbye and continued on her way.

I stared at her retreating back. Hmm. Her answer had been completely sincere.

Could this happy bunch all be psychotic followers who showed a different face in private? Maybe I wanted them to be innocent just because it was good to see a strong female as an object of worship in the midst of a rigidly patriarchal society.

But where did the sacrificial dagger fit in? And what had happened to Victoria?

‘What do you think?’

Alexander had crossed his arms and was perusing the murals once again. ‘I don’t think we’re going to find someone to bribe. If they’re all like her …’ He ended with a shrug.

I nodded. They all seemed like Bambi. ‘Yeah, if they won’t even discuss stuff they’ve put on their own walls, then that text from the dagger would probably get us kicked out.’

We both looked towards the inner sanctum, but without a great deal of hope. Even with help from a priestess all we’d discovered were the glyphs for ruler and some vague reference to cosmic power. But we might as well look at the lot.

Once past the stone guards I let out an incredulous, ‘What’s going on here?’

‘It’s new,’ said Alexander.

The inner sanctum was an ill-fitting add-on to the rest of the temple. The front of the Iseum was pure Egypt, in colour and style. This was … pure Rome. Everything was marble and there wasn’t a single animal-headed god in sight.

‘There was a fire a few years ago and the Isiac community decided to start Romanising the Iseum,’ said Alexander. ‘They thought the animalistic side of the religion was putting off too many of the customers. So now they have this instead.’

The sanctum was one huge, round room. Around the walls were statues of Isis in different poses. The fierce warrior queen striking the demonic Set with her sword. The faithful wife holding the dead body of her beloved Osiris.

Each statue had a small altar in front of it, and here and there devotees were lighting incense and performing ritual worship in front of them.

The statues were all striking in their own way, but it was the one in the very centre of the room that captured your attention.

Shafts of light streamed in through a row of windows running along the roofline, illuminating the giant statue of Isis which rose, centre-stage, to touch the three-storey-high ceiling with her dark gold crown. Directly above her, a red-gold sun was painted on the dark blue ceiling, with pale golden rays radiating out and down the supporting walls. She was wearing the sun as a halo.

This was Isis in full splendour as the supreme deity, robed in sky-blue clothes decorated with gold stars. It was a different portrayal to the one on the hilt of the dagger. Here she was the serene, benevolent queen.

And she was completely Roman, her skin a milky white. The light made her marble features appear to glow from within, as though she truly lived. But you couldn’t see any hint of her ancestry as a daughter of the Nile in her wide blue eyes.

‘No wonder Augustus is wary of the Isiacs,’ I said, looking around. ‘Between the number of people working outside. Combined with the obvious cost of this temple …’ I shook my head. ‘Powerful people.’

The few devotees tending the individual altars were far enough away for me to pull the headdress back from my face, so I could fan myself with my hand. The breeze didn’t reach this far into the Iseum.

‘Crassus isn’t the only wealthy member they have.’ Alexander pushed the turban back off his forehead and wiped it with his sleeve.

‘What a waste of time.’ I’d been hoping for more. Maybe not a direct clue … But something! ‘Now we know the hieroglyphs for “Ruler” and “Cosmic power of Isis”, but that doesn’t exactly help me pinpoint where Victoria is. Or how to find her.’

‘Kannon, it was worth a try. Anyway while we’re here why don’t we do a thorough search? You take the rest of the gardens, and I’ll check out the back of the temple. I’ve seen the picture — I know what Victoria looks like.’


I nodded. ‘Valerius’ men have been through here already, but we should do it anyway.’ Then I muttered to myself, ‘I don’t know what else we can do to find her.’

There was a statue behind Alexander. Isis as Mother, seated with baby Horus on her lap. A man and a woman knelt in front of the altar earnestly praying. Alexander turned along my eye line. ‘What are you looking at?’

‘That sculpture. It’s the spitting image of ones I’ve seen of Jesus and Mary.’

He raised his eyebrows in a question.

‘Mary’s the mother of Jesus Christ. The founder of Christianity. The religion I was telling you about.’

‘The one that’s in conflict with the Isiacs in your time?’

‘Not all Christians. Mainly just one radical group.’

‘If they’re in conflict, why are the statues the same? Do Christians worship Isis as well?’

‘Er, no.’ I briefly wondered how much information Alexander could take in about the future before his head exploded.

He caught my expression. ‘Just tell me.’

He was beginning to read me a little too well for comfort. ‘Well. The first time they competed it was for control of the Roman Empire. The race was pretty close, but Christianity wins in about three hundred years’ time.’

‘Why do the Christians win?’

‘Difficult question, but it comes down to politics in the end.’

‘Politics?’ Alexander gave a hard laugh. ‘Of course it would. But you still haven’t explained why they have the same statue. Isn’t Christianity centred around worshipping this Jesus you mentioned?’


‘Yes, but this all goes back to the intense competition between the two religions. When you’re trying to convert followers away from another group you study the competition. Find out what works for them, and find a way to overcome the attraction.’

Alexander looked up at the queenly statue in the centre of the room, and then back at the portrayal of mother and child.

‘Jesus was male, right?’

‘Exactly. Christianity didn’t have the same kind of appeal at all, and they knew it. So the part of Mary, the mother of Jesus, was moved centre stage. And they even borrowed the titles of Isis. Calling Mary the Star of the Sea and the Queen of Heaven. That kind of thing. And when the Roman Christians, the Catholics, take over, they even move into the old Iseums and use their decorations and imagery.’

I nodded at the statue of mother and child. ‘Like that one.’

‘And this will attract converts from the Isiacs. Give them a warm, compassionate woman who’ll listen to their prayers.’

‘Just like Ankara said, a divine mother who loves her followers as her own children.’

‘That’s a pretty cynical tactic.’

‘Yeah, well that’s how big organisations compete.’

That was also why I wasn’t so interested in the big empires. They sucked the life and truth out of everything, so they could make it all fit into one rigid system.

‘They adapt, borrow and embellish. Look, I respect the real Jesus and Mary. Their message was founded on love and compassion however it’s been repackaged over the years. But that’s often the way religions work. In fact, I’m betting something similar happened with the Isiacs, too. What happened to Ra? He used to be the main Egyptian god. Now, he just rates a mention as the grandfather of Isis.’

‘But what happens to the Isiacs in this whole repackaging process? You said they managed to survive and compete with Christianity again in your time?’

‘That’s right. And very successfully, too. When Christianity really starts clamping down on non-believers, the Isiacs camouflage their beliefs. The worshippers of Bright Isis rename her the Bright Lady, and disguise her as Mary. They build a whole network of secret communities within the Catholic nations. Catholicism retained so much Isis ritual and imagery that it was a viable solution for them. They even flourished. But the devotees of Dark Isis were persecuted as witches, and had to flee. Or go underground. Many of our most famous explorers were Isiacs, looking for new territory where they could re-establish themselves. And they did.’

‘Explorers? You’re talking about the new lands … The one you come from.’

Alexander had asked me where my home was earlier.

‘Yes. That’s right. In the next millennium, new continents will be explored and colonised by Europeans.’

Wondering how that would translate I qualified it. ‘People from Britain, the Celts, some Mediterranean nations …’

‘But not Rome.’

‘Not as it is now.’

‘So Rome passes away? The Empire falls?’

‘Yes,’ I said with some concern. This was his world after all. How would he take it?

‘Good.’

I shouldn’t have been surprised. After what he’d been through, I could understand why he felt that way.
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A BIRD IN THE HAND



I had a bad feeling, and it was getting stronger each moment. It was dusk and Alexander was far too late.

I checked both ways again, trying to force him to appear through sheer dint of will, but the alley behind the Iseum compound remained deserted. We’d split up to search the temple grounds, and arranged to meet here as soon as we finished. But if he didn’t arrive soon I’d have to go after him. Either he’d found a juicy clue he just had to investigate, or he was in trouble again.

My gut was going for the trouble side of the equation.

I knew I shouldn’t have let him out of my sight! Lurco could’ve had us follo—

Thunk.

My vision exploded into skyrockets and my head was being split open from above. I felt myself sliding down the wall, and everything switched off …

I blinked and was back into full consciousness. A blinding pain shot through my eyes.

Aw, not again! My poor head had take a beating over the past few days.


I moved a quarter of an inch and jerked against the sudden feeling of bindings.

No! I was bound and gagged on the cobbled floor of the alley, with the contents of my shoulder bag strewn around me. Had I been mugged? But if so, why was I tied up?

I looked around. There was no-one near me, but a pair of armed men stood at each end of the alley. Hmm. They were watching for someone, darting quick glances at me while they waited.

No, definitely not mugged.

Whoever they were, they’d gone to a lot of trouble to target me in this way. Someone had to scale a roof, and why would four armed men take such precautions? It meant they knew I was a fighter.

Nah, they picked me for a reason. They knew who I was.

Which was very, very bad.

Because that meant it was Lurco.

I had to get loose. Quickly.

Inching the fingers of my right hand across, I freed one of the stilettos hidden in my wristband. I started sawing through the rope around my wrists, but just as they were close to giving way, there was movement at one end of the alley. The guards respectfully moved aside, and allowed two men to pass through.

Oh crap! I sawed faster.

The taller one was armed, and from the way they were listening to him, chances were he was the leader.

The man with him was totally different. Short, fat, and wearing a lurid yellow tunic with an ugly green and red checked band across the bottom. Aside from the bad taste in clothes, he was a pasty white, like he spent most of his time inside and behind a desk.


The four talked for a moment, then one of the guards handed the leader a white object. The light was fading fast, so it was hard to identify, but whatever it was, it startled the short, fat man. As soon as he saw it he grabbed for it, and shot a sharp question at the guard. The guard answered, then they both looked over at me. The short man started towards me, with the leader right on his heels.

My hands were free now, and I had the mini stiletto gripped tightly in one fist. But my ankles were still tied. Playing unconscious seemed a good idea, so I held my wrists together, rope and all, and shut my eyes.

Rough hands patted me down, then tore open the front of my African tourist costume. He stuck his hands in to check under my arms, and around my back.

What was he searching for?

My teeth were gritted at being felt up like this, but my chance would come soon enough. The other one was busy going through my bag and the things next to it on the ground. I heard the gun clatter as he cast it aside. He was cursing as he went, and muttering about this being ‘a huge waste of my valuable time’.

The one searching me stood up to bark at the other, ‘She doesn’t have the fucking thing, so why’s she got a drawing of it?’

At that I squinted my eyes open. The tall man was holding my notepad. The white thing they’d been looking at was my spiral notepad, and it was open at the drawing of the Isis dagger.

So they were looking for the dagger?

Yee haaa! They must’ve been sent by the Hierophant, not Lurco!

That not only meant Alexander was still safe, but I now had six men to question, and a completely new lead to follow!


All I had to do was get my ankles free …

The little guy started a tirade. ‘I can’t believe this, Argos! You knew the orders. You were supposed to wrap this up hours ago. Don’t ever make me come and find you again! There are other men for hire in the town, and I’m busy enough making everything tally with the books to do your job too.’

He was an accountant?

‘Ah, don’t you try and pin this on me, Caractacus, you little weasel. This is your fault. You didn’t give us the right fucking information to find her. We’ve been looking for her all frigging afternoon. And believe me, it’ll cost you.’

But why were they looking for me?

The Hierophant must think I have the dagger. But why?

Because I took Victoria’s place?

‘And give me back that frigging drawing,’ demanded Argos. ‘If you’re going to try and rip me off, then I’m taking that to the boss. He can decide who’s fucked up here.’

Caractacus snorted, turning the notepad around in his hands. He was trying to nut out how the spiral binding worked. ‘You’re not getting this, so forget it.’

‘Fuck you!’ Argos grabbed the notepad. ‘I’m keeping this until I see the money. You still haven’t paid us for following that other bitch around yet.’

I stiffened. He had to be talking about Victoria!

Caractacus held out his hand. ‘If you want to make demands you can talk to the boss yourself. He’s at The Bird now. And he won’t be happy if you make him wait for her. He said if you fucked up again, he’d take it out of your hide.’

That threat seemed to mellow Argos’ attitude. He shut right up.


Caractacus wiggled his fingers impatiently. Argos slapped the spiral notepad into the waiting palm, and then spat on the ground.

‘Now, get her straight over to The Bird,’ Caractacus said, back in the driver’s seat. ‘You know he doesn’t like to be kept waiting.’

Yes! They were going to take me to the Hierophant. Gift-wrapped. Great. I held the wrist ropes more tightly together.

Bang!

Then another loud thump followed by a crash, came from the far end of the alley.

The two guards started shouting, then disappeared into the street. There was the sound of swords being drawn … more shouting … then the clang of metal hitting metal.

‘What’s that!’ whispered Caractacus, immediately stepping behind Argos.

Argos responded by whistling once and pointing. The two guards at the other end of the alley came past us at a run, and into the street beyond.

There were more swords clashing … Then silence.

Argos and Caractacus glared nervously down at the other end of the alley. It was dark now.

Caractacus’ nerve broke first. ‘Pick her up and take her to The Bird!’ Then he ran in the opposite direction.

‘Turd brain,’ cursed Argos after him, but he still leant over me to obey.

I was ready, kicking straight up and into his diaphragm with both feet. The air wheezed completely out of his lungs, and he pitched hard into the wall behind him.

He slid down, sucking and sucking to get his breath back. I sliced through my ankle ropes. Good. I’d march Argos over to The Bird myself.


Before I could get to my feet the sound of sandals slapping cobblestones made us both swivel our heads. A dark figure was running full pelt towards Argos, with a raised sword in his hand.

It was Alex!

Argos staggered off in the opposite direction, holding his middle and sucking in his breath with a whooping sound. Alex came level as I stood. He took one furious look at my ripped clothing, and stepped forward to gently pull the gag from my mouth.

‘I’m all right. But we have to catch that man,’ I said, pointing. ‘He works for the Hierophant.’

I piled everything back into my shoulder bag, and we sprinted for the corner, but the few seconds’ lead had been enough for Argos to disappear. The first alley led onto other narrow little alleys that twisted and turned in every direction. After five minutes of searching in full darkness we stopped.

‘Damn! He’s gone. Alex, have you heard of a place called The Bird?’

‘You mean The Bird in the Hand?’

‘The Bird in the what?’

It had to be a brothel. That figured.

 

The Bird in the Hand was in a very dodgy part of town, to the northeast of Victoria’s apartment.

The two Forums had been jammed full of merchants bringing in tomorrow’s stock, and then we’d been waylaid by a rowdy crowd of drunks staggering home from some fertility festival. After that, the further away we moved from the centre of the city, the fewer people we passed on the dark streets.

Finally we found the right block. It was full of dirty brick and wood dwellings and there was an overwhelming stench of raw sewage, but business had to be good because the two-storey brothel was covered in an expensive-looking plaster façade and the place was lit up like a beacon.

A big wooden sign, with the name in gold letters, hung over the front door and a chunky but lovingly detailed, stone penis sat on the pavement, tilted to point to the entrance.

Even if you were illiterate you still got the message.

Listening to the music and carousing from across the street, Alex and I halted for some strategic planning.

Argos and Caractacus may have beaten us here, but there was no point in bursting in and making everyone scatter. Until I found one of them I couldn’t identify the Hierophant, so finding them was number one priority and a job best done with stealth.

All in all a little reconnaissance was in order, so, as quickly and unobtrusively as possible, we circled the building looking for entry points.

There were only two.

At the back, there was an open kitchen door with smoke pouring out, but it was chock-full of slaves preparing food. They were too busy to notice us, but there were enough of them carrying heavy metal cleavers to reject any idea of a quiet entry through that door. There were no ground-floor windows and despite the heat, each of the second-floor ones were boarded shut, probably because the house was right next to an open sewer. Close up, the fumes made your eyes water.

In the side alley, under light from the house next door, I looked us both over. ‘If we’re going in the front door, we’re going to have to do some radical work on our clothes.’ The night had hidden us so far, but The Bird was anything but dark.

Even a Roman brothel wouldn’t let us in the way we looked at the moment. Alex had lost his head covering, and the front of his vest was covered in a mottled print of dark stains. Then I realised they were actually bloodstains.

‘Alex, are you hurt?’

He saw my look of concern, then looked down at his clothes. ‘Nah, that’s not mine. The first two guards were a little reluctant to let me pass.’

It was becoming clear that Alex was very good at understatement. Understatement and a number of other things.

He’d taken on four men with swords, unarmed, and barely raised his heart rate.

He rubbed at the stains, but that just made them worse. ‘They’re not going to let me in The Bird looking like I just took part in a massacre.’

I peered around the corner. Two Nubian bouncers, the size of baby elephants, stood on either side of the front door. They didn’t look very approachable.

We needed a wardrobe solution. Quickly.

Alex held the stained vest away from his tunic to see how far the gore had spread. Underneath didn’t look too bad.

He nodded. ‘Yeah, the vest can go’. He stripped it off, but the sleeves of his tunic were pretty splattered as well. I used my stiletto and cut the seams that held the sleeves to the tunic. Together we pulled off the sleeves, then used a wide strip cut off the hem to form a belt. He looked a little ragged, but a lot less confronting sans the blood.

How picky were they going to be in a brothel anyway?

Things were a bit trickier for me. My costume had been ripped from top to bottom when Argos searched me. And while I’d been unconscious they’d pulled off my head covering and vest as well.


So all I had was the tunic, which I had to hold together. I thought for a moment then started ripping. First my sleeves came off, then two strips off the hem, the last one wider than the first. Now I had a short tunic, a belt to tie it all together, and a head cloth to wrap around my head and lower face.

Alex stared at me in silence for a moment.

‘What!’

He looked at my chest. Pointedly.

‘I know! I know! Give me your vest.’ Alex’s bloodstained vest looked all right when it was turned inside out. So I put it over the top and looked at Alex expectantly.

He was sceptical.

‘It’s a whore house, for God’s sake, Alex. Do they really have a strict dress code?’

‘I hope you managed to save some money, Kannon. Because that’s the only thing that’s going to get us in there. You in particular.’

We decided that if anything went seriously wrong Alex would hold off the bouncers, while I found Caractacus or Argos and used them to find their boss. But we both knew it’d be much better to get in without a fuss. If we could.

When we came up to the door the two bouncers looked at me with mildly bored suspicion. But a gold piece each, retrieved from a side pocket that Argos’ men hadn’t found, got us through. For that price they even gave us free advice about which girl to pick.

They both seemed to favour someone called Vulva. Now that had to be a joke.

The music smacked into us as we stepped through the door. It wasn’t really music. More like synchronised screeching from some overstrung harps and a squeaky proto-violin. The fingernails-on-chalkboard riffs were punctuated with raucous male guffaws, followed by feminine giggles.

Just inside was a small foyer covered in panels depicting nudes in a variety of professional poses. The paintings were not anatomically correct in any sense that I’d experienced, but then they did show what was going in where in explicit detail.

There was a price printed underneath each position, and they weren’t cheap.

Beneath the panels a plump, black-haired woman reclined on a red plush couch. She was gossiping with a thin, bald man sitting on the wooden chair next to her. She was wearing enough white and red make-up on her face to choke a cat, and very little else.

Something gold and spangled glinted in the folds of skin under her stomach and breasts. She may have been wearing a bikini but it’d obviously lost the battle to restrain her curves earlier in the night.

From the rumpled state of his clothes, the man next to her had already used the house facilities, and was enjoying a relaxed debriefing with the resident expert. They both looked up with sharp interest as we moved into the foyer.

The woman patted her towering hairstyle. ‘Well, darlings, what do we have here?’ She had a voice like Humphrey Bogart, but spoke like Zsa Zsa Gabor. Deep, rough, and professionally seductive.

The man sitting next to her winked at Alex. ‘What you have, my dear, is two horny boys looking for a good time.’

He perused me with a patronising gleam. ‘But one of them’s a little bit shy. Now I wonder why that is?’

A loud shriek zinged through, from the next room. It broke into a laugh, then back into a shriek. A stringed instrument twanged, as though for emphasis.


‘Hurnis must be doing the sea bass trick again,’ remarked the man with little interest. ‘I hope she remembered to buy more of that green ointment. We ran out last night.’

Zsa Zsa ignored that, more interested in assessing the new business. She scanned my covered face, checked my body, then went back to my face. She was suspicious. ‘And what are you trying to hide, sweetheart?’

Alex stepped slightly in front of me, and gave her his fourth-best grin.

I snorted.

That was all that was needed. The madam immediately dropped her attention from me in favour of a full-scale examination of Alex’s charms.

No inhibitions here, she was beginning to drool.

He nodded over his shoulder at me. ‘Don’t worry about my friend here. It’s his first time, and he’s pretty embarrassed.’ He grinned again.

She started fanning herself with a feather. He could have said anything, and she’d just agree.

‘He’s afraid that he won’t be able to do it. He’ll take the head cloth off if he’s successful.’

I choked back a comment. Then remembered Caractacus and the Hierophant could be just around the corner. Alex had these two covered, so I passed him the remaining gold coins, and headed for the next door.

Zsa Zsa didn’t even watch me go. By now Alex was fanning her with her own feather.

‘Excuse my friend’s impatience,’ he said, as I went. ‘He’s afraid he’ll lose momentum if he doesn’t act quickly. So tell me, beautiful, how does the deal work here?’

The madam responded with a full-bodied cackle.

Sheesh.

Inside was one big room. Walls adorned with Rubenesque paintings giving advanced sexual advice, and one wooden staircase running up the middle to the top floor.

The music and the shrieking were coming from the space to the right of the stairs, where an exotic dancer was performing in the middle of a ring of lounges.

Now she was doing something uncomfortable with a series of vegetables, all the while balanced on one hand. The sea bass, or whatever it was, was back and swimming around in the big wooden tub next to her. It looked slightly dazed. Next to it was a bucket of outsized green crabs. They just looked irate.

They probably knew what was coming. I was glad I wasn’t staying for the rest of the show.

About ten customers reclined in the circle. Some were shouting requests, mainly involving the selection of cucumbers over carrots, while others were too busy making their own fun.

Didn’t see the allure of salad vegetables myself, but there was no sign of my two targets.

To the left of the staircase was empty except for a lounge suite and a cluster of chairs around a padded sofa. Either Caractacus and Argos weren’t here yet, or they were upstairs.

Alex arrived with Zsa Zsa on his tail. Literally. He came over to me, while she peeled off and up the stairs.

‘They’re not down here.’ I watched Zsa Zsa disappear behind a curtained doorway on the floor above us.

‘That’s fine, I’ve just paid for us to get upstairs. She’s sending down one woman for both of us.’ His eyes glinted slightly. ‘I said you needed coaching.’

He nodded to the lounge. ‘We make a selection down here. Once we’re up there we can bribe whoever we pick, and have a look around.’


‘Sounds like a plan, but they’d better get down here soon. It’s taking far too much time. They could’ve been and gone by now.’

‘If Argos or Caractacus are upstairs, the only exit is down those stairs. So it’s better to wait.’

‘Now you’re Mr Patience?’

‘Compared to you I’m …’

Before he could finish that thought, the resident line of sex workers began swaying and slinking their way down the stairs. Each had their own particular gimmick, which they played to the hilt.

The first woman had dark hair and eyes, and a military thing going on. She wore a stylised metal helmet and leather armour, carried a silk whip and had a steely quality to her gaze.

Hmm, some things never change. From the way she was flicking that whip, this must be the resident dominatrix.

As she passed she looked into my shadowed face and said, in a deep smoky voice, that her name was Minerva.

Ah, the goddess of war.

Alex just got a flick on his leg with her whip as she passed. He didn’t seem too impressed. But then I didn’t imagine many slaves would be, by that particular caress.

Next was Venus, a tiny blonde in feathers, and little else.

The feathers were a bit worn and droopy, but she knew how to use them to advantage. She ran her pink boa up my inside leg, batted her eyes at Alex, and then swayed over to Minerva swinging her hips for all she was worth.

She peered back at me from over her shoulder and winked, then turned to face us in line with Minerva.

Six more women filed past, each using a different method to gain our attention, and each dressed as a different goddess. Alex came in for some extra-heavy-duty sales talk.

Well, he did look like sex on a stick.

Just as the last woman filed past, little Venus suddenly emitted a squeak. ‘I know who you are!’ She rushed forward, and pulled away my head cloth.

They all took one united gasp of breath.

Crap.

‘I knew those legs weren’t male! I knew it!’ said Venus.

‘Told you it wouldn’t work,’ said Alex.

Venus started jumping up and down, which made her feathers tickle my arms. ‘You’re Bellona, the new gladiatrix! You’re the one the Ludi boys have been talking about.’

The other women crowded around, and a startling number of soft hands began roving over my skin. Minerva was busy checking out my arms. She said, in a low husky voice, ‘Mmmm. Strong, but so smooth.’

I looked over their heads at Alex, perplexed.

He growled, ‘A fan club. I don’t believe it.’

‘You just wait till I tell the Ludi boys you’ve been here!’ said Venus. ‘They spoke of nothing else this afternoon. I had to lend Minerva my other blonde wig, so they could re-enact the fight.’

Minerva nodded vigorously, and flexed her biceps to emphasis her suitability for the role. Then she dimpled. ‘We actually re-enacted five different versions of the fight.’ She chuckled warmly at the thought. ‘The boys couldn’t agree on how it ended, so the final version involved all eight of us girls.’

I didn’t have time to ask how that last statement could even start to make sense, so I just ignored it. Unfortunately the others then decided to give us their versions of what went on before the Ludi men staggered home content. Two of the dancer’s audience wandered over to see what the fuss was about, and the noise just escalated.

We had to move before Caractacus found out we were here, so I picked up Venus and headed for the stairs, leaving a chorus of sighs behind me.

She happily waved at the others all the way up, while the two men gave me a series of unwelcome recommendations.

Alex followed us muttering to himself, but I couldn’t hear what he was saying.

Venus showed us into her room, where I explained what we wanted. She was smart enough, and friendly enough, to go with the change of plans without a fuss. She didn’t know Argos at all, but instantly recognised Caractacus when I got to his garish tunic, saying that he’d come through about ten minutes before us. He was in a privately booked room, just down the hall. She didn’t know who else was in there, as she’d been busy for most of the evening, but offered to find out downstairs.

‘I’ll ask Salacia.’ The bikini-clad madam at the front door. ‘But be careful,’ she warned. ‘You don’t know what they could be doing in there.’ She grimaced, ‘Those private rooms get some pretty kinky use.’

I winked at her, and turned to go.

‘Gladiatrix,’ she took my hand in hers, ‘come back when you can. We’ll all be waiting. We hate Lucius. He broke a girl’s jaw here, two months ago. And he enjoyed doing it, the creep!’

Yeah, that was Lucius.

Alex and I headed down the hall, but just as we reached the right door we heard the sound of breaking pottery.

And screaming.


I kicked it open to find a hysterical slave standing in the middle of broken platters of food. The walls in front of her were sprayed with blood.

When she turned towards us, I could see past her to the source of the gore. Caractacus was sprawled in a chair, his throat cut open through to the bone. As though he had a hinge in the middle of his neck. Below him, Argos lay in a pool of blood on the floor, his throat also cut open.

Butchered!

Alex dealt with the girl. As he touched her on the shoulder, she stopped screaming to melt into loud sobs on his chest.

I knelt down by the pool around Argos. It was still congealing. The only way out of the room was the door we’d come in. We must have just missed the Hierophant while we were in with Venus!

By now a crowd of semi-naked women ringed the doorway, shouting for the bouncers. Alex asked the sobbing slave, ‘Where’s the other man who was in here?’ She shook her head.

‘Can you tell us what he looked like?’ I asked.

She started to hyperventilate. She was working her way back into full-blown hysterics.

‘The Hierophant could still be nearby,’ I said. ‘He’s certainly going to be easy to identify.’ The spray on the walls told me that much.

I pushed my way through the crowd at the door, Alex following.

Outside, half-dressed clients were rushing down the stairs. The two bouncers, clubs raised, were pushing their way upstream.

Venus stood at her door with Minerva. She moved forward to clutch my arm. ‘What happened? Are you all right?’


‘We were too late. The two men we were following are dead. Their throats cut.’ I described Argos to her. ‘Do you know what the third man looked like?’

Minerva burst out with, ‘I know who you mean! He arrived before the others. He didn’t give his name, but he was shorter than you, with dark brown hair.’

That seemed to jog Venus’ memory. ‘You mean the one with the ugly nose?’

Minerva nodded.

‘Alex! That’s the same man who searched Victoria’s apartment!’ I turned back to Venus, saying in a rush, ‘Do you know who he is? Have you got any idea how we can find him?’

Venus shook her head. ‘I’ve never seen any of them before tonight. I don’t know how …’

Excited at being able to help, Minerva burst out with, ‘Salacia said Lucius booked that room for tonight. He must have booked it for them!’

Lucius?

How convenient. Now I knew how to find the Hierophant. And Victoria.

Minerva, looking over my shoulder, said, ‘Here comes trouble. I think you two’d better go!’

I followed her eyes to see a stream of heavily armoured men charging in through the ground-floor entrance with swords raised. Salacia led them, up the stairs.

Venus said in a rush, ‘There are some very important men here tonight, and their guards were waiting in an inn just down the street. Be careful, they have the reputation of attacking first and asking questions later.’

Just as she finished speaking the two Nubian bouncers emerged from the far room. The serving girl was with them, and she was pointing at us.
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BACK AT THE CRASSUS HOUSE



The guards at the Crassus house were horrified. We looked dreadful and smelt worse. Nothing like diving into an open sewer to lower your level of social acceptability, but there hadn’t been any time to make other escape plans.

As soon as the bouncers at The Bird targeted us, Alex had lunged forward to hold them off. I had other ideas, so I’d sprinted in the opposite direction, and ripped the boards off the window.

Immediately the fetid fumes gushed in. The window overlooked the sewer running right next to the brothel.

Alex, meanwhile, had knocked the two bouncers to the ground and had been waiting, barehanded, to meet the crowd of armed men surging up the stairs.

I ground my teeth. He was such a bloody hero!

Okay, it was a two-storey jump, plus we had to clear the three feet of concrete pathway and railing, so we’d need some momentum. But not too much.

All in all, it was a safer bet than seeing how many armed guards we could both take on before one of us was wounded. So I ran back, hooked onto the back of Alex’s tunic and dragged him to the window.

The jump had worked. We cleared the walkway nicely, and landed with two solid plops right in the middle. The sewage added buoyancy and softened the fall in a way I’d personally never like to experience again. Fortunately, no-one had felt strongly enough to follow us into the canal.

Unfortunately, now the Crassus guards were taking some convincing to let us in. They knew who we were, that wasn’t the issue. They just couldn’t fathom why we’d turn up at the richest mansion in Rome in this condition.

They had a point.

I wouldn’t have let us in either. But if I didn’t get clean soon, and I mean clean to the point of scraping off at least one layer of skin, I was going to start making the wrong moves.

Things like losing my temper, losing my mind, losing the plot entirely. There was more than shit in that sewer and half of it was still clinging to my tunic.

But they adamantly refused to let us inside the gate.

While this was all being argued out in increasing strident voices, a distraction arrived in the form of Domitia’s teenage son, Proculus.

Who no-one, Constan included, had bothered to mention.

And he wasn’t alone.

Proculus was short, swarthy, and stinking drunk. So much so I could actually smell him over my own stench, and that was saying something.

He had half of Rome with him, and not the clean half either. He’d obviously decided to bring some friends home, and the crowd had snowballed as they swept through every gutter on the way back from the Forum. Half of them looked as though they’d never been in this part of the city before, unless it was to case their next burglary job.

From the wilted garlands around his head and neck, Proculus must have attended the fertility festival we’d passed about two hours ago. From the spackled state of his lime green silk tunic he’d been a very busy devotee.

The guards had their hands full keeping the drunken crowd out, without actually using force. So they couldn’t let us by either. After five minutes of unsuccessfully trading threats with the guards, and egged on by his stable of new friends, Proculus started to yell. He was just like his mother, he wouldn’t take no for an answer, and he didn’t care if he woke the whole neighbourhood. Augustus included.

He was bringing the whole motley crew in, and that was it!

A delicate matter for the guards. Mama would not like them roughing up sonny boy, but she sure as hell wouldn’t want this lot roaming free around the family compound. It was all too hard, so the guards just shuffled their big sandalled feet and looked confused.

That did it. I’d had enough.

Alex, meanwhile, had leant up against the wall, and was watching the commotion with an air of resignation.

I leant in and grabbed the head guard, his eyes bulging as I pulled him close enough to whisper a crisply worded suggestion in his ear. When I released him, he took in a deep breath, nodded, and trotted up to the house.

Horace arrived in less than a minute, wearing a creased sleeping tunic and puffing like a steam train. He took one shocked look at Alex and me, but waved us through anyway. Then, with towering dignity, he turned to Proculus and the waiting crowd.

As we left, Proculus was receiving a startlingly forthright tongue-lashing, and as far as I could hear he hadn’t answered back. Good old Horace.

We trudged up the pathway, by-passing the main house to head straight for the little villa. It was the early hours of the morning, and by now all I wanted to do was to lie down somewhere, anywhere.

As we walked I flipped the vest and scarf into the bushes. They were more compost than clothing now, and I couldn’t see anyone really wanting me to take that stuff inside.

Alex was still muttering to himself, and pulling squishy things out of his hair. I avoided meeting his eyes — he had not gone into the sewer willingly.

‘Oh, for God’s sake, Alex. Give it a break. I stink too.’

He just grunted.

My head was aching, but even so I couldn’t just lie down and sleep. The smell was so bad it was burning my nostrils. After thoroughly dunking myself in the fountain outside my room, I lit an oil lamp, grabbed a clean tunic, and sleepwalked towards the main house.

Alex was right behind me. Still muttering. And not in a friendly way either.

He’d taken a little convincing to get into the sewer. In fact it had taken an Aikido throw.

The muttering had started just after we got out the other side. My translator failed to recognise most of the words he was using, but I still got the message.

It was the middle of the night, so the bathing room was pitch black. Shining the lamp around showed that it was also deserted, but the rising steam meant the water heater was still on. Thank you, Jesus!


I lined up two big buckets full of hot water next to me, and stood directly over one of the drains. I could hear Alex doing the same thing on the other side of the room. The first bucket went over me fully clothed.

I turned my back to Alex and then peeled off the rest of my clothes, dumping them in a heap in the corner. Nothing was stopping me from getting clean again.

After a serious all-over scrub, and another eight buckets of hot water, I was finally done. Now I could relax. I slid into the small hot pool, the water dissolving any possible desire to do anything but float there. Bending my head back into the water, I relished the feel of clean hair streaming over my shoulders. A heavy sigh forced its way out of my chest. Hmm. Clean. This was much better. Much better.

I closed my eyes, arched once to wiggle out a kink in my lower back and then sank back into the water again. Ahhh …

When I opened my eyes again, Alex was in the matching cold-water pool a few feet away. He had his head back against the far side, eyes shut, and his wet hair curled around his strong neck.

Immediately above him was the mural depicting the first meeting of the hunter and the goddess Diana, they watched each with an intense mixture of fascination and fear.

Below, Alex shifted his shoulders into a more comfortable position, and then opened his eyes straight into mine. He watched me silently for a moment.

Suddenly my pool was unbearably hot.

Relax, I told myself, closing my eyes again, and sinking deeper into the water. Don’t start anything you can’t finish.


This lack of sleep was really doing strange things to my mind. I needed to let everything go. Relax. Just for this moment. Just to recharge.

‘So. Why do you think the Hierophant killed Argos and Caractacus?’ His question echoed ever so slightly.

I opened one eye to check his expression. It’d changed. Notched back its intensity. Back down to almost normal.

I wiped my hands across my face, hoping that it’d help me clear my mind as well. Then said softly, ‘Good question.’ That same point had kept me occupied on the way back here. ‘I think he’s desperate to find the dagger, but he’s trying to cover his tracks at the same time. I think he killed them when he found out I’d escaped. He obviously doesn’t want anyone to find out who he is. And he knew he could be traced through Argos and Caractacus. That’s the only explanation I can think of. Why, how do you see it?’

‘Much the same. If it got out that the high priest of a foreign cult, powerful community or not, was practising human sacrifice in the centre of Rome …’

He shook his head. ‘He’d be lucky if he was just executed. Augustus would probably have him tortured to death. In the middle of the Forum. Still,’ he said. ‘You must be pretty pleased with what’s happened. If Venus is right, this is your big opportunity. Lucius can tell you who the Hierophant is.’

That’s what I’d thought at first too, but on the walk home doubts had arisen.

‘Yes. If he’s still alive. If the Hierophant doesn’t get to him first. Because he must know the girls at The Bird can make that link for me.’

Seeing those bodies tonight made me realise why he was still anonymous after all these years. The Hierophant had no qualms about making sure his secret stayed that way.

‘I’ll have to warn Valerius to be very careful too. Am I right in guessing he keeps that team of bodyguards around all the time. Not just at his office?’

‘They all do. Business in this town is risky at the best of times. That’s probably why the gang went for you instead. You replaced Victoria in the deal with Crassus, so there was a chance you might have the dagger too.’

‘That seems very strange though … Wouldn’t Victoria tell them Valerius had it?’

Alex’s eyes softened. ‘If she’s anything like you, then she won’t tell anything.’

Hmm. ‘Then why keep her alive if she won’t cooperate?’ Or even if she does?

I pushed that thought away.

‘Stop torturing yourself, Kannon. There’s no point. You just have to keep following the leads you have. And hope. What else can you do?’

I sighed. ‘Yes I know, Alex. You’re right.’

I slapped the water, wishing it was Lucius’ head. ‘If I can just get hold of Lucius tomorrow, then I guarantee I’ll make that sadistic moron tell me things he doesn’t even remember he knew in the first place.’

‘Good. And I’ll be happy to help.’ Alex nodded. ‘Now you can cut loose from this place …’

‘Wait a …’

‘Once you have Lucius you don’t need Crassus any more,’ he insisted. ‘Presumably, he can tell you how to find the Hierophant. Or at least who he is. So you don’t need to go through with the initiation …’

‘Hold on there, Alex! I’m not jeopardising that option, until Lucius has personally taken me to Victoria. You know he can’t be trusted …’


Alex exploded at that. ‘After tonight you’re still considering going through with the initiation?’

He sat upright so fast he sent a wave crashing against the tiles and slopping over the side.

‘You saw what he did to his own men! Or don’t you remember, Kannon!’

He did a graphic slit across his own throat with his thumb.

‘You think the Hierophant won’t do exactly the same to you?’

My hackles went up too.

‘I’m not an idiot, Alex! If I can find another way to do this I will. But I may not have a lot of choice here. If Lucius doesn’t come through. Either because the Hierophant got to him first, or for some other reason, then I’m bloody going to do the initiation. So get off my back about it! You’re not helping!’

And once again we were at loggerheads.

‘Don’t give me that crap, Kannon. The initiation has to be off the menu. You’ve got other options. What about the note from the dagger? That might give you another lead.’

‘Yeah. Yeah,’ I said, too tired now to argue. The secret text. Big deal. I was beginning to think it was a lot more trouble than it was worth.

‘Let me make it clear for you, Kannon.’ Alex gave me a blistering glare. ‘Whatever happens, I’m not going to help you do the initiation. So get that out of your head.’

He stood up, turning his back as he rose. Water sliding off his sleek, muscular back. Down his …

I looked away.

He towelled off with savage strokes, then put on a clean blue tunic. He stalked out.

What was I going to do with him?

I sat in morose silence for a while after that.


I was already hoping like hell I didn’t have to go anywhere near the initiation. I didn’t need Alex telling me I’d be a fool if I went through with it. I already knew that.

The Hierophant had slashed those two men’s necks open just like sacrificial lambs.

By the time I made it back to the villa, lamp in hand, Alex was sitting outside in the courtyard.

As I passed, he said, ‘Why do you call me Alex?’

I felt a prickle of embarrassment, I hadn’t even noticed I’d started doing that. ‘Ah, we … er, Australians … do that a lot. Shorten someone’s name.’

‘So you shorten the names of … who?’

‘Friends. Family.’ I was starting to feel more uncomfortable.

‘So Alex is a kind of nickname?’

‘Yeah. That’s right.’ Where was he headed with this?

‘So, what kind of nickname would Victoria have for Celeste? She was, what, two years old? She’d have given her a baby name.’

Ah, that was it. ‘You’re thinking about the password for the phactor?’

He waited.

‘You’re right. Calling a toddler “Celeste” doesn’t sound right.’

Alex handed me the phactor.

I looked down at it and felt a pang of remorse.

And something else less easy to identify.

He was a slave, and he was helping me? He was actually searching for ways to help me.

He’d tackled armed men tonight in my defence. He’d more than proved his loyalty at The Bird. And now he was trying every way he could to help me safely find Victoria.

And leave.


I sat down next to him and opened the phactor.

‘How would you shorten Celeste?’ asked Alex.

‘Cel. Celly maybe.’ I tried them. Nothing.

‘What about the meaning of the name?’

‘I’ve already tried that. “Star”. “Heaven”… None of them work.’

He chewed a full lip. ‘If the file’s about Celeste, then Victoria is thinking like a mother when she uses it. What would a woman in your time …’

As soon as he started asking, it clicked.

‘You mean, she used something like a nursery rhyme?’

‘I don’t know the term — but if you mean something a mother would say, or sing to a baby, then yes. Are there any about stars?’

Of course. I sang softly, ‘Twinkle, twinkle, little star …’

I put in ‘Twinkle.’ The file opened and a subdirectory appeared …
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THE NETWORK



‘What happened?’ Alex leant over my shoulder, angling for a better view.

‘You were right.’ I was staring at the phactor, still in shock. ‘That password worked. It’s open …’

When I stopped speaking, lost in running my eye across the first few items of the detailed directory, he prompted me again. ‘What’s in there?’

‘Everything to do with the kidnapping of Celeste!’ I couldn’t believe it.

‘There’s a copy of the original police report. The evidence file …’ I said to myself, ‘That makes sense.’ The eight-digit title for the locked file was the case number used by San Francisco Homicide.

I beamed at him. ‘Constan was wrong. She believes Celeste is still alive.’

It was all there, the whole San Francisco police dossier. I scanned down further. It was a long directory.

‘Here’s the diary of her investigation of Uribe. Details of his organisation, a list of his people …’

‘Uribe?’


I pulled up at that. I hadn’t told Alex much more than he’d needed to understand why I’d come after Victoria.

‘Uribe was the prime suspect. The one the police think took Celeste.’

He already knew what the police were. I’d had to explain that as part of my own story.

‘Uribe’s like Amalfus, he ran a …’ I searched for a word to replace ‘cartel’, but couldn’t find the right one. Keen to get back to the list, I said, ‘He ran a gang. Like the Sewer Rats. But much, much bigger and more powerful.’

Alex gave me a look of sceptical disbelief. ‘Amalfus has a longer reach than you know, Kannon. He may be a thug and wear his mother’s dresses, but he’s carved out a particularly juicy section of the Tiber wharves for himself. And held it against all comers. He determines what comes in, what goes out, and when. He cuts off supply, and everyone hurts. It also means he can make and break business in this city. And big money and big politics are like this.’ He interlocked the fingers of both hands, bringing them up to my eye level for emphasis.

‘Make no mistake, Kannon. Whatever may change in the future, here and now, Rome is the centre of this world. And Amalfus controls its docks. So don’t underestimate him.’

‘Okay.’ Fair point. Alex’d obviously had enough of my world being so much more everything than his. ‘Then let’s say Uribe is the equivalent of Amalfus.’

‘What’s his racket?’

This was going to be hard to explain. I took a breath, and let the translator do its best. ‘He traded in an addictive substance called cocaine.’

‘Cocaine? Do we have …?’


‘No. I don’t think Rome has it yet. I’m pretty sure it’s native to South America, one of the new continents I told you about …’

He dismissed the impending geography lesson. ‘And it’s an addictive substance?’

I was about to explain when he said, ‘You mean like tears of the poppy?’

‘Opium?’

He nodded once. The translator had done its job.

Of course Rome had opium, I’d forgotten. It’d been used in Europe since the Neolithic Age. Ancient Egypt had it. Greece too.

‘Yes. Just like that. But you can buy opium freely here, can’t you?’

‘Only if you’re as rich as Crassus. Most of the people that really need it can’t afford it.’

‘In my time cocaine is illegal, basically because there are so many people addicted to it.’ Before he could ask the obvious questions, I said, ‘Cocaine can be used in medical treatment, but it’s cheap enough for the addicts to use for fun, to escape. Then, in the long run, they become physically dependent on it.’

‘And the addicts are desperate enough to buy it, even though it’s illegal?’

‘Yep.’

Before he could ask the questions reflecting in his eyes, I cut that topic short to get back to Celeste. ‘Uribe comes into this via a murder case Victoria was investigating. Before she became a Time Marshal she was a police officer in the United States. She was investigating the murder of a man and his wife, when she discovered the man was hiding under a false identity.’

‘And he was hiding from Uribe?’


‘Er, yes.’ Alex was quick. ‘He used to work for Uribe. But he stole from him and faked his own death, so Uribe wouldn’t follow him.’

‘But Uribe found him anyway, and killed him.’

‘Had him killed. Then, when Victoria was getting too close to finding the killers and tracing everything back to Uribe, Uribe ordered the kidnapping to stall the investigation, while he cleaned up the leads back to him.’

‘Like the Hierophant.’

‘Yep. Exactly.’

‘If all this was known, why didn’t the police go straight after Uribe? Find out exactly what happened to Celeste. In a deep dungeon with some sharp implements.’ Justice, Roman-style.

He cocked his head. ‘What’ve you left out?

‘The United States police couldn’t touch him. At all. Uribe was headquartered in another country. One that he and his kind basically ran.’

‘Another country.’ Alex thought for a moment. ‘Which continent?’

‘Victoria was in North America, Uribe in South America.’

Alex stared at me for a long moment.

‘What, Alex?’

He was reluctant to say.

‘Come on, Alex.’

‘So where do you fit in?’ He said it as kindly and gently as he could. ‘You were found on the other side of the ocean, weren’t you? Why would Uribe send you all that way?’

‘I don’t know, Alex. I don’t know if I fit in at all.’

I hefted the phactor in my hand. ‘I’m hoping this might be able to tell me something.’ I paused. ‘One way or another.’


‘So look.’ Alex jabbed his finger at the phactor. ‘Stop wasting time talking to me!’ He moved the oil lamp closer, so I could see.

I started going back down the directory. There was file after file on Colombia. Interviews with government officials. A list of hostages killed over the past twenty years. A map of designated fly zones for a US military incursion that happened two presidents ago. On and on it went.

Some had been used recently, others hadn’t been touched for years. There was just so much detail. A flood of it. But I had no idea how it was all related, and no idea of where to start looking for answers.

Victoria was still looking, but for what pattern of events?

And then the directory ended.

There was nothing there that was remotely connected with Australia. Everything took place on the other side of the Pacific.

Tiredness rolled over me, and the screen blurred to blue and white lights. What had I expected? What did I think I’d find in here? A file with my name and address on it?

I was such an idiot.

Victoria, whip-smart detective and determined mother, was sure the answer was in South America … was still pursuing that line after all these years. Maybe had even found a solid lead there.

Maybe somewhere in these godforsaken files she’d even found Celeste, now fully grown, a loyal gangland daughter.

Where did I fit in?

I didn’t.

I was so stupid! Why on earth would Uribe bring Celeste to Australia? He wouldn’t. He didn’t.


The Russian couple in the park. Both long-dead. Who were they to me?

I was on another wild-goose chase. One that had brought me to this crazy place.

A soul-deep tiredness weighed me inches down into the stone bench. My arms and legs hung like bags of sand.

‘Kannon?’ Alex’d caught me staring at nothing. And jostled my arm.

I gulped. ‘Ah. Nothing, Alex. Just trying to work out how to sort through these damned files, which to look at first. There’s a lot of them.’

‘That’s crap. What’s wrong?’

I searched his face and had to smile. Now he was trying to protect me from myself.

‘Everything I’ve seen so far is about Uribe. About South America. There are so many files, and none of them seem to lead to Australia. To me.’

His eyes hurt for me. He was searching for the right words to ease, to help.

‘Don’t worry, Alex.’ I shook my head. ‘I knew this was probably the way things would turn out. And, in a way, maybe it was meant to happen. Unless the NTA turn up soon, I’m the only person who can help Victoria.’

I dodged his too-knowing eyes.

More out of habit than anything, I went back to the phactor. ‘Don’t ever leave a job half done,’ Yuki’s voice echoed. But where should I look in this morass of information?

The answer came immediately. I should follow Victoria!

Do a search to find the most recent file she’d used, and take it from there. Find out exactly what she now knew, and stare it in the face.

The search yielded a folder set up for accounts purposes. It itemised all the plane trips Victoria had made over the past eighteen months, the dates, the flight numbers, how she’d paid for it, the cost etc …

I squinted at the screen. Gee, she’d been making a lot of trips out of the US. At the start they were all to Colombia, then a couple to Mexico, then several stops across the States …

‘I’m sick of asking that same question, but have you found something?’ Alex could read the excitement in my face.

‘Hold on. I don’t know what this is. Give me a minute.’

I did a search on the next most recently accessed file. It was in a subdirectory of the original San Francisco police report. Photos scanned from the Cruz house. Crime scene photos?

‘There’s something strange going on here, Alex. Victoria’s gone back to the Cruz case.’

He gave me a ‘I don’t what you’re talking about’ face and hands.

‘Cruz is the name of the murdered man.’ I went back to the file, but couldn’t tell which photos she’d been looking at. There were hundreds of them. The bodies in position. Close-ups of the wounds. Inside the house … The path of forced entry. Nah, she could’ve been looking for anything. I had no choice, but to keep following the trail backwards.

The next search took me to her old police case diary, the one she’d officially kept on the Cruz murders.

‘She’s definitely looking into the Cruz murders again, Alex. But I can’t find anything that tells me why.’

I flicked through the report, but like the photos there was no clue as to what parts she’d gone back over.

Hmm. What could she be looking for? But this time no clear answer to that question came back to me. Fuck! I was just too tired to think.


I dropped my hands, resting them and the phactor on my thighs, for a moment of ease.

The eastern horizon was still pure black, but I could be here forever, just going deeper and deeper into these infuriating files. How long was it until dawn? Probably an hour or two if I was lucky.

I had to be at the amphitheatre and waiting for Lucius to arrive by first light. Injured or not, free or not, according to Alex, Lucius was legally bound to attend roll call there each day. If he didn’t show for it, he was presumed to have done a runner from his contract. And his contract was with Augustus.

The penalty for being forsworn was death.

Sleep. I needed some sleep.

I didn’t have a big margin for error. Especially now. I wasn’t about to let Lucius slip through my fingers. Couldn’t afford to.

Not with the initiation as the only alternative.

I held my finger ready to shut down the phactor, then a vision of the accounting file flashed into my mind’s eye. Why had all those flights started a year and half ago?

Yeah! What’d happened eighteen months ago to get Victoria airborne and scrambling across so many countries again?

If she was anything like Des, she’d write everything up.

Yes. She’d created a batch of new files to record the new investigation.

I put in a search for any new files created around the time of the first series of flights to Colombia.

Ding.

And there they were. Five of them. A list of five files with the same creation date.

Yep. Something had happened to Victoria. But what?


The top of the list was just marked ‘Letter’. There wasn’t much to it, and it’d been scanned in from a paper copy. But it was weird.

Words printed in sloppy, thick kindergarten letters using some kind of …

I held the screen closer. That looks like …?

The letter was printed in strips of a dirty, faded caramel material. Furry material. The kind you’d find on really cheap fake fur …

Or old stuffed toys.

There was no return address and no sender. An anonymous letter written in aging teddy bear fur.


You’ve been looking in the wrong place. Forget Uribe.

Mitchum and Grier

3571

surgical screws



Underneath Victoria had typed:


Checked and none of these details were released to the press:

1. The men who took Celeste said they were police officers, Mitchum and Grier.

2. Grier had the number 3571 tattooed on the back of his left hand.

3. Four medical screws, the kind used in repairing severe bone breaks, were found in the ashes of the Mission District factory where Celeste had been kept.



This letter was real. I sucked in a big breath. But who could have sent it?

Alex exploded. ‘What!’


‘Someone sent Victoria an anonymous letter. Told her to forget investigating Uribe. To look elsewhere.’

‘Does the letter say who …’

‘No,’ I snapped, eager to get on to the other files.

The next one down was set up in the form of a police case diary. Des’d used the same format. Four columns. When, where, who and what. It had been used as a running note taker, with space for conclusions at regular intervals.

I started skimming it like a fiend.

Alex had given up any pretence at calm. He urged, ‘Read faster.’

‘Shut up. You’re breaking my concentration.’ I read on …

Okay. ‘She says that if it wasn’t Uribe, then it had to be someone whose only interest was using Celeste to stall the investigation.’ I looked over at him. ‘Someone who was linked to Cruz, but not necessarily Uribe.’

He nodded. ‘Two different groups operating. One killed Cruz, the other took Celeste.’

I nodded. That slimy little psychopath, Uribe, had told Victoria the truth. But in such a way she’d never believe him.

‘Alex, this makes sense. Cruz had a criminal past, and it was nearly a decade between him faking his death and Uribe finding him again. He could’ve gotten into an awful lot of trouble in that time. He could’ve been involved in stuff that an associate would want to keep secret. Or there was something they had to remove so the police investigation didn’t reveal it …’

The possibilities spun out like a spider’s web.

‘But what? And how could it link to you?’

‘I don’t know yet!’ Exasperated. ‘Give me a break, I’m summarising months of detailed notes here. Hold on, Alex.’


I skipped further and further ahead, abandoning the notes to just skim the conclusions.

‘From the looks of this, it took Victoria quite a while to go through Cruz’s background, trying to tease out that secret. She started investigating his activities in the year Cruz was killed and worked backwards.’

‘That’s reasonable. It was the year the baby was taken, after all.’

I skimmed silently for a while. ‘But she didn’t find anything. Seems for all the years Cruz was resident in San Francisco, he was an exceedingly wealthy, but completely law-abiding citizen. Didn’t even have a traffic ticket. All his business dealings were above board. He paid his taxes. His friends and neighbours thought he was a bit of a macho bore, but not a criminal. He met and married his wife, Chloe, and lived the American dream. No vendettas. No bad blood.’

I skimmed ahead again. ‘Then she started investigating the year before he set up his new life in the United States. Or rather tried to. But she couldn’t find any trace of Cruz in the year between faking his own death in a car crash in Mexico City, and him bobbing up in San Francisco.’

After another few minutes of eye-straining rush, ‘Okay. What she did was start investigating what Cruz was doing just before the crash. Who he was with … Who could help him set up the car crash …’

I skimmed on further. Then further again. It pulled me right in. I stopped skimming. And then I reached the end of the diary.

So that was it! ‘Oh my God.’ It all fitted together.

Alex grunted a short pithy demand that didn’t translate.


‘Okay. Okay. Victoria found out that Cruz’s only surviving family was a sister called Theresa Mendes. But she went missing at the same time as him.’

‘In the car crash?’

‘No. She just disappeared. Left her husband, her children and vanished. Then Victoria remembered there were photos of her, with her brother in Bogata, in the police files. Victoria had used the same ones to link Cruz back to his old Colombian identity. It stood to reason Theresa might know what’d happened in that missing year, so Victoria went back to their home town and started sniffing around. Looking for clues about where Theresa could’ve gone. Seems Theresa had a rare kidney condition, one that required regular trips to hospitals with a specific kind of dialysis equipment.’

Alex frowned at some of my words, but was too focused on getting to the point. ‘And Victoria could use this … information to find the sister?’

‘Yep. Theresa is now living in Canada. In a place just outside Toronto. That’s far north of San Francisco.’ And the destination of Victoria’s last plane flight.

‘And this Theresa told Victoria about her brother?’

‘Not at first she wouldn’t. She was terrified. Denied everything. But Victoria knew it was her. Seems Theresa had been a bad girl when she was young, and the home town police had sold Victoria a copy of her fingerprints.’

At Alex’s bewildered expression, I just said, ‘They can use the prints from the fingers to identify someone.’

‘But why was she so afraid? Wasn’t Uribe dead?’

‘It wasn’t Uribe she was afraid of.’ This was where the new pieces fitted in.

Alex twigged immediately. ‘She was hiding from the people who took Celeste!’

I nodded. ‘She finally told Victoria about an organisation called The Network. She’d gone on the run from them when her brother’s real identity had been made public.’

‘But why did they care about that?’

‘Because they were the ones who gave it to him. And her too. They’d staged the car accident. They’d smuggled the brother and sister into the United States. They’d set up false identities for both of them.’

It all made so much sense now. ‘Their business is to take wealthy criminals who need to disappear and give them a completely new identity, in the country of their choice.’

‘And they were the ones …’

‘Who wanted to derail the investigation? Yep. Theresa said Cruz had kept a photo he’d managed to sneak of the two men who ran The Network. Just in case he ever needed a bargaining chip. The photo was of a Yugoslavian called Strega, and an unnamed American, at a ranch in the mountains east of San Diego. The Network kept Cruz and Theresa there for a year, then set them both up in neighbouring suburbs in San Francisco. Houses, bank accounts and backgrounds, completely furnished. When Theresa told her about the picture of the two men Victoria remembered finding it in the safe at Cruz’s house, but had never worked out what it signified. Being a cop she’d still put it in with the rest of the evidence anyway.’

‘But if this Strega was such a tough man, why did he wait till Cruz was dead to take back the photo?’

‘Because he didn’t know it existed until Victoria found it. Cruz had been in the wrong place at the right time, to get a glimpse of the two bosses. And Strega and his buddy hadn’t known they were being watched. Strega only found out because someone with connections to the San Francisco PD tipped him off.’


‘So Strega initiated the kidnapping to keep Victoria from putting all the pieces together?’

‘Exactly. And Theresa was telling the truth. Because when Victoria flew back from Canada, and checked the old police records, the photo was long gone. As well as any reference to it. It wasn’t even listed in the evidence register any more.’

‘So that’s the answer.’ Alex let out a deep breath. ‘Celeste was kidnapped by Strega.’

‘That’s what Victoria believes. I can’t tell you any more because the diary ends just after she saw the sister in Toronto.’ I calculated. ‘Which must be just before she came on this mission to Rome.’

We sat in silence, the air bubbling between us. A short time ago I was convinced this was all a big mistake. Now …

‘So Strega could have had a ranch in your country for the same purpose. To prepare his clients …’

I brimmed over. ‘That’s what I’m thinking too. There must have been people who needed to get out of the United States, and maybe they ended up in Australia. And that explains why those two Russian gangsters were found in the park too. Des said they were illegals, on the run from their home country, and in Australia without any papers. That homestead in Kanangra-Boyd National Park must have been Strega’s staging post for giving criminals a new start in Australia. Probably in Sydney.’

He nodded. ‘So that could be the link.’

‘Yes.’

Dawn was sprinkling the navy blue horizon with golden rose petals.

‘There’s a chance Victoria could be my mother after all.’
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LOOKING FOR LUCIUS



We were late.

By the time we’d reached the gates of the amphitheatre, the sun had fully breached the sky. Once inside, the men of the Ludi went out of their way to acknowledge me, with a nod or a curt greeting.

Nothing effusive, but they let me know in their own rough ways that I’d achieved a level of acceptance. Frankly, it just made me uneasy. It would’ve been completely different if I’d defeated someone other than Lucius. Then they’d have hated me as an outsider, and worse, a woman who’d humiliated one of their brothers-in-arms. Fortunately Lucius didn’t have many friends. Not here anyway.

They all knew Alex, but seemed reticent to say much in front of his new owner. He just walked through them with his usual hard-edged aloofness and lethal grace.

Horace had been right on the money, the change from fighter to house slave had been a big one.

Lucius hadn’t turned up for dawn roll call, so we went to see Cerebus. He was in his office, set inside the amphitheatre wall, directly opposite the front gate. He was sitting inside talking with Sextus, his second-in-command.

Or rather Sextus was standing hunched over, while Cerebus tore strips off him for allowing one of their best fighters to injure himself during a routine weight training session. He’d dropped a dumbbell on his own foot. A heavy one.

Pausing mid-insult, Cerebus introduced me to Sextus. ‘This is the Egyptian bird that broke off dickhead’s fucking arm yesterday.’ I took it as a compliment.

He jerked a thumb at a wooden trestle in front of his sturdy wooden desk so I sat while he finished off his tirade.

On the wall above Cerebus’ head, a group of well-tended clay statuettes sat in a little alcove. They were garlanded with flowers and a stick of jasmine incense burnt in a pot in front of them. Alex took up position directly behind me. I guess he was taking his role as back-up seriously. It just made me feel like I was in a gangster movie.

After a final volley of abuse, Cerebus sent Sextus off to set up some special practice bouts, warning him to take more care of the talent. Sextus seemed to take the criticism very stoically and took off at a fast trot.

Cerebus turned back to us, and asked with relish, ‘So how are you, love? Back to fight someone else today? Black-donkey quims, that was good yesterday! That fuckwit deserved what ’e got and more. If it’d been anyone else in the Ludi, and they’d had ’im down like that, they’d have twisted ’is head off. Not just broken ’is fucking arm.’

Just the thought of Lucius’ pain seemed to chuff him no end.


‘Fuck me, I’ve never seen anything like that style.’ He slapped the table between us. Heavy as it was, it quivered, but didn’t break. ‘It looked like a cross between dancing and wrestling, and something else. It’s not like any Egyptian stuff I’ve seen. Where’d you learn that, love?’

‘Sorry, Cerebus, but it’s secret training. Can’t talk about it.’ He was winding up for a detailed professional chat, and I didn’t want to waste time on small talk.

But Cerebus had other ideas. He gave his greying, bristly chin a healthy scratch, and said, ‘Yeah. I’ve heard those Egyptian cults do that. What are we talking about ’ere? Will they put a curse on you if you talk? I could make it worth your while?’

He twitched his bushy eyebrows together to add emphasis. ‘We’ve fucking brilliant professional sorcerers on the payroll here. Fully guild certified and everything. Ready to switch off the hex for the right price.’ He started musing, ‘I had one here a few weeks ago. A Greek chappie. One of my lads was convinced ’is dead grandmother …’

I tried not to roll my eyes. ‘Thanks, Cerebus. Let me think it over. I want to get through the job for Domitia Crassus first. Then maybe …’

‘You do that, darlin’. There’s room here for you if you do.’ He leant back in the seat. It groaned. Cerebus was short, but every inch was solid as an anvil. ‘The industry’s booming, and we’re having problems keeping up with demand. Nowadays half of the Ludi are free — like you. You can make a pile at it, as long as you keep winning. And don’t have too many injuries.’

‘Thanks, Cerebus.’ He started to spruik again, but I managed to get in first. ‘Look, I need your help.’


That got his attention, the self-interest gleaming in his canny olive-brown eyes.

‘Yeah, love. What’s up?’

I made it as concise as possible. ‘Yesterday evening a gang ambushed me. Tried to kidnap me.’

‘How many?’ Trust Cerebus to think like a fight manager.

‘Six men.’

‘Six?’ Cerebus looked me over for wounds and saw none. ‘Jupiter’s balls, that must have been some fight.’ He was disappointed at having missed the show.

‘Actually this time Alex did all of it.’

‘Alex, is it?’ Cerebus’ words swam through an ocean of salacious meaning.

It seemed best not to answer.

Cerebus sent Alex an interested look. ‘So he took on all six for you, love?’ But he didn’t look Alex over for wounds, which irritated me. ‘What? Were you busy doing your nails?’ Then he cackled at his own wit.

Sheesh. Again it seemed easier to let him reach his own conclusion.

Cerebus narrowed his eyes, back to business. ‘So. You need my help?’

‘Yes, I certainly do. I have to find the person that put the men up to it. He has something of mine. Something I want back.’ I didn’t see any reason to tell Cerebus all my secrets. Not yet anyway.

‘That sounds like you’ve got a serious grudge going here? Who is ’e?’

‘Not entirely sure. That’s what I need your help with.’ No point in mentioning he was the Hierophant. ‘But according to the girls at The Bird, you can help me find him.’

‘The Bird, eh?’ Cerebus jumped on that. ‘And why did they say I could help?’


‘Because Lucius knows him.’

‘Fucking Lucius.’ He thumped his desk again for emphasis. ‘Yeah, well that’d be fucking right. ’e knows every scumbag this side of the Tiber. So what does this prick you’re after look like?’

‘Medium height and build, dark brown hair and a badly broken nose. Recently broken too, I believe.’

‘Broken nose, eh?’ He screwed up his face as though unsuccessfully dredging his memory. ‘But if ’e’s a friend of Lucius — ’e’s not one of my men.’

Abruptly Cerebus stood, stuck his head out his window and door for a gander at who was close by, then sat down again. ‘You’re a stranger in town, love, and Lucius has some bad gangland connections. I mean real bad stuff. Extortion, even hits. Are you sure you want to follow this up?’

Did I? Grrr …

My expression must’ve said it all because Cerebus was chuckling before I even replied. ‘One way or another,’ I spoke through my teeth, ‘I’m going to find this man. And Lucius is the only solid lead I have. Does that answer your question?’

Cerebus gave a hoot of laughter. ‘That’s going to be an interesting conversation, darlin’. One I’d like to see. Maybe you’ll have to twist Lucius’ other arm off.’ He gave another crack of laughter. ‘Bring it back for me, love. I’ll have it stuffed and stick it on the fucking wall.’

Enough of the idle banter. ‘So where’s Lucius?’

He scratched his chin again. ‘Yesterday Lucius got strapped up, then took off like a rabbit ahead of a fox. ’e’s a free man, love.’

He chuckled. ‘Moved very spryly, considering. And believe me ’e had to. After you left, Felix threatened to stuff Lucius’ sword up ’is nose. And that was before the others threatened to nail ’im to the arena gates. ’e only got out alive because the surgeon smuggled ’im out the side door in time.’

This was not good.

The chances that Lucius would come back here didn’t sound very high. ‘So you don’t expect to see him today?’ I said, begrudgingly.

‘Well, feelings were running fucking high yesterday. The slave he cut was very popular. Now it looks like Dimitri is finished. Right arm’s totally useless. If ’e’d done well these games ’e’d have had a good chance of being freed. Now …’ He paused, shaking his head. ‘It’s a bad death in the mines, love. Once you get sick they just dump you down the old shafts.’

‘Bloody Lucius! I should’ve broken both his arms!’

‘Yeah. Now all the men are out to get ’im. Even if ’is arm heals ’e won’t make it through another sparring match. Half my men are slaves, waiting for the chance Dimitri had. They don’t take what happened here too kindly. Fucking bastard!’

Cerebus grinned, showing too many missing teeth. ‘But you finished ’im off nicely, love. Now even ’is mighty friends won’t want ’im, ay!’

Cerebus glanced over at Alex, and casually changed the topic. ‘What’ d ya think of the fight yesterday?’

Alex replied just as coolly, ‘She had him worked out right from the start. He didn’t stand a chance.’

Cerebus looked at him thoughtfully, and then said, ‘Well fuck me, Alexander. Sounds like you’ve fallen on your feet.’

Alex just stared back at Cerebus, giving nothing away.

Before the boys could follow this new line of conversation I cut in. ‘So can you help me find Lucius? This man seems to be busy getting rid of his associates, so he may go after Lucius as well. I have to get there first. Do you have any idea where Lucius would hide out?’

‘Don’t worry, love, ’e’ll be here,’ scoffed Cerebus. ‘’e’s free, but ’e has to report back by noon roll call, or ’e’ll have fucking broken ’is oath. Believe me — ’e’ll be here all right. Augustus likes to make a fucking horrible example of any gladiators that break the code. And that big girl Lucius knows that. Just wait around here till ’e shows up.’

‘He mightn’t come back, Cerebus,’ I warned. ‘Not if he knows what happened to the others.’ Cerebus hadn’t seen the two men lying on the floor of the brothel, with their heads peeled off backwards. ‘Augustus has to find Lucius first to have him executed.’

‘Well, why don’t you stay here, love, and let me find out what I can about where our friend Lucius might be?’ He stuck his head out the window, and bellowed, ‘Sextus!’

Sextus sprinted back in at the double. Cerebus barked at him, ‘Find out about a friend of Lucius,’ pointing to me for the rest of the description.

I gave it and Sextus took off at a run.

‘While you wait, love, why don’t you give my offer some serious thought? It’s a gladiator’s fucking wet dream. Fighting for Augustus in front of the richest crowd in the world. Get yourself some generous fans. What more could you want?’

I shook my head.

He gave Alex a considering glance. ‘Well, what about ’im? If ’e’d stayed in the ring ’e’d have been the best. Fast and mean. What are you going to do with ’im? We could use ’im here. ’e could be a very nice little earner for you.’

‘I told you, I’ll make up my mind after I finish this job.’


‘You won’t get a better offer.’

For the next hour or so, Cerebus continued pushing his sales pitch in increasingly ingenious ways. I was running out of ways to say ‘no’ politely by the time Sextus reported back. He arrived in the middle of Cerebus’ description of the amount, and kind, of free sex the more successful gladiators were offered as their due.

Sextus came running in to slam to a dust-stirring stop in front of the desk. Cerebus said curtly, ‘Well you took your fucking time, Sextus! What’ d ya find out?’

‘Not that much unfortunately, sir.’

Cerebus raised his shaggy eyebrows.

‘But, sir,’ Sextus’ voice quivered slightly, ‘a couple of the men said they’d been at Stinky’s tavern yesterday morning, when Lucius and the man with the dented-in nose arrived. They said Lucius called him Fabius.’

‘And?’ roared Cerebus.

Sextus was sweating pearls. ‘That’s it, sir, I’m afraid.’

Damn. That wasn’t much.

Not much, not nearly enough, but something. So the Hierophant’s name was Fabius. Now at least we had a first name to go with the physical description.

Unfortunately, as the day went on, it didn’t get any better.

The noon roll call had come and gone with no sign of Lucius. While the rest of the Ludi dispersed out of the blistering sun to take their meal and a rest, I wondered what to do next. Alex stood at my side, helping Cerebus give Felix the details of our search for Lucius.

‘He must have heard about Argos and Caractacus,’ said Alex. ‘The steaming coward’s run like a …’ The last word didn’t translate.

‘Well he’s fried now — he’s broken his oath,’ replied Felix, with a heavy sauce of equal parts revenge and gloating.

‘Yeah, the Praetorians will hunt ’im,’ said Cerebus. ‘’e’ll end up nailed to a flaming cross somewhere public.’

The two Ludi men laughed. Cerebus gave me a pointed look. ‘If the Praetorians find ’im first, love, you won’t get your answers. It will just be tap, tap, tap.’ He made a hammering motion, while he said it. When he looked over at Felix they both laughed again.

‘Now I not only have to find him — I have to race the Praetorians as well?’ Lucius was slipping further and further away from me.

‘Oh yes. Augustus doesn’t take this kind of matter lightly,’ said Felix. ‘The oath we take here’s considered as being made to Augustus himself. Big mistake.’

Cerebus cut in. ‘Yeah, a real big mistake. Sextus has already gone to notify the Praetorians. They’ll be under orders to make an example of ’im by tomorrow night at the latest.’

Alex caught my gaze. ‘That’s right.’

‘Why tomorrow night?’ I asked.

‘It’ll be all over Rome soon, love. The Forums will be humming with it,’ said Cerebus. He puffed his chest out. ‘We’re Augustus’ own men. Everyone knows us.’

Alex nodded. ‘And if Lucius isn’t caught by tomorrow, it’s more likely he’ll make it overseas to the provinces.’

‘If the Praetorians don’t find him soon, Augustus will lose face.’ Felix paused for emphasis, ‘And we all know that if Augustus loses face — everyone’s going to suffer.’

If I couldn’t find Lucius my only lead to the Hierophant was to go through with the initiation. I really, really didn’t want to have to face that.


I said bleakly, not truly expecting a reply, ‘So is there any way at all I can find Lucius?’

Cerebus and Felix exchanged a grimace. Then Felix said, ‘I’m not sure we can help you.’

It was so just obvious they were keeping something back that my temper started to rise. ‘Felix, I have to find him! Fabius not only tried to kidnap me, I believe he may have kidnapped my mother. I have to find him — to find her!’

Cerebus narrowed his eyes. ‘That’s what ’e has of yours, love? Your mum?’ It’d hit a button with him. His face suffused with blood, ‘Why didn’t you say?’

‘He took your mother?’ Felix was also instantly on my side, hackles up.

‘Yes.’ Their rage, on my behalf, opened the floodgates. ‘She’s been missing for two days now. And Fabius is the only person who could’ve taken her. She had something he desperately wanted. Something he’s already killed for. I don’t know if he’s kept her alive, but my only chance is to find her soon.’

Cerebus and Felix exchanged another significant look. Cerebus nodded once to Felix, then spun on his heel to head back to the office.

Felix said, ‘We’ll help you, but it won’t be easy. And I can’t guarantee anything.’

I grabbed at the chance. ‘Felix, I can give you money … anything. But I have to find Lucius!’

Felix mused, ‘Well if he hasn’t left Rome yet, then there’s a chance that Lucius could be hiding in one of the local Mythras caves.’

Ah, the Mythras cult. That figured. Practised by warriors. Mainly soldiers and gladiators ‘Where are they?’


‘I can’t tell you that!’ Even knowing my story he was outraged. ‘The caves are sacred places and their locations are secret.’

‘So are you …?’

‘My father was a member. So I might be able to find out something through his network of old army buddies. But I can’t make any guarantees.’

‘I want to be there when you ask them,’ I insisted. Felix could ask the wrong questions … Not try hard enough …

‘No.’ Felix shook his head decisively. ‘Under no circumstances — it’s men only.’

I looked across at Alex. ‘What about …?’

Felix followed my eyes and pre-empted my next request. ‘And they don’t trust strangers either. That’s why Lucius will hide there.’ He shrugged. ‘If you want my help, then you’ll just have to be patient.’

‘Okay.’ At least this was something. Another chance. ‘When will you find out if Lucius is there?’

‘They don’t meet again until after dark — so I’ll give you an answer tonight. But remember I can’t guarantee anything. He might not be there. They may refuse to tell me …’

‘Sure. Sure. Just do your best. Where should we meet?’

Felix was confused. ‘Aren’t you going to be at the Crassus feast tonight?’

The bloody feast! I’d forgotten about it. Damn! More complications!

I had to perform, so that I could impress this Plautius Sulla guy. So that Domitia would lend me to Augustus. So that I could go through the initiation that I was trying so desperately to avoid.

But why would Felix be there? ‘Domitia Crassus invited you? I thought it was going to be a stuffy society gathering?’


‘I don’t know about it being stuffy. But Domitia wants to impress Plautius Sulla.’ He gave me a shark-like smile. ‘Don’t you know it’s cutting edge to have famous gladiators as guests?’

Alex snorted at that. ‘Cutting edge — your pimply left buttock.’

Felix just gave him a knowing grin. ‘Jealous, my son?’

As they exchanged an escalating series of insults, I turned away. What if I couldn’t find Lucius at all? Everything seemed to be pulling me towards the initiation. There were more loose ends now, and none of them were guaranteed to end in finding Victoria. How long would Fabius keep her alive? I didn’t even know if Victoria was still alive. Was my presence keeping this version of reality going?

Then I realised they were both watching me with concern. ‘Thanks for doing this, Felix,’ I said. ‘Please try to find Lucius. If you need any money … Or I can doing anything … Just send word.’

‘No money needed.’ Felix was serious now. ‘Punishing Lucius deserves a reward. Believe me, I’ll do everything I can.’

And that was that.

 

Andromache’s brother was seated behind his office desk and, judging from the frown lines firmly indented in his forehead, he was not about to give me good news. Alex was over at Victoria’s apartment, checking for any sign of her. Or the NTA. We were to meet there after I got through here.

I’d decided to trust Valerius. Or at least keep on with our business relationship anyway. I didn’t really have much choice. But I wasn’t going to mention that I knew who he was, or what he was up to.

Yet.


Instead I said, ‘I was ambushed last night by the Hierophant.’

Saying it like that made it sound like the positive leap forward I’d originally thought it was. If I could rouse Valerius to get on his trail it could turn out to be a good day after all.

He didn’t react.

I continued in a rush, ‘By a gang of men he hired.’

Valerius didn’t even look surprised, which was a worry.

‘The man that ransacked Victoria’s apartment. The one I told you about? With dark brown hair and a freshly broken nose? He’s called Fabius. And Lucius, the gladiator I fought yesterday, knows him.’

Valerius didn’t even seem to be listening.

I tried once more. ‘Look, Valerius, the problem is I’ve just come from Cerebus, and now Lucius has gone missing as well. I need you to get your men out and looking. I need you to find them both. Lucius and Fabius. Or Fabius at least.’

Everything I’d said had bounced off Valerius, like a tennis ball off a brick wall. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘I’m afraid I’ve got very bad news.’

My mind leapt into excruciatingly creative motion. He’d found her body … She was dead … ‘Victoria?’

‘No. No.’ He relaxed his face into an apology, ‘Not that. I’m afraid I have no news for you about your mother.’ Then added the afterthought, ‘Or about the Egyptian translator, as yet.’

‘Nothing at all? Why not?’ I wasn’t an optimistic fool, but he’d better have come up with something to tell me. ‘What about all the men you said were …’

‘I’m afraid that the situation has changed.’ His tone was odd, stilted, ‘Completely.’ Then I picked it. He was scared. ‘Someone new. Someone other than the Hierophant, is now looking for that dagger.’

‘Who?’

He shook his head. ‘I don’t know exactly who yet, but the Praetorians were asking about the dagger in the Forum today. And if they knew I was interested in it too they’d come down here and chop off the rest of my fingers and toes until I told them everything.’

‘Is there any chance that Fabius could be behind their search for the dagger?’

‘You mean the Hierophant?’ He’d been listening after all.

I nodded.

‘No, absolutely not,’ stated Valerius. ‘If this interest in the dagger doesn’t come from Augustus himself, then it’s coming from someone with a huge amount of influence at court.’

I was confused. ‘But if you don’t know who Fabius really is, how do you know it wasn’t him?’

Valerius said, with open contempt, ‘Everything points to the dagger being designed for use in human sacrifice. So do you really think this Fabius would petition Augustus to send out his Praetorians to look for it?’

Put like that. ‘All right. Point taken. So what does this mean?’

‘We keep looking for your mother. And add Fabius and Lucius to the roster. But no more searching for the man who made the dagger. Anything to do with the dagger is out.’ He muttered to himself, ‘I just hope the Praetorians don’t try any of the people we’ve talked to so far.’

Why the hell were the Praetorians looking for the dagger? A whole new can of worms was yielding its slimy contents.


Praetorians? They really gave me the jitters. There were nine thousand of them in this city. Too many if they were all looking for the same thing.

My mind raced …

I had to refocus on finding Fabius.

‘Okay, Valerius, Fabius is after the dagger, so instead, we use it to lure him out into the open …’

‘I’m not using that thing,’ his voice shook, ‘to do anything of the sort.’

‘Give me the dagger then.’ Valerius may have lost his nerve, but I hadn’t. ‘I could use it to bargain with him. Victoria, for the dagger.’

Valerius’ face fell. ‘What? Give him back the dagger?’

‘You heard me, Valerius.’ He didn’t want to lose the proof. His negotiating chip with Domitia. ‘Give it to me.’

He searched for a reply that would put me off.

I held out my hand.

‘No.’ The reply was final. He was determined to use the dagger to blackmail the Hierophant and, through him, Domitia.

I considered him for a moment, then pulled Andromache’s letter from under my cloak and laid it on the desk.

He looked down at it quizzically, then back at me. ‘What’s that?’

I waited.

He picked the letter up and turned it over. The imprint on the seal turned his face to stone. It was a crest. A sword crossed with an arrow, on a shield.

Without taking his eyes off the seal, he reached under his desk and brought up the Isis dagger. Its razor-sharp blade glinted in the softened rays of late afternoon.

I took it and left him staring down at the letter, too afraid to open it.
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PSYCHE AND CUPID



‘So let me get this straight,’ Alex said, in a deceptively mild voice. ‘You’re seriously considering going through with the initiation tomorrow. Even though Fabius hired a gang to abduct you?’

‘I’ve already told you I am!’

I was equally furious that he was prodding at my decision, sharp stick and all. It could fall apart at any moment, and I couldn’t afford that.

I was trying not to panic. Alex was keen to make me do the opposite.

‘Unless Felix can find Lucius before then. So. Tonight we have to find a way to convince Plautius to accept my contract.’

We were in Victoria’s apartment. I wanted to check whether Victoria or the rescue mission had been here. But nothing had been moved, my note was in exactly the same place. I stared at the damned thing still lying on the floor like a dead fish.

What the hell was going on? Victoria was missing. I was missing. When was the NTA going to fucking get here?

It had to be the portal. It must still be held by the Isiacs. That could be the only reason Rous and Scolette weren’t here with help.

Alex followed me into the bedroom. The bags of money were still there. Again, nothing had been moved.

‘If everything goes badly wrong tomorrow, Alex, you have the passwords, so you can come here and take the gold. There’s enough money here to get you safely out of Rome and well beyond.’ I stopped. ‘We should talk about what you can do. Where you can go. Have you got any ideas?’

He completely dismissed that to snarl, ‘And now Valerius tells you that someone even more dangerous than Fabius is after the same dagger you’re carrying around in that weird bag?’ I could almost see the sparks issuing off him.

‘Yep,’ I said lightly. Well, as lightly as clenched teeth would let me. I wasn’t getting pulled into this drama. If I had to go through with the initiation, there was no point in wallowing in fear.

Alex stepped in front of me. ‘Kannon.’ He spoke in a less confronting voice. Appealing to me. ‘You have to start protecting yourself.’

The change in tactic made me want to burst into flames. This was the last thing I needed!

‘Don’t you understand?’ I was tired and desperate and starting to lose hope. ‘I can’t stop looking for Victoria! I’m the only one who can. The NTA rescue mission hasn’t turned up, so they mustn’t be able to use the portal yet. Who else can get to her? Would you leave someone in Fabius’ tender care if you had the choice?’

Alex’s face hardened. ‘This is suicide, Kannon. Pointless suicide!’

I wanted to hit him. To shut him up. He kept on, grabbing my shoulders to keep his face in mine. ‘You’ve got to face it, Kannon. Victoria is probably dead.’


I flinched. ‘Don’t say that!’

‘Why would Fabius keep her alive?’ He kept leaning in, getting into my body space. ‘Why?’

I shoved him back, rage on full throttle. Nothing like having your worst fears presented to you as good advice. ‘Stop it! I can’t think that! What if she’s alive, and I find out later that I gave up too soon? What if she needs me now?’

‘Do you honestly think I’m going to stand by and watch you walk into a trap.’ It was not a question.

I turned my back. ‘Fuck off, Alex. You don’t get to tell me what to do.’

 

The Crassus mansion was in an uproar, slaves running every which way, making last-minute adjustments for the feast. The front garden was lit by a golden haze of torches, and an archway of heavily scented blue flowers completely covered the path from the gate to the front doors.

Horace was standing on the front steps giving detailed instructions to one of the gardeners. They’d used the wrong flowers for the covered walkway, and Domitia was not happy. The kind used produced hives in someone important.

As soon as we came level with Horace, he sent the gardener away, saying that Domitia wanted to see me. He told Alex to go and find Philemon. Alex left without a backward glance, while I followed Horace upstairs.

Alex had fumed at me all the way back. When he wouldn’t shut up, I told him I’d free him tomorrow, and then he’d have to leave the Crassus house immediately. He growled at me. Actually growled.

Bloody men. Bloody hell.

Horace led me into Domitia’s dressing room — all white marble with glass and gold fixtures. She was seated in a loose robe, while four maids worked on her. Work was the operative word. She should have had scaffolding up.

Two of the maids were busy applying the final coat of white paste to her neck. Her face and shoulders were already covered. I changed my mind about the scaffolding. She really looked like she was being battered, prior to frying.

Domitia spoke, but her mouth didn’t move much, ‘Well, you’ve been busy.’

I didn’t think she was angry, as much as avoiding smudging the paint job.

The two maids painting stopped mid-stroke to exchange a sly glance over her head. The attendants engaged in painting her toenails just giggled. Domitia hissed at the interruption, and they quickly resumed their duties.

Given that her words were not accompanied by any normal facial expression, it wasn’t actually clear what she was talking about. Or how she was feeling. So I said cautiously, ‘I spent the day at the Ludi, if that’s what you mean?’

She snorted in disgust. ‘I’m talking about the graffiti all over the Forum.’

‘You mean the mural Gaius had put up yesterday?’

‘No, I mean the graffiti someone else put up. Describing you in a threesome with Alexander and a snake dancer at The Bird last night! Gaius was pleased, but I’m not so sure.’

New graffiti? No wonder the guards in the gatehouse had been so friendly. Did she mean Venus? ‘She wasn’t a snake dancer, she used feathers.’

‘Feathers? Oh, well that’s much better.’

I knew sarcasm when I heard it.


She checked her face in a large mirror held up by one of the maids, and touched the skin with the tips of her fingers. They came away dry. She smiled into the mirror, as if to test the flexibility of the coating. Nothing cracked.

I don’t know why she bothered, smiling was not her most used expression. Behind her, the other maid arranged her implements ready to work on highlighting Domitia’s facial features.

Before the maid could start work again Domitia halted her with a raised hand. ‘I heard four different versions of your adventures by noon.’

Domitia paused to check that her wrinkles had been sufficiently filled in. When she was satisfied she said, ‘The second version I heard was that you started a riot. Somewhere in there was a mention of two murders. Does any of this sound familiar?’

‘I had nothing to do with the murders.’

‘Something happened. Your clothes had to be burned, and the bathhouse scrubbed.’ That was said in an acid tongue, but with no threats or abuse.

Hmm? Except for the one outburst with Andromache, Alex was right, Domitia was holding back with me. Trying to keep me happy. Which made me uneasy.

‘There was a riot at The Bird. I didn’t start it. And the only way out was via the sewer.’

‘Sewer?’ She sighed, and leant back in her chair. ‘And I thought you would spend all your time training. Now you make me feel like someone’s grandmother.’

It was clear that this was not a role she appreciated.

‘Oh, I suppose it’s turned out well enough,’ she complained. ‘I’ve been inundated with requests for extra invitations all afternoon. Half of Rome will be here tonight.’


‘Then things have turned out well?’

She ignored my question. ‘Philemon said you and Alexander have been practising. You’re ready, aren’t you?’ No mistaking it. Immobile face, or not, that last question was said with a steely gaze.

I nodded. Trying to look completely confident.

‘Philemon will be along soon to help you get ready. Wait for him in your room.’ I was dismissed.

‘And remember this had better be good,’ she snapped.

The courtyard outside the villa was empty, but not peaceful. Wonder how Augustus felt about such noisy neighbours?

The feast had started about an hour ago. And from the caterwauling, the warm-up act, a troupe of Nubian dancing girls, was both enthusiastically appreciated and responding in kind. According to Horace, Augustus had been invited, but refused. Wise choice from where I was sitting.

Horace had given me two piled plates of food, advising me to eat before the performance. I put one on the seat next to the fountain, sat, and started on the other. Alex hadn’t reappeared as yet.

My neck was really stiff, so I rolled it around from side to side. But the tension wasn’t muscular. The situation was just getting worse. Nothing was going to plan, and everything I did just seemed to complicate things.

Footsteps sounded on the path. Unfortunately, it was Gaius, and from the smug look spread across his supercilious face Domitia was right — he was definitely pleased with the graffiti. Gaius plonked himself right next to me and yawned, sending a heavy cloud of wine and garlic fumes straight into my face.

He was drunk already? A bit early to start celebrating. That seemed pretty optimistic considering Plautius had yet to approve. And if his decision was to be based on my performance as Psyche, then things were probably about to unravel completely for everyone.

‘Beautiful night, isn’t?’ He gazed straight into my eyes as he said it. Well, as straight as he could focus anyway.

I gave him a cautious glance, while I piled some tidbits on top of a piece of bread. I was starving and, garlic fumes or not, I was eating while I could.

He smiled, then leant closer. ‘Don’t you think it’s a beautiful night?’

I snorted. ‘Don’t believe your own publicity, Gaius. I’m here for business purposes only.’ So much for polite conversation. It was beyond me at the moment.

The olives looked good, so I pushed some under the cheese. I looked back at the plate — what else could I pile on?

‘And a very attractive way of doing business too.’

With any luck Philemon would arrive before I had to punch out Gaius. I rubbed my forehead in frustration. How on earth was I going to play Psyche in a way that would impress Plautius?

Gaius ploughed on, dragging his side of the conversation with him. ‘I’ve been thinking. Maybe we could become better … friends.’

I had my mouth full, so didn’t bother to reply.

Gaius snapped his head up to look over at the archway. He barked, ‘Get out of here. Now!’

Alex was standing there. He completely ignored Gaius, pretending to wait for my instruction. And he was still fuming.

I swallowed the food in an uncomfortable gulp, and jumped to my feet. Alex was already on full boil, so this could get out of hand. ‘Gaius, you’d better leave now, we have to get ready.’


Unfortunately Gaius wasn’t giving up that easily. He rose to his unsteady feet, moving closer as he did so. I squashed the impulse to head butt him.

He drawled in my ear, ‘Good luck tonight, gladiatrix — but I know you won’t need it.’ Then he glared at Alex, as he stalked through the archway.

Philemon, coming in at the head of a train of four slaves, took a shrewd look at Gaius, then Alex. ‘Well, I can see we have started warming up for the performance already. Good!’

Alex narrowed his eyes.

Stuff this little drama. I picked up my multilayered sandwich, and took a huge bite.

‘No, no! You don’t have time for food,’ said Philemon, fluttering his hands. ‘You’re on in half an hour. We have to get you two dressed!’ He sent the servants through to my room and waited at the doorway impatiently.

Damn. My stomach rumbled as I dropped the rest of the sandwich back onto the plate.

Alex gave me a final caustic glare, then followed Philemon into the house.

Great! It was going to be downhill from here — for all of us. I temporarily surrendered to my fate and followed them inside.

There were costumes spread everywhere, and a slave stood ready with a tray full of jars of cosmetics. Another held a tray containing several wine flasks, and two large goblets full of wine. Philemon handed us one each. ‘This will help you relax. Drink.’

Alex emptied his as though it was a shot glass, and slapped the goblet back down on the tray. Philemon was surprised. I was not.

This was going to be a long night, so I emptied mine as well. It was very strong, not mixed with much water at all. Philemon filled them up again, and refused to start until we’d finished them. We did. I suppose if I had to make a complete fool of myself in public, I may as well be anaesthetised.

‘Now,’ said Philemon. ‘We do the first costume change here. The next two will be done backstage.’ He pointed into the next room. ‘Alexander, go in there with Creon.’ He indicated the short, balding slave on his left. ‘He and Manus will get you ready.’ As they left, Philemon turned back to me. ‘Let us begin.’

Philemon and his two assistants spent the next twenty minutes trying to turn me into some version of Psyche. When they started applying the make-up, I refused the white paste, so they just put on pink lip cream and blush, and outlined my eyes with kohl.

The gown was a soft, thin material. And pink. Psyche was supposed to be a real girls’ girl. But then there were some adult modifications. The neck hung low, and the whole thing clung to my body except when I moved, then it swished softly.

I was wearing a straight, black wig that came down to my hips, and was cut in a fringe just above my eyes. It completely altered the shape of my face, making my features smaller and younger. Lastly, Philemon squirted me with a rose perfume.

For the first time in my life I looked like a doll.

‘Oh.’ Philemon stood back, hands clasped. ‘My dear, you are luscious. With those big black eyes and the lovely curves, they won’t care what you say or do tonight. You can’t go wrong.’

I had a very strong feeling he was going to be surprised.

Alex appeared at the door in full costume. The phrase ‘on heat’ sprang to mind. And he seemed to be enjoying the look on my face.


I shut my mouth with a click.

Cupid was supposed to be blond, so Alex’s hair had been dusted with gold powder, but the black still showed through at the roots. With his dark lashes and brows, and long muscular body, he looked more like a gilded devil than an angelic teenage cupid. He wore a gold loincloth, and small gold wings were fixed to his back with matching leather straps that crossed his chest and shoulders. The gold powder in his hair made his blue eyes stand out. They glittered.

Alex took in my costume, wicked thoughts flashing across his face. Part of me said ‘he’s just getting into character’. Another part of me said ‘no — this is his character’.

Philemon was also startled by his expression. Over the past twenty-four hours Alex had pretty much abandoned acting like my slave in private. Now he seemed to have abandoned it in public as well.

Philemon surveyed us both. ‘Oh yes. Tonight’s going to be very interesting. Indeed. Now, for a little final advice.’

He handed us another pair of full wine goblets. ‘My lady Crassus wants a sensation. So whatever you do, don’t be boring! And if you make a mistake, just keep on going.’

I hiccupped. It was so hot in here. I hiccuped again.

Footsteps sounded outside, and Domitia stormed in through the door, trailing a perplexed Horace. She’d arrived in time for a final inspection, but she didn’t look happy about it. In fact her face had to be a violent purple under all that white paste. A tinge of lilac was showing through round the edges.

Philemon, initially put off by her forceful arrival and strangely coloured face, managed to stutter politely, ‘A, a, ah, my lady?’


Then he went into full-volume soothing mode, possibly thinking Domitia had stage fright by proxy.

‘They look quite special, don’t they? How is the audience shaping up?’ As a playwright he had to be used to calming nervous patrons.

‘Shut up, you idiot!’ Domitia cracked. ‘You’ve got a big problem. Everything has to change!’ Behind her, Horace rolled his eyes to the ceiling, as though imploring for help from the only dimension with enough power to make a difference.

‘Wh—what do you mean, my lady?’ Philemon pointed to us. ‘They’re ready to go on …’

‘Plautius!’ screamed Domitia, in full drama queen frenzy. ‘Has changed his mind!’

‘Changed his …?’ Philemon was not coping with the onslaught.

‘Stop repeating my words, idiot! That fatuous toad just told me Augustus doesn’t like the Cleopatra-as-whore image any more!’ She put her hands on hips to spit out, ‘Now he’s decided he’s looking for a more serious style of gladiatrix.’

Philemon whitened. ‘But why …’

‘Because now he’s decided there’s no honour in defeating a slut! Even if she is a queen!’ Domitia was frothing with rage. ‘And Plautius is out there in the audience, impatient to report back to his master on the latest candidate. Who’s about to show herself as the biggest slut in Rome.’

Philemon, offended at the slur on his gentle Psyche, started to protest. Over the top rode the sound, ‘Boo. Boo. Boo …’

Domitia pricked up her ears. ‘What’s that, Horace?’ We all knew what it was, she just wanted someone to make it go away.


‘It’s the audience, my lady. The acrobats have finished. And I told you before, the wine was too …’

She flipped her hand at him, dismissing the rest. ‘They’ll just have to go on. I’ll lose too much face to cancel now. Half the guests are here just to see this performance.’

Then she dumped it all on Philemon, saying, ‘You’re the playwright. Fix this!’ She stalked out, Horace at her heels.

Philemon clutched his head. ‘Fix this? What does she think …’ Then he remembered himself. ‘We have to get up there. Now!’

He hustled us up the path to the main house. ‘Keeping a drunken audience waiting is the smile of Medusa to a play.’

‘But what are we going to …?’ I was completely confused.

‘If Augustus wants a serious gladiatrix,’ replied Philemon. ‘Then give him serious drama!’

 

The painted backdrop for the first scene showed a grassy field with a stream backed by olive trees. Centre stage was a bed covered in a mantle of fabric flowers.

Scene One: An invisible Cupid falls in love with Psyche. I lay on the fake flowerbed with my arms resting loosely above my head, crossed at the wrists. My shoulders flat on the bed, the rest of my body was curved side-on towards the audience, with one knee dropped forward. Philemon hovered above me tweaking my gown into nicer folds.

‘What do you mean by serious drama, Philemon? How’s that going to …’

Horace stuck his head around the curtain and gave the signal. Philemon bolted off the stage without answering.


I shut my eyes. All going well — this would be over in twenty minutes. I started mentally rehearsing my lines again. Twenty minutes, that’s all it should take.

The curtains rolled back to applause, and catcalls. The audience liked my costume and pose. And yes, they were certainly drunk. Gibbering monkey noises came from the front row. Which was a lot closer than I’d expected.

I squinted one eye open. The front row was right next to the low stage? Domitia must have crammed in extra chairs. Great, a drunken audience within touching distance. It was going to get interesting if they didn’t like the show.

A burst of whistles and equally explicit comments told me Alex had appeared, and they were impressed with his acting ability as well. As he crossed the stage he got helpful advice on what to do with his quiver of golden arrows. This audience wasn’t warmed up, they were bubbling over.

I peered at Alex as he sat on the flowerbed and drew out an arrow ready to use. I shut my eyes again and waited for his opening lines, the really boring ones proclaiming the mission Venus had sent him on. Instead there was silence and then a tickling sensation.

I opened one eye again. Alex was carefully running the arrow point around my face.

‘Pouty lips. Honeyed skin.’ As he touched the tip of his arrow to my cheek, Alex drawled, ‘Mother, you didn’t tell me the half of it.’

That got a shout of laughter. And more detailed dating advice.

Then Alex ran the arrow down the side of my neck to the top of my breasts.

What the …?


He was drunk. And he’d forgotten his lines. That had to be it.

The point of the arrow was starting to really tickle. I shivered, which made my breasts jiggle.

The arrow stopped moving for a moment. And the front row went crazy cheering. Someone was making deep, breathy groans from somewhere not that far from my ear.

Alex raised the arrow and gently touched it to the skin above my heart, at last remembering one of his real lines. ‘Oh fair Psyche, receive your fate.’

Finally, my cue. I opened my eyes and sat up, stretching and yawning. This evoked a round of applause, and detailed speculations about my bra size measured in handfuls.

In character I pretended to look straight through Alex. He was supposed to be invisible after all. But that wasn’t easy considering that he too was busy appreciating the front of my dress.

Hmm? Time to cut this all short with the arrow.

But Alex was ready for me. As I pushed it towards him he grabbed me, and twisted me sideways over his arm.

Now my head was resting on the lap of someone sitting in the front row. I looked to the side of Alex’s dark head to see Gaius staring down at us both in total fury! Alex lowered his head for a kiss, with the crowd giving him raucous encouragement.

What the …?

The curtains started to close before he could finish, and Alex swung us both back in time.

Outside, the audience hooted and howled.

Before I could react the stage exploded into a frenzy. Creon lunged out of the wings to grab Alex for the next costume change. Three slaves scrambled in, carrying sheets and pillows, ready to transform the flowerbed. And Philemon dashed in to drag me backstage for my next costume.

What was going on here? I tried to ask Philemon for advice, but he ignored my confusion to strip me faster than a bed on washing day. He threw the red filmy sleeping gown over my head, brushed the long black wig over one shoulder, and gave me another squirt of perfume.

We paused in the wings while the curtains opened. Most of the lights had been doused, so now the stage was in shadow. Except for one lamp sitting on a table next to Alex.

He was lounging across the newly made bed. Lying back against the pillows. Provocatively.

I tried again, ‘Philemon, what should …’

He shushed me, then pushed me forward, saying, ‘Go!’

Grrr. I needed the contract from Plautius. Alex was drunk. And I had no idea how to make this work.

When I stepped out from behind the curtains there was another bout of cheering and low wolf whistles. Now I could see that the boys from the Ludi had secured the middle of the front row. Cerebus was sitting next to Gaius, and they were both staring at me intently.

‘I am afraid my husband is a monster,’ I said, following the script. Cerebus burst into a deep belly laugh. The rest joined him.

Damn! Now that Alex had muffed the first scene, they were going to take every word as a double entendre.

I soldiered on, keeping to the script. ‘What am I to do? I am all alone. Defenceless.’ Sure enough, several more lewd suggestions were shouted.

Grabbing the lamp and holding it high, I said, ‘I must find out what he looks like!’


The lamplight showed Alex. One big, semi-naked hunk of fetchingly sprawled male, pretending to sleep. All the women and some of the men sighed heavily.

Then I noticed a glint of deep blue. He was watching me watch him.

Kneeling next to him I raised the lamp again, as though for a better look. But before I could say my lines Alex rolled towards me.

Using a husky, mocking tone, he said, ‘Honey, I told you not to peek. Now I must punish you.’ He didn’t seem to be talking about leaving me alone to my fate, as scripted.

The crowd screamed at that, knowing what was being promised.

I shot backwards on my knees, Alex had gone completely mad!

But the clingy dress wrapped around my thighs, pulling me to a stop. The crowd roared as he followed with a determined grin. He sent my lamp flying into the wings, eliciting a shocked scream from someone standing there, and wrestled me over his lap. ‘This is going to hurt me, honey, more than it’s going to hurt you.’

I growled a threat, ‘Alex, don’t you …’ But he still slapped my butt hard anyway.

Someone off-stage suggestively extinguished the rest of the lights.

The audience laughed itself sick, and the curtains slammed shut again.

I bit Alex hard in the leg.

He yelped and started pushing me off his lap.

Alex wasn’t drunk! I’d seen his face, as he grabbed me. He was out to sabotage my chance with Plautius! Bastard.


Silently Philemon and Creon peeled us apart like two quarrelling cats, and Horace stood between us before I could start swinging.

Philemon and Horace dragged me around the corner for the next change, a purple burial tunic.

Whispering, Philemon implored me to just get on with it.

Scene three and I was on my back again. Seething.

Fuck Alex! He was being so clever. making sure Plautius rejected me. Well there was going to be a real surprise ending. For him, as well as everyone else!

The curtains opened to hushed silence. The audience seemed to be wondering what was going to happen next, too.

Alex walked in, and sat next to me on my pseudo-stone pillar. He was supposed to awaken me from death with a kiss.

His hands softly brushed my hair away from my face, then lifted my wrist to smell the perfume. Kissed it gently and clasped my hand over his heart. The beat was strong, but rapid.

The crowd sighed.

I opened my eyes. Just a slit was enough.

Alex’s face was inches from mine when he started speaking. And again it was not the set lines. ‘Wake up, love. Death has given you back to me. Nothing will keep me away from you now. Not the gods. Not time itself.’

More sighs from the audience.

Death. I was supposed to be dead. Just as I feared Victoria might be.

The thought pierced me. Then a wet tongue softly licked my wrist, cutting into my train of thought. A hot, moist mouth enclosed my index finger, gently sucking it.

More sighs, but of a different kind.


A tongue swirled in my palm. It was worse with my eyes half shut. I shivered again, and the whole front row grunted its approval.

A weird assortment of emotions shifted through me. The last time anyone had touched me with tenderness had been the weekend I spent with Yuki before she died. I’d been sitting on the deck, playing with Spud. She was still a puppy then. Out of the blue Yuki had enfolded us both in a hug. As though …

Suddenly it was all I could do not to push him off me. I didn’t want to feel any of this.

But oh, the wet softness felt so good.

The audience must’ve been just as enthralled. They were silent now.

Alex softly kissed either side of my mouth, then gently pushed apart my lips with his. The kiss. Cupid had given Psyche back her life.

My eyes snapped open. Time for Psyche to wake up from the dead.

I sat bolt upright. Stretching. ‘I feel much better, Cupid. But, I think I want a divorce!’

The front row saw the fire in my eyes as I lunged for Alex. The Ludi men whooped a battle cry, while Alex had just enough time to dive sideways off the pillar.

I stood.

Plautius wanted a serious gladiatrix? Well, he was going to see one here tonight, if I had to take Domitia’s little theatre apart to do it!

Alex knew exactly what was on my mind, and didn’t want to be the vehicle for making a good impression on Plautius. He sprinted across the stage, then sprang cat-like off the end over the heads of three particularly well-dressed members of the audience, his leap turned into a somersault, and he landed running.


Scheming bastard! He knew I needed him, or there was no fight to show. I took off after him. Dive for dive.

The audience surged to their feet, squealing for violence, then followed.

Alex sprinted through the house scattering house slaves carrying food and drink as he went. Jars of wine and ornate food sculptures destroyed themselves against the walls.

He slammed out into the back garden. I was on his heels.

He headed down a tiled walkway, lined on both sides by a shoulder-high brick wall. The fucker was fast. He was hoping to out-run the audience. Then it wouldn’t matter if I caught him or not.

That’s what he thought!

So much for a graceful show of force … I put on an extra spurt of speed, and dived for his legs. He was fast, but I was motivated.

I caught one calf, hung on, and brought him down hard. As he slammed into the tiles, I rolled to my feet. But he was up in a flash too. And hiking up and over the dividing wall.

Bastard! Bastard! The audience lagging behind me couldn’t follow if I went over it too.

Well, that left me no choice. I had to provide a doorway.

Whack.

I kicked the brick wall between us, cracking it at knee height. Another kick. Crack. Then another one.

The rectangle of bricks landed with a solid thud at his feet. Alex was too intrigued to run now. He just stood there staring down at the fallen bricks.

Now the audience could follow.

‘How did she fucking do that?’ It had to be Cerebus. ‘With bare feet!’
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THE FEAST



‘Excellent! Plautius just left,’ said Domitia, ‘and he’s going to convince Augustus to put you in the battle. The initiation is yours tomorrow.’

Behind us, servants scurried backwards and forwards under Horace’s bemused direction cleaning up the havoc Alex and I had created. The guests had filed back inside, ready for more wine and the main meal of roast boar. Appetites sharpened by all the action.

‘Great.’ I turned to go.

Okay, I had what I wanted, but the mere thought of going through the ritual just scared the stuffing out of me. All I could think of now was Felix. I had to find him, and see if he had any news about Lucius.

‘Stop.’ Hawk-like, Domitia hooked my forearm with her pointed nails. ‘Plautius was so impressed, he’s invited you to the feast he’s giving tonight. It’s for the Ludi. We have to get you both ready to go. It’s already started.’

‘Ah.’ I dithered. A feast? No-one had mentioned any feast?


Domitia was waiting, brows firmly furrowed at my distinct lack of ‘jump to it’ attitude.

I remembered my place. ‘Yes, of course, my lady. But first I have to find one of the gladiators.’ I peered behind her, preoccupied. ‘Er, the one called Felix.’ I hadn’t seen him in the audience, but he’d said he’d be here.

She dismissed my hesitation, ‘The Ludi men have already left, you can see them all at the feast. But now,’ she spoke with too much vigour for my peace of mind. ‘We have to get you dressed.’

Domitia tried a variety of means to force me into wearing what amounted to see-through lingerie. When threatening had no effect, she actually demanded the loyalty she felt I owed her.

But I was not in the mood for any more crap. There was a good chance that I could die tomorrow, and as the feast was just another part of the process leading me to that confrontation, I didn’t feel like compromising. So I wore the same outfit I arrived in — the red Egyptian sheath and accessories.

By the time I was fully dressed, wig, make-up and weapons, Domitia had changed her mind. It had been a good choice after all. I was supposed to be playing Cleopatra, wasn’t I?

There was a difficult silence as Alex and I stood outside in our cloaks, waiting for Domitia’s chairmen to arrive. We hadn’t exchanged even a glance since the chase.

Domitia had insisted that he come with me, and I’d grudgingly agreed. He was dressed in a borrowed black silk tunic, with black sandals and wristbands. The colour suited him. Made him look dark and dangerous. But then of course he’d looked like that anyway.


I couldn’t look at him. He’d tried to sabotage me.

So we stayed silent all the way to the hall, near the amphitheatre. The glances I’d taken at him walking beside my chair showed he wasn’t sorry. Not in the least. His expression was more disgust that I’d outwitted him, rather than anything resembling remorse. I wanted to hit him!

The Ludi hall was bursting with lights, noise and a ragged margin of drunken guests, who’d overflowed onto the surrounding streets. Not all of them were vertical.

How long was this all going to take? Plautius may have requested my presence, but I was really only here to find Felix. Had he located Lucius? Was Lucius still alive, and in Rome?

Surely Felix had answers for me by now?

I stood in the entranceway searching for him, but it was just too crowded. It looked like the whole Ludi was present, plus about another two hundred people I didn’t know. And everyone was very, very drunk. Most already lay sprawled in groups across the wide triclinium lounges scattered throughout the hall. Next to each triclinium stood a table groaning with food and drink. Scantily dressed female slaves moved through the crowd carrying flasks of wine. In the middle of the room was a raised, round podium. On top of it a team of four female dancers performed a coordinated strip to Middle Eastern-sounding music produced by a pair of drummers and a flute player.

Out of nowhere Cerebus appeared — wearing a lot less than normal, and grinning broadly. Looking down I could see more of Cerebus’ horrible scars than I was really comfortable with. No wonder he had such a bad temper.


Cerebus said with a great deal of appreciation, ‘You were a fucking great blonde, love, but there’s just something so frigging sexy about a black-haired Egyptian bird. I could just fall into those big black eyes of yours.’

He gave me one more leer, and then snapped his chunky fingers. A servant immediately appeared to take our cloaks.

‘Alexander, you’ll have your work cut out tonight …’ Cerebus ran his eyes up and down my red sheath, ‘keeping track of our Cleopatra here. A lot of the boys have been waiting for ’er to arrive.’

‘Tell them to forget it, Cerebus.’ Alex moved in front of me. ‘She’s going to be fully occupied. All night.’ He loomed over the much shorter man.

It felt kind of strange. Usually I was the one doing the intimidating.

Cerebus also looked slightly thunderstruck, then started to chuckle. ‘Well fuck you too, Alexander. So that’s the way it is?’

He glanced over at me. ‘Alexander was the heart-throb of the ring until Domitia bought ’im. Even worse than Felix. ’is frigging fans would sleep outside the stadium to get the best seats on the days that ’e fought. D’ya know that?’

‘No?’

Alex was bored. ‘Cut it out, Cerebus.’

Cerebus just ignored him. ‘Yeah, half of Rome used to yell out Alexander’s name at each fight. And it wasn’t just for his sporting prowess either. Lot of opportunities came ’is way. Didn’t fucking take them. ’e’s been very picky the old Alexander has.’ He leant past Alex to say, ‘But you know — I think ’e likes you.’

‘Yes, and it’s a pity that lion didn’t swallow instead of spit when he had you,’ said Alex. ‘Just remember what I said, leave her alone tonight.’

Cerebus gave him a shrewd glance. ‘Yeah? Well I saw that play tonight, my lad, and I’m not sure we’re the ones she needs protection from.’

At that point I said, ‘Why don’t we just all sit down?’

Cerebus answered by clapping his hands for attention. Then shouted out, ‘Lads. The new Queen of the Nile has arrived.’

Like a wave everyone turned their heads towards us. The front rows held a few faces I recognised, they were retiarii. Friends of Alex and Dimitri. As soon as they saw me they stumbled to their feet, chanting, ‘Bellona, Bellona.’ The rest of the hall took it up.

Satisfied he’d done his part, Cerebus told a servant to take us to our couch near the podium. He said he wanted us to have a good view. More likely he wanted everyone else to have a good view.

As we followed the servant through the chanting crowd, Alex came in for his own share of attention as well. A red-haired woman grabbed his leg as he moved past her couch. She tried to lift up the front of his tunic. He firmly, but gently pulled away. She refused to release him. As he moved, she hung on and was pulled off her couch. She tumbled shrieking to the floor, but still refused to let go. As Alex came to a confused halt, she resumed her mauling, running her red-tipped fingers over his groin and thighs. And purring.

I ground my teeth.

As a slave, Alex couldn’t do what he needed to get free.

Reaching forward, I roughly smacked the redhead’s roaming hands off him, and shoved her backwards. Then I drew Alex into my arms.


When I faced her, she shrank back even further, skittering across the floor to get away from me. The chanting stopped abruptly, as everyone listened.

Holding Alex tightly to me, I glared at the woman, and then challenged the entire hall. ‘No-one touches Alex but me.’

They cheered, delighted with the fierce display.

When I scanned Alex’s face, now so near my own, his eyes were hot. Intense. He was deeply pleased.

Bastard. I dropped my arms.

The servant showed us to our assigned lounge. It was massive. And covered in cushions ornamented with erotic tableaux. Just in case you forget how. I reclined across one side, pushing two cushions majoring in oral sex behind my back. At least they were better than the ones specialising in bestiality.

I gave the hall another once-over, but still no sign of Felix.

Alex stood at attention next to my side of the lounge. I stared straight ahead, watching the four striptease artists reach their bottom line.

‘It’s suicide, and you know it.’

‘Is that your idea of an apology?’

‘Girl, I’m not apologising for trying to save your life.’

‘Fuck you.’

Silence.

Alex shifted on his feet. ‘Felix had better get himself here soon and bring good news.’

Silence.

‘See those two men over there.’ Alex jerked his head towards a lounge just across from us. A man with an oily, sweaty face and his pal, a thin pale type, were eyeing us with a little too much enthusiasm.

‘Yeah.’

‘They’re the Ludi physicians.’


‘So?’

‘If you keep on looking bored and single then they’re just drunk enough, and stupid enough, to come over here and …’

‘Okay. You can sit down.’ He was right, but he was also pushing it, too.

Alex didn’t need another offer. He stretched out next to me, vetting the cushions as he did. The ones depicting bestiality got booted off the end of the lounge.

‘What, don’t like animals?’

‘Not that much.’

Silence.

The two men rose to their feet. I shuffled closer to Alex, and he shot an arm around my shoulders.

‘Don’t think I’ve forgiven you.’

‘You’ve got nothing to forgive! If you can’t …’

Then Felix arrived. He stood over us smiling and nodding. ‘And what do we have here?’

I grabbed the front of his tunic and dragged him down onto the couch with us. ‘What happened?’ I growled. Alex leant in, and we formed a huddle.

Felix looked around then quietly said, ‘I found Lucius.’

Sweet Jesus! ‘And?’

‘He needs money. Lots of it. At least one hundred aurei to get safely out of Rome and away. He said he’ll do anything you want, if you pay him.’

‘I can do that.’ There was more than enough back at the apartment.

‘But can you get the money tonight? He’s not sticking around.’

‘Yes.’ I nodded. ‘I can.’

‘Good. He’s agreed to meet you after the feast. When you’ve picked up the money, I’ll take you to him.’

Ohhhh. Relief. ‘Did he talk about Victoria …?’


Felix jumped in, ‘Is she tall? Dark hair and eyes? Strange accent, just like you …’

I nodded, too big a lump in my throat to speak.

‘Then Fabius is holding her prisoner.’

‘She’s still alive?’

‘Lucius can tell you where she’s being held.’

I muttered, ‘You mean I could find her tonight?’ Oh my God.

Alex started laughing.

Suddenly all the sleepless nights caught up with me at once. I collapsed back on the couch. Boneless. There were pink nudes hovering above me on the ceiling.

I started to laugh. I could see her tonight.

Two male faces appeared over me. One from either side, blocking my view of the ceiling. Alex was laughing at my dopey expression. Felix asked him, ‘Good news, huh?’

Alex said, looking down, ‘Yes, she was running out of options. This may have saved her life. As well as Victoria’s.’

Suddenly life felt wonderful. I smiled up at them both. They looked at each other with eyebrows raised.

‘You think she wants to celebrate?’ asked Felix.

‘Yeah, ’fraid so,’ replied Alex.

A cup of wine appeared in my line of sight.

I sat up. They both shoved more cushions behind me. Pampering me. I liked it.

We raised our cups. Alex gave a long and obscene toast. Criticising the size and prowess of samnite swordsmen. And praising the same qualities of the retiarii. We clinked cups and drank.

Felix gave a toast of his own, which lost me after the first two minutes. But seemed to be generally about the ugliness of Ludi trainers. And the promiscuity of their mothers. We clinked cups, and drank again.


When it was my turn, I gave a toast to the smell of eucalyptus trees. The joys of surfing. And the search for the perfect set of waves. Homesick or what?

They didn’t understand the surfing references, so I tried to explain.

Felix asked, ‘You really get up on a piece of wood, and ride the water?’

‘Back in my country, a lot of people do. Well, my age, or younger.’

Felix flicked some wine at Alex. ‘So this baby here would be a surfer too?’

Alex flicked some back. ‘Yes, old man, you wouldn’t be cold enough.’

‘No! The word is “cool”. I said it’s a cool thing to do.’ Then I giggled. That felt strange …

‘Makes sense,’ said Felix. ‘I suppose Egyptians would think being cool is good. But it gets pretty hot in Rome too.’ At that he looked around the hall.

Things were livening up. Most of the women had lost at least their upper clothing, if not all. And a foursome on the next couch was beginning to resemble a tag team wrestling bout.

Up on the centre podium a comedian wearing an enormous phallus strapped to his front was telling jokes. All of which seemed to centre on vestal virgins, priests and the stupidity of the Celts.

The comic wiggled his hips at each punchline. Bah boom.

‘Well, it’s time I gave Lucius your answer. Then I’ll come back here, and pick you up.’ Felix rolled to his feet and headed off towards the front of the hall.

As soon as he left, the two Ludi physicians who’d been leering at me before rose to their feet and ambled unsteadily towards us. Alex took one look at them, and snorted in disgust, ‘Here come the boys.’


‘Maybe we could just hold each other. I need to work out what to do when we meet Lucius, so let’s talk strategy?’

Alex moved closer, but this time I pulled him into my arms.

The two men stood over us. They kept trying to get my attention by making suggestions about what two men could do better than just one. Ignoring them was easy for me, but they were getting to Alex. When one of them offered to show me his equipment, so I could judge what was on offer, Alex sat up.

Rather than argue it all out I just rolled on top of him, and pinned his hands above his head. Alex didn’t resist at all.

I said, ‘Sorry, boys, we’re busy. Why don’t you just go somewhere else?’

One of them said, ‘Sure, Bellona — we’ll come back when you are ready for the next course.’ They staggered off.

As I watched them leave, Alex freed his right hand and cupped the back of my head. That certainly got my attention. He gently pulled my face down to his. Then rubbed his lips against mine. They were so smooth.

My heart started thumping wildly.

Then I realised someone was tapping on my shoulder. Insistently.

I ignored it.

A strange voice said, ‘My lady, please! Master Sulla is ready to see you now.’

‘What?’ I sat up. ‘Why does …?’ Then I realised Cerebus was standing next to the servant. He was grimacing at my question.

Cerebus sent the servant away, then quietly warned me not to antagonise Plautius. It was not good business, nor was it safe. He said at least one of us had to give Plautius something to keep him happy, and fixed his eyes on Alex.

 

The servant led us to a door at the back of the hall, and out into the gardens. Around the corner, moonlight revealed a paved courtyard.

We headed across it to a covered doorway. The servant pulled back the heavy curtain and motioned us through.

‘Come in, gladiatrix — be welcome.’ Inside, a bone-white, wrinkled old man lay entwined with a fresh-faced young woman. They were both naked. ‘I am Plautius and this is Dido. Domitia Crassus tells me you’re eager to thank me for your opportunity to play Cleopatra.’

Grrr. So that’s why she wanted me to wear that lingerie thing? Bloody Domitia had offered me to him like a gift-wrapped present!

He beckoned me into the room. ‘I was very impressed with your performance tonight. And Lurco has also spoken of you — he holds you in great affection.’

My stomach lurched. Lurco? I could just imagine what poison he’d spread.

‘It’s a great pity he can’t be here tonight — he wanted to be. Lurco told me that you would want to share Alexander with us.’ Plautius beckoned to Alex, and patted the place next to him.

That bastard Lurco was going to die before I left.

Alex sleepwalked slowly across the floor, and sat on the lounge next to Plautius.

This was crazy! How was I going to get us out of this?

Plautius leant forward and nuzzled the back of his neck. Alex just sat there staring blankly up into my face. Then Plautius moved his hand around Alex’s waist and down to his lower abdomen.

I had to take control, or we were going to end up on the run. There was no way I was going to sit here and watch him fuck Alex.

Then Alex’s right hand started to move up towards Plautius’ head, still thrust into the back of his neck. He was going to jerk Plautius’ head backwards into the wall behind him.

Moving to stand over them both, I said sharply, ‘Why don’t we show you something new?’

Plautius looked up with interest. Dido clapped her hands encouragingly.

I lay down on the triclinium opposite. ‘We’re going to give you a taste of Egyptian temple lovemaking.’

Plautius looked at Dido and nodded his head. ‘We’d heard that you were special.’

I crooked my finger at Alex. ‘Come over here.’

His eyes had never left mine. That blank look slipped away.

Alex knelt on the couch, his face above me looking down. He could see that I hadn’t worked out what to do yet. Now he looked determined and dangerous, as though ready at any moment to get up and dispose of Plautius. And anyone else who got in the way.

What could I come up with that would satisfy Plautius?

Something Ankara said at the Iseum spurred my imagination. Aphrodisiacs were a big industry here, and Plautius had to be in his seventies at least.

Hmmm. I smiled at Alex. I had an idea.

He narrowed his eyes as though he had just spotted an additional source of trouble.

I said to Plautius, ‘You two just lie back and enjoy.’ Dido didn’t need much encouragement, sliding across to take Alex’s place. She rubbed her smooth, round posterior into Plautius’ wrinkled lap.

‘This is an ancient Egyptian magic ritual,’ I said. ‘We use it to stir the gods and goddesses to life. To grant the land fertility. If we do this in your presence then you’ll receive tremendous vigour, the sexual potency of the gods.’

Plautius gasped.

Yep. This was definitely the right ploy.

‘The catch is that Alex and I must remain celibate. We must remain completely pure for the next solar cycle.’ I nodded at Alex. ‘And we’re willing to do this as our special gift to you.’

Plautius was both intrigued and cross. ‘Both of you?’ He wanted his cake too. ‘What if you don’t remain pure?’

‘That’s our payment to the gods on your behalf. If we don’t remain completely chaste, then all your newfound vigour will be withdrawn. But would you really want to miss out on the bliss that the gods receive?’

It was over the top, but I was banking on Plautius being a superstitious Roman, as well as a frustrated senior citizen.

He smiled in anticipation. ‘Domitia has indeed done me a great service. I knew she was a great sorceress, but I didn’t know you …’ He stopped as though he’d said too much.

Domitia was a sorceress? I dropped that thought and used the opportunity to back my own claim. ‘Yes, sorcery. How else do you think I broke through that wall tonight?’

‘Ah.’ Plautius nodded. ‘Now I see …’ He waved his hand for me to start the ritual, ‘Do it.’

I knelt on the couch close to, but not touching Alex. My knees were slightly apart, with the slit in the red sheath open across my knees. I moved Alex into the same position facing me, whispering, ‘Follow my lead.’

I turned back to Plautius with a smile. ‘We perform this ritual in front of the statues of the gods and goddesses. It persuades them to come alive. For stone to be made immortal flesh. We woo them to Earth. You and Dido will take the place of the divine. Allow us to stir your life force to divine heights.’

Stagey stuff. But from their faces they were happily swimming in the flattery. Good.

Copying the Japanese martial arts starting ritual, I formally placed my hands in the prayer position in front of my chest, and bowed my head to Alex. His eyes glinted at me as he perfectly mimicked my gesture.

Now to make it convincing enough.

Slowly looking up and down Alex’s body, I allowed my gaze to linger and my appreciation to show. Horace was right, he was the most beautiful man in Rome. Reaching his face I focused on his lips, remembering the way they rubbed so smoothly against mine.

The thought of it made me unconsciously lick my own.

His lips parted slightly in response. He was flushed and his breathing was faster.

The sight of Alex aroused was a wonderful thing. I could hear that the others also appreciated it. Slowly bringing one hand up, I touched my mouth with one finger. Watching his eyes on me I slowly licked the top of the finger, then sucked it in.

He half groaned.

I smiled into his eyes with my finger still in my mouth.

They gleamed back.


Alex slowly lifted the bottom of his black silk tunic, pulling it up inch by inch over his thighs, a black loincloth, and then past a deeply muscled stomach and chest.

Everything was so beautiful. All smooth skin, covered with a line of silky black hair running down his stomach. He held the tunic up just over his head, so I could see his taut shoulders and arms, then dropped the tunic to one side. He’d watched me intently at every move.

I stopped myself from gulping.

He grinned. A wicked one.

Using one hand I located the tie that held the red sheath wrapped around me. Alex’s eyes dropped to my hand, flickered up to my face and then went back to my hand. His expression both worried and excited.

Pulling the tie apart, I held each end of the sheath in place. Then opened it so that only Alex could see what was underneath.

He growled.

There was only my black bikini pants. We were close enough for me to see that his pupils had dilated completely. His blue eyes were now black, with narrow blue rims.

Dido and Plautius were making a lot of their own noises. From the sound of it, the magical placebo was working, just a bit more, and that should do it for them.

The red material dropped away to the couch. Alex ate me with his eyes. I placed both hands under my breasts, and leant slightly forward. Offering them to him.

He swallowed. Then leant in. As though to touch.

I covered my breasts with my hands, and moved back.


He didn’t like being teased.

Leaning over, Alex picked up a peach from the side table. Looking at me over the top of the fruit he gently opened it. Juice ran down his fingers. Raising it to his mouth he licked the half opening he’d made.

Slowly. Lingeringly.

My eyes grew round as I understood what he was doing to that piece of fruit.

His lips were swollen and wet. His eyes watched me. Hotly. Then he licked his mouth clean of juice with his wet tongue.

I groaned and swayed towards him.

After a second I remembered what the point was. Fortunately Plautius and Dido sounded as though they were enjoying it all too.

Alex gently kissed the opening of the peach, licked it out once again, and then put it aside.

God.

Wetting my index finger in my mouth I ran it across the top of my breasts and down towards the front of the bikini. Alex followed the path of my finger as though he was drowning and I was a life raft.

He looked back up into my eyes. And reached for me.

‘Master!’ The curtain was pushed aside and the same servant who’d brought us here entered and knelt at Plautius’ side. ‘You must come immediately! The Praetorians are here. They’re demanding to speak to you.’

Plautius elbowed Dido roughly aside. ‘What are you talking about?’

The kneeling servant said, ‘They’re after the runaway gladiator. They think he’s here.’

Plautius got to his feet while the servant dressed him. He ignored us, and left without a further word.


Alex and I exchanged a worried glance. Oh, no. Not Lucius? We dressed.

Back inside the hall, the feast was in total disarray. Tables were up-turned and everyone was crowded against the walls, looking worried. There were guards at either exit, and fully armoured Praetorians moved through, checking each of the men, one by one. Plautius was nowhere to be seen.

‘There’s Felix.’ Alex pointed over my shoulder.

I followed his gaze and located Felix at the front of the hall. He was in a huddle with Cerebus. Cerebus was waving his arms around, and from the looks of it, swearing his head off.

When Felix saw us he jerked his head towards the doorway behind him, then headed outside. We followed.

As we passed Cerebus, he shook his head, saying, ‘Lucius, the butt-hole, has done it again.’ Then he stalked past us back into the crowd.

Felix crossed the street outside the hall, and stood waiting for us to catch up. There was no-one else nearby.

‘What happened?’ I demanded.

Felix shook his head in disbelief. ‘Bloody Lucius insisted on coming with me. He wanted to meet you outside the hall, get the money and then leave Rome tonight. I refused, but then he said he’d come by himself instead. The idiot’s more scared of Fabius than the Praetorian guards!’

Alex said, ‘That doesn’t sound right. Lucius is stupid, but at least he’s always put saving his neck above everything else.’

‘Yeah, I know! I know!’ replied Felix. ‘The problem was, he had a dream that he’s going to die tomorrow. That Fabius catches him before he can leave. By the time I got back to him tonight, he’d worked himself into a frenzy. I couldn’t talk him out of coming here.’

Superstitious Romans! ‘Yeah, well it looks like someone’s going to do the job soon. Have the Praetorians got him yet?’ I asked.

Felix shook his head. ‘No, he got lucky.’ He indicated the guards around the hall. ‘This is just window-dressing. They know they’ve lost him, and are just trying to make Plautius think they’re doing something.’

That was a very big relief. ‘So where is Lucius? We’ve got to go there now!’ Victoria was waiting.

‘No, no we can’t. You have to wait for things to die down around here. He said he’d meet you at dawn in one of the sacred caves. I’ll draw a map, Alexander will know how to get there.’

I couldn’t believe it. It’d seemed so close to being over.

 

Alex and I went back to the Crassus mansion to get changed, and pick up the gun and my shoulder bag. We’d collect the money on the way to the cave. It was two hours to dawn, and there was nothing to be gained hanging around the streets and looking suspicious.

We didn’t talk on the way. We both knew that if we didn’t find Lucius I was back to doing the initiation.

A tired Horace was waiting for me at the front door. He said he had to give me a sealed letter and a heavy leather bag from Valerius. He said with concern, ‘Master Musa didn’t stay long. He wanted to speak with you urgently, but he couldn’t wait.’

I stared down at the letter then nodded to Alex, and we hurried back to my room.

The letter was very vague. Valerius was obviously afraid for it to be read by anyone but myself. He said that he’d located the Egyptian translator, and to come to a certain inn near the Iseum tomorrow. She’d wait there all day, but there was no guarantee she could help me. And if she didn’t help me, then there was no-one else who could.

The wording sounded ominous. Why wouldn’t she just translate the hieroglyphs? Why did he think that was going to be a problem?

In the next section of the letter he formally advised me that he would henceforth render no further assistance to me. Our contract was now null and void, and he was returning my deposit. The leather bag was full of gold aurei. He ended by saying that he was leaving Rome tonight for an extended stay abroad. With his sister. And that if I was wise, I would do the same.

‘Wise’ was underlined twice. ‘Tonight’ was underlined so heavily the parchment had split.

So Andromache had managed to escape. Good.

But what was Valerius trying to warn me about?

The only thing I could think of was the dagger sitting in my shoulder bag. Perhaps the powerful courtier that Valerius’d mentioned had found out it had been in his possession and was now in mine?

That had to be it.

I looked up at Alex. He was standing guard at the villa window. God, I had to get him out of this mess before he ended up nailed to a cross.

Alex looked back at me. ‘What is it?’

I handed him the letter.

He cursed when he reached the end, ‘You have to leave Rome as soon as possible. Valerius Musa’s obviously trying to warn you that everything’s about to turn to shit.’


I started to speak. But he cut in, ‘Yes, I know you won’t leave until you see Lucius. But straight after that you have to go. I’ll get Victoria for you. I know this city better than you, anyway.’

His offer left me speechless for a second. I wasn’t sure that I deserved such loyalty.

He raised his hand as though to stroke my cheek, but let it drop back. ‘You can trust me. I’ll bring her to you.’

‘Thanks, Alex, but no. I can’t depend on Lucius alone. What if the Praetorians catch him? I have to be ready for the initiation in case something goes wrong.’

Searching my face for a way to convince me, he realised, instead, that my decision was final.

I was following this ride to the end.
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DRAWING DOWN THE SOUL EATERS



It was less than an hour before noon, and all my plans had fallen completely apart. Lucius was dead. And Alex and I were on the run from an enraged Praetorian Guard.

We’d gone to meet Lucius in the Mythras cave at dawn, but he was dead. His throat hinge-cut in Fabius’ preferred style, sprawled across the Mythras altar carved with a man killing a bull. The Praetorians had arrived just as we found him, but strangely enough they were less concerned about Lucius than the whereabouts of the Isis dagger. Valerius had been right, someone important was interested in all this. But who and why?

Before they could take us into custody we’d fought free and run. The main problem was that they’d recognised me.

Now I only had Plan B: talk to Valerius’ Egyptian translator at the inn near the Iseum and see if she could give me any help. All I needed was even the hint of another way to find Fabius. If she couldn’t give me that, then I had to go through with the initiation at noon.


Like I said, it had all gone to hell.

According to the desk clerk at the New Metropolis Inn, a woman was already upstairs waiting in the room that Valerius had booked for me. A disapproving smirk crossed his puffy little face as he said it, but for whom and precisely why, I couldn’t tell. Maybe he just didn’t like such furtive meetings happening in the middle of the Roman equivalent of a Holiday Inn.

We climbed the stairs and, as directed, knocked on the third door on the left. It jerked open. The woman must’ve been waiting right behind the door to be that quick.

Not a good sign. I knew why we were in a dire rush, but why was she?

At that same moment a prosperous-looking family of five bustled down the corridor towards us. The stoutly respectable parents took one look at Alex and me, and leant down to herd their little ones safely out of our menacing range. A further glance at the woman standing in the doorway, and they fairly sprinted towards the stairs.

She was a decade past middle age, dressed in expensive but conventional Roman dress. The local clothes helped, but she was too dark, too foreign, to easily fit in. Rome is brutal and cunning, but there’s a culture of openness, accessibility. Or at least the pretence of it. Her land was full of harsher contrasts. Bluer sky. Blacker Nile soil. Supporting a lush green delta of plenty. Infested with crocodiles. Surrounded by desert. Full of cobras. And lions …

No wonder the Egyptians worshipped everything with claws and fangs.

A long veil covered most of her grey-streaked black hair, and hung down to her knees. A golden Eye of Horus glinted in the folds at her neck, but it seemed less a piece of jewellery than a kind of armour. Her eyes, black as outer space, stared into mine for a tense moment. She assessed Alex next. Then without any greeting she moved across the room to sit at the table next to the open window. I followed and sat across from her. Alex shut the door and leant against it.

She announced she was Mersekhet, and held out an impatient hand for whatever I wanted translated. I gave her the note that’d been hidden in the handle of the Isis dagger, and waited.

Mersekhet carefully unfolded the papyrus, then stiffened. She glared across at me with eyes now diamond-edged. ‘Where did you get this?’ It was less a question than an accusation.

My jaw clenched in anticipation of a fight; she hadn’t been pleased to be here in the first place. ‘It was hidden in the handle of a dagger. The handle was carved in the likeness of Isis.’

She stared down at the papyrus in horror, her fingers trembling.

‘What does it say?’

Mersekhet carefully placed the note face down in the middle of the table, as though to prevent the hieroglyphs from seeing her.

‘What is it!’ I demanded.

‘You fool!’ Sharp-toothed venom etched each word. ‘It’s an ancient magic spell, far too dangerous to translate. And I refuse to have anything to do with it. Valerius Musa has no idea what he’s asked me to do!’ At that she rose, putting her hands flat on the table to use as leverage.

I clapped my right hand over her left one, firmly holding it to the table. I was not in the mood for a tantrum.


‘My mother was kidnapped by people trying to find the Isis dagger and this spell. They still have her.’ I made it sound like the threat it was.

Mersekhet, frozen in a half crouch, looked from my hand pinning hers, to Alex leaning against the door.

He shook his head. ‘You’re not leaving yet.’

She slowly sat. ‘You don’t understand,’ she spat out. ‘I literally. Cannot. Translate it.’

Her eyes involuntarily darted down to the papyrus note, and then back to mine. For a brief moment the arrogance dropped from Mersekhet’s face. This woman was not just being uncooperative — she was genuinely afraid.

‘To say the words aloud, without protections, will call down the soul eaters.’

The soul eaters?

I didn’t ask. At this point nothing scared me more than the initiation. ‘Then tell me what it does.’ With each word I crushed her hand down into the table. ‘Because you’re not leaving until you do.’

Her face changed, now she was afraid of me as well. ‘Let me explain,’ she said. ‘You can’t understand …’ She searched for words. ‘There are reasons why …’

‘Why what?’

‘Why you have to burn it. Now! To even be in its presence is to risk death. Or worse!’

To me it was just a piece of paper that may, or may not, save my life. ‘Then you’d better talk fast.’

Anger seethed over her fear, reinstalling her dominant persona — arrogance. Mersekhet considered me carefully for a moment. ‘What do you know of Egyptian magic?’ She spoke as an impatient teacher addressing a below-average pupil.

‘A little.’ I released her hand. The Egyptian occult was fascinating, but it wasn’t my university major. I knew what everyone of my time knew, plus a little more. But that was it.

‘Well you don’t know anything, or you wouldn’t be here! You amateurs always cause the greatest harm!’ she snapped. ‘So listen carefully to everything I say, because you have no idea what you’ve fallen into.’

I nodded. I didn’t like being treated like a fool, but if it’d get her to the point faster, I’d wear it.

‘We’re an ancient race, Egypt. Old in wisdom and culture when these Roman children were still playing in their mud huts. And our gods and goddesses are older still.’

Gesturing out the window at the city skyline, she said, ‘This empire, this web of power, that the Romans are so proud of, is but a blink in time compared to ours.’

Just what I needed with the Praetorians on my tail — a history lesson. ‘Tell me what it does! I don’t have time for the long version.’

Bitter lines creased themselves into Mersekhet’s face. At some time in her past she’d been treated with an unhealthy amount of respect, and the painful loss of it showed. ‘Your whole problem centres on what I’m about to tell you. So listen, or let me go.’ She exploded, ‘You choose!’

‘Go on then. Tell it your way.’ As rattled as I was at wasting time, antagonising her was just slowing the process.

‘It started with the wars. Human and divine. Since the beginning of time the gods and goddesses have fought amongst themselves for dominance in our land. And as the Egyptian empire spread over neighbouring territories, new foreign deities arrived to vie for power. Each increase in our borders brought in a new city with its own family of deities, temples, and religious hierarchy. The worship of these divine families increased, or decreased, according to the political power of the cities where they were acknowledged. And in return for worship and sacrifice the gods gave their human supporters many powers.’

‘Sounds like the Romans paying tribute to Jupiter for his protection,’ said Alex, his cynicism showing through.

Mersekhet was disgusted at the comparison. ‘The Roman gods are foolish children, just like their followers.’ She waved her hand dismissively. ‘The Egyptian deities serve a function in the cosmos.’

‘Keep going,’ I prompted. If this was going to help, it had to happen faster.

‘For a time the gods of Memphis ruled Egypt through their chosen kings. They were great and many sacrifices were made and temples built. But, after a struggle, they were defeated by the gods of Heliopolis. Ra, the sun god, and his children became the centre of Egyptian worship. In return, Ra proclaimed that his chosen Pharaoh was also his son in human form — a god — and the living link between the Egyptian deities and their people.’

‘So Pharaoh was a divine deal maker.’ Well, that was one way of maintaining your power base.

Mersekhet nodded. ‘The basic nature of the universe is chaos. The deities, and at a lower level Pharaoh, use magic to preserve order and enable peace and growth.’

How convenient. ‘So the performance of these cosmic duties made the deities, and Pharaoh, worthy of worship and obedience?’ Of course. The standard terms of any protection racket.

‘Yes. The gods battled to overcome the agents of chaos. Each day Ra fought his way back to the sky, after spending the night travelling through the darkest of hells and defeating the demons who sought to capture him.’

Ugh. What a sad picture. Egypt must fear the coming of night in a way I could never understand.

‘Likewise Pharaoh used magic to maintain order and protect the Egyptian empire against its enemies,’ said Mersekhet. ‘And to reinforce his power Pharaoh was surrounded by a hierarchy of priests who performed rites and magical functions. Designated temples across Egypt had magical duties to perform throughout the entire cycle of the night and day. They placated the gods, and preserved the natural and social order.’

‘So your whole society ran on magic?’ Alex cut to the heart of the matter.

Mersekhet nodded emphatically. ‘Magic had to be performed to preserve and develop every aspect of human existence. Including the final journey into the afterlife. Everyday life was rich with magical occurrences, and every activity required magical intervention for success.’

‘Sounds like magic was a growth industry.’ My tone was flippant.

It was difficult to respect a religion based on such a catastrophic view of the world. And a ruling hierarchy that traded on that fear.

Mersekhet attacked. ‘So you’re a materialist like the Greeks? Everything is just tiny atoms, yes? Well our magic was more sophisticated than your science. For us magic was an act of creation. A ritual bringing into being. Its practice was based upon a study of the very energies, which brought everything into existence in the first moment of genesis. We understood the laws of the cosmos, and invoked them.’ She sniped, ‘Isn’t that just what your Greeks wanted as well?’


In answer I tapped the papyrus. ‘You say the magic was based on the creative and vital forces of genesis. Then why does even touching this fill you with such anxiety?’

The fear slid back into her eyes. ‘Because the creative forces can be encapsulated in sounds and symbols, which can be combined into words. And those words can initiate an act of destruction, as well as creation.’ Mersekhet pointed at the papyrus with her index finger. ‘Words — spoken, sung, carved or written like this — are magical entities.’

‘So.’ I indicated the papyrus. ‘What does the spell do?’

‘It relates back to the Pharaoh’s special powers.’ She paused to lick her lips, her mouth dry with anxiety. ‘The gods themselves are created beings. So they also have to obey magic — even when a mortal uses it. Pharaoh used powerful magic rituals to compel their service. And everything about Pharaoh had magical significance, including the royal name and crown. The crown itself was worshipped as a living goddess.’

I broke in. ‘Yeah, yeah.’ Then pointed to the papyrus again, ‘But what is this thing? Why was it in the handle of the dagger?’

‘Pharaoh gained his unique power by taking part in rituals, which enabled him to eat the creative essence of the cosmos. And charge his being with magical energy.’ She paused. ‘Part of this ceremony involved eating ritually sacrificed human flesh.’

Fuck. So that human sacrifice and the initiation could be the same thing. ‘I know the hieroglyph for Isis is on that paper. How does she fit in?’ I asked.

Contempt filled Mersekhet’s eyes. ‘Rome has no understanding of the destruction that they have unleashed. The gods still fight for power. Deities rise and fall, just as empires do. Most of the Egyptian gods and their Pharaoh have fallen to Rome — but not all. The most powerful one — Isis — has risen again in the West.’

‘Are you trying to say that she’s alive and living in Rome?’

She saw my disbelief. ‘You’ve been to the Iseum here, so you think you know her story. But you don’t know anything. And they don’t either! They worship Bright Isis — the loving mother. There’s a Dark one too.’

I looked across at Alex, now we were finally going to find out how Isis fitted into the story.

‘Isis started off as a lesser fertility goddess in a small rural area close to the Nile. When Egyptian borders expanded to take in her temple she became a minor member of Ra’s family of celestial beings. By the time Ra took power as the sun god she’d become one of the group’s most powerful female deities. Ra had accepted her as his favourite granddaughter, and she had seduced and married his powerful grandson, Osiris.’

‘So she went from being a backwoods idol to a famous goddess? Even so it sounds as though she was still just a female appendage in a patriarchal religion.’

‘Not for long. Think about the popular story of Isis you must’ve heard at the Iseum. She isn’t just an appendage in it, is she? Whatever they may have said, the story is really about Isis seizing power. She not only survives the murder of her king and husband by his rival, but against overwhelming odds defeats that same rival and becomes ruler herself.’

Hmm. It was a different spin on Ankara’s story, but it didn’t necessarily conflict with it. Except in explaining the true nature of the goddess, of course.

‘But it doesn’t end there,’ said Mersekhet. ‘When Alexander the Great added Egypt to his empire, Isis again turned crisis into opportunity and expanded her power circle even wider. Egypt became the centre of a massive web of trade networks and political alliances across Asia and the Mediterranean. Evangelical Isiac priests converted the sailors pouring into Egypt, and they took Isis across the sea, through the Western worlds, and finally, more than ninety years ago, into Rome.’

I could almost picture Isis. As an ambitious woman making her way up the cosmic ladder.

‘Less than fifty years after her arrival Isis had become so powerful in Rome that Augustus and his triumvirate built her a temple to curry political favour amongst her followers. Can you imagine that?’

‘Yes, that seems strange,’ I agreed.

She sat back. ‘Isis is now the most powerful of the Egyptian gods, and she is fast becoming the most powerful deity in the Roman Empire. Challenging the gods of the Roman state, in their very own city.’

I snapped, ‘But how does Isis’s rise to power relate to my question?’

‘Don’t you wonder how she became so powerful?’

This must relate to the sacrificial ceremony. The same ceremony that I’d soon be facing. ‘Tell me.’

‘When Isis was merely Ra’s granddaughter she plotted to replace him with her husband Osiris, and hence step up to become co-ruler. Isis studied Ra to find his weak point. She noticed that as Ra had grown old he dribbled when he slept. Isis mixed his saliva with earth and made a serpent. Ra was far too powerful to be hurt by anything outside of his own substance, but when the serpent bit him he was poisoned and lay dying. Isis offered to save him, but said she could only do so if he gave her his real name.’

‘His name?’ Ah yes. ‘That would be needed to command him.’


Names counted in Egypt. That’s why the enemies of Pharaoh were not only killed, but all records of their names were obliterated. Chipped off stone monuments. They were effectively being expunged from existence.

She nodded. ‘Ra had no choice. He told Isis his secret name and she used it to gain power over him. She set her husband Osiris up in his place. So Ra and Osiris, the most powerful Egyptian gods, became clay in her hands.’

This was the heart of the matter. ‘So this spell is related to Ra’s secret name?’

Mersekhet nodded again, glancing down at the papyrus as she spoke. ‘Yes this spell is one of Egypt’s most powerful tools. It was used by Pharaoh to call up the creative essence of the cosmos. The genesis of all life. Whoever found this spell is trying to become Pharaoh. To become a god, and command the Egyptian gods. Including Isis herself.’

‘And the spell requires a human sacrifice?’

‘Yes’

‘What about the sacrificial ritual itself?’

She shook her head. ‘I can’t tell you any more. You are lucky I could tell you as much as I have. This is Egypt’s secret weapon. Everyone thinks Cleopatra committed suicide out of despair. So she wouldn’t be marched through Rome as a captive. But Cleopatra killed herself so that she couldn’t be used to gain power over Isis. She believed that Egypt would rise again, as long as the spell was hidden. That another of her line would use it to regain power. And before she died she witnessed the slaughter of everyone in Alexandria who knew the ritual. Augustus searched Egypt, but he never managed to find anyone who could give him the spell, and the ritual that went with it.’


She paused. ‘Or that is what I thought had happened.’ She looked down at the papyrus. ‘Until now.’

‘But if everyone died how can this spell be authentic?’

‘Oh it’s authentic all right. That much I do know. There is a secret temple on the Nile, cut into the earth, where the Pharaohs would perform the ritual. The mechanism is inscribed on its walls.’ She shrugged. ‘Someone must have found it.’

Alex cut in. ‘How do you know all this?’

She looked out the window for a moment as though to gather her thoughts. ‘I was a high priestess at Cleopatra’s court, but with Valerius’ help I escaped the massacre; he was there searching for his sisters. He hid me from both my own people and from Augustus. That is the only reason I am talking to you now.’ She paused. ‘Because he asked me to.’

‘Kannon.’ Alex moved away from the door to stand next to me. ‘Now you know about the sacrifice, you can’t go through with the initiation.’

I just shook my head.

Mersekhet put her head on one side and considered our struggle. ‘Beware of this sorcerer. But know this — he may try to command Isis, but he will fail. Whatever maudlin nonsense these Roman Isiacs say about her, she is ruthless in pursuit of her enemies, and permits no rivals. In Egypt Isis is known as “the terrible one”, “the destroyer of souls”.’

She leant towards me, lowering her voice. ‘No-one can defeat her. No-one escapes her notice. And she is listening to us now.’

I had to go through with the initiation, but the news just kept getting worse.

I put my hand across my eyes. Took a breath. When was this going to end? A wave of deathly tiredness swept over me.


The sound of flapping came from my right. We all jumped.

Something big blocked the window, sending flickering shadows across the room. And then landed on the sill.

It was an ibis, like the ones from the Iseum. Something silver flashed in its black hooked beak. The silver wriggling thing dropped to the table with a thud.

The ibis screeched, a loud, harsh sound, and took flight again.

Mersekhet and I were frozen in place, looking at the table between us. It was a fish, still struggling for life. Its scales an iridescent gleam.

Alex spoke first. ‘It’s a carp. They had them in the pond in the Iseum forecourt.’

‘No. Not just a carp,’ Mersekhet whispered. ‘It’s from the Nile. It’s Oxyrhynchus. The fish god. The Messenger.’

She looked at me with awe. ‘Isis has sent you an answer.’

‘An answer to what?’

‘What did you ask? Just then, when you put your hand over your eyes.’

‘I didn’t ask anyone anything.’

‘Well you got an answer. What were you thinking about?’

‘When this would all end.’

She looked down at the fish. It was dead now, mouth open in final gasp.

Mersekhet pulled a stick of green from it. ‘A reed,’ she said, her face set in stone. ‘The answer is — it will all end when you reach the Field of Reeds.’

‘Where’s that?’

‘The place you go to after the Last Judgement. The place you go when you die.’








35

THE INITIATION



Mersekhet wrenched the door open and was gone. We let her go.

Alex slid into the vacant seat opposite me. ‘Kannon you can’t …’ He was all fired up to save me again.

I ignored him. Mersekhet’s last pronouncement had freaked us both out, so I had to act while I still had the guts. I was no further along in discovering how to survive the initiation, but so be it. I’d enter the temple and take my chances in getting to Fabius.

But what to do about Alex? He had to get out of Rome. The Praetorians would torture him to death if they captured him.

‘Alex, you have to …’

‘Forget it, I’m not leaving.’

Ignoring that, I continued, ‘Take the gold from Victoria’s apartment, and head for the harbour at Ostia. With any luck you can get on the next ship to the other side of the Mediterranean …’

‘You think I’d leave you to face this alone! You have no idea what Fabius has planned.’ He was working himself up into a fury. ‘You’ll be completely at their mercy. They could drug you, or trap you, before he even arrives to do the sacrifice. Or you might not get anywhere near him. He could let his boys do the dirty work.’

Alex was right.

But it didn’t make any difference.

‘There’s no other way to finish this,’ I said. ‘And I’m seeing it through to the end.’ Just like Andromache had said. But not for that reason. I’d come too far to let Victoria slip away now.

‘No! There has to be a better way. What if I …’

‘There’s no time for new plans, Alex. But if I don’t have to worry about you being caught by the Praetorians while trying to help me, then I’ll have a better chance of escaping afterwards.’ I was hoping that little jab might make him leave.

His anger turned cold. ‘So you’re going to do it no matter what I say?’

I nodded. ‘That’s right, and like I said, if I don’t have to worry about you I’ll be better off.’

His old mask came back down. ‘But you’re taking the gun?’

‘Yes.’

I left him there, staring out the window. I could only hope he wouldn’t follow.

A young priestess with rosy cheeks and a honey-sweet smile, was waiting for me at the entrance to the Iseum. She formally bowed in greeting, then wrapped a white cloak around my shoulders, pulling the hood over my head. I stood without question until she’d finished, then politely asked to speak with the Hierophant. She refused to answer, placing a finger to her lips, then walked towards the back of the temple. There was little choice except to follow.


There were stairs at the back of the temple, leading to a basement where two more priestesses, older and wearing heavily ornate veils, were waiting. Their faces smooth and serene, they silently welcomed me.

When I again asked to see the Hierophant they smiled encouragingly, but refused to reply. They led me into a nearby room and gently but firmly stripped off my clothes and sandals. When I told them I wanted to keep my bag, they made it as plain as possible without words, that if I insisted the initiation ended here and now.

I gave in.

Naked, I was taken into the next room, which contained a small bath and a number of white robes hanging on wall hooks. They washed me, dressed me in one of the robes, then rang a small bell.

A fourth woman, also veiled, entered bearing a painted mask. It was in the likeness of the god Horus — the falcon son of Isis. She fitted it carefully over my head.

The mask was padded inside with cloth, and she used straps to adjust it to closely fit my features. It totally covered my head, with only a small opening at my mouth for breathing. I could neither see nor hear.

Real panic started to rise. Without eyes or ears I was helpless. And I felt like I was locked inside a tiny, dark, portable room.

As they locked the mask in place, using a collar around my neck, I began having problems breathing. The mouth hole wasn’t big enough, I had to wheeze to suck in a breath.

A small, soft hand gently took hold of mine, and guided me out of the changing rooms and along for several feet. We stopped, and then another set of hands guided my right foot downwards.

They were preparing me to descend a set of stairs.

The hair on the back of my neck stood up. I hated being underground!

It wasn’t an ordinary staircase, but a winding stone stairwell so narrow that I had to turn my shoulders to keep up with them. Sweat started running down my neck — but it was cold sweat.

Enclosed spaces — my worst fear!

My back began to cramp from the crouching position I had to assume to hold onto the leader’s hand, keep my shoulders turned and step down at the same time. It also hampered my breathing and I started to choke, which immediately made me start to gag. Which scared me even more. If I vomited it’d block off what little air I could suck in. I had to wheeze and cough to clear my throat, but they didn’t miss a beat. Just drew me further down the tiny, narrow stairwell.

Just as I’d reached my limit and was about to rip the mask off and run for it, the leader stopped. She drew me out of the stairwell and forward onto a level space. The change allowed me to hold onto my courage for a brief moment, but then even the choice to run was taken from me.

Two hands moved my left foot to the side, and I could feel that the floor dropped away. Then they did the same with my right foot. They were leading me across a narrow ledge of some kind, and I had no idea how deep was the fall.

The mask just had to come off.

Abruptly the soft hand leading me pulled away.

I grabbed forward for it and then remembered the drop. I carefully felt around with my feet, we were off the ledge.


But before I could act two pairs of much stronger hands gripped my arms and shoulders and spun me around. A rough rope was quickly passed under my arms, then I was swung forward and abruptly down.

They were using the rope to lower me! My heart felt like it was going to burst out of my chest.

I fell for several feet and then my feet hit something. I rolled onto my side on solid ground. The length of rope dropped on top of me. Above my head a heavy stone was rolled across more stone.

Then it clicked into place.

Fear invaded me. I started hyperventilating.

I sat up and began tearing at the mask. It took two terror-filled minutes to unclip it and pull it off. I sucked in a lungful of air.

The relief was momentary, I was sitting in absolute darkness.

Feeling around with my hands and feet I could make out a solid floor and a wall with a small protrusion sticking out of it, just above my head.

I sniffed — there was a faint whiff of burnt oil.

The protrusion was a warm lamp fixed to the wall with a flint hanging from it. A spark showed that there was only a residue of oil in the bottom of the lamp, but on the third try it caught and a flame illuminated the space.

I was in a square room with a small round, sunken pool in the centre.

But there were no doors?

The horror overwhelmed me. There was no way out at all! The hole through which they’d lowered me was now covered with a huge round stone.

Impossibly out of reach.

The room was sealed shut. I was a long way below ground in a tiny stone tomb, and running out of air with every breath.

My skin began to crawl off my flesh. I was going to die here. I’d been buried alive.

The flame behind me flickered, and as I instinctively turned back a piece of writing on the wall near the lamp came into focus. It said ‘You must be reborn in Isis’.

Hope surged through me. Maybe this was still a legitimate part of the initiation. Maybe I hadn’t just been dumped in here to suffocate.

If I was still in the game, then this was just a test, and there had to be a way out of here.

I checked every inch of the floor and walls within reach. The walls were solid, no magic doors or hidden escape routes. I read the sentence again, ‘reborn in Isis’. Maybe the final initiation was meant to symbolise the ending of the initiate’s present life and rebirth in the spirit.

Rebirth?

I looked down at the sunken bath again. The tiles around the top depicted Isis as a beautiful young woman set against the background of the swamp.

I climbed down into the pool. It was about six feet in diameter and the cool water came up to my shoulders. I pushed down below the surface and felt around. There was a large round opening in the side of the pool, covered by a grate. I pulled off the grate and there was a pipe behind it.

I came up for another breath and then dived down again, and pushed my arms and shoulders along the pipe. I fitted inside just as long as I had my arms stretched out in front of my head. The pipe appeared to continue straight ahead.

It could lead out of this room.


I wiggled back out of the pipe, and surfaced with the grate in hand, just as the flame went out. The last light showed that the grate was moulded with the same image of Isis. She was giving birth to Horus.

‘Reborn in Isis?’ The mask they’d given me was of Horus.

The pipe could be the symbolic gateway out of this room and into the final stage of the initiation. Its passage meant to represent my rebirth.

Was this all about an act of extreme faith ending in a pool next door?

I hung in the water shivering in terror. Trapped in the pitch dark. Underground. The only way out an underwater pipe.

It was just too much … I couldn’t do it!

If I stayed in here too much longer the oxygen would be gone. The problem was that once I was far enough in the pipe I couldn’t turn back, I needed to crawl through it as fast as possible in case the pipe was long. But the further in, the less likely I’d be able to back out again.

It also meant that I’d be unable to use the transponder if my arms got stuck. The pipe was too narrow to allow me to bend my arms.

I couldn’t crawl into that dark, water-filled pipe! What if it went nowhere? I’d drown in the claustrophobic darkness. Choke to death in terror and pain. My body lost forever.

I just couldn’t!

But would I rather die than take the chance that could save me?

And I’d never see Victoria.

It was getting harder to breathe and the carbon dioxide was giving me a headache. The longer I stayed here the less oxygen I’d have to make the swim.


I was shaking so hard my teeth were chattering.

I sucked in a last breath and dived down. Into the pipe.

 

I burst out of the pipe and straight up to the surface. Gulped in air, chest heaving with the effort. That’d been close. Too close.

Wherever I was, it was still dark but not pitch black. The air seemed much fresher too, as well as warm and heavy with humidity. The noise of my splashing echoed off the ceiling and walls, which all sounded to be some distance from where I trod water. This was a much larger room.

Relief started to filter through the residual panic, this had all been part of the initiation.

Moving my arms out in half-circles around me, I trod water until I touched a tiled wall. This had to be another pool, much larger than the first. I swam around the edge searching for a way out. The pool was rectangular and deeper at one end, so I waded up the slope and out of the water.

A heavy skittering noise erupted on my left. Not in the pool, but somewhere just beyond it.

I stiffened, heart pounding again in the steamy darkness.

But the sound had stopped when I stopped wading.

Suddenly the noise started again. This time it was louder and more identifiable. It was the sound of big claws on a stone floor with something heavy swishing behind them.

Some big animal was pulling itself across the floor towards the sloping entry to the pool!

Swerving back to swim frantically in the opposite direction I reached the side of the pool just as the creature plunged heavily into the water.


Its movement sent a wave of water after me. As I pulled myself up and over the edge of the pool my wet robe caught on something …

Fuck, fuck, fuck.

I ripped loose and jerked upright, feeling around with my feet and hands for an escape route. But there was only a narrow ledge and then wall. All I could do was teeter on the ledge.

I balance-walked around the edge of the pool trying to find an exit, a weapon or something, anything that could help me survive this. And hoping with all my might, that the thing in the pool couldn’t scramble up and over the sides to get to me first.

As I felt my way across the wall, I struck something hard, jarring my wrist. Then I listened more carefully. The impact had created a small sloshing noise.

The last room had lamps and flints in the wall, maybe this one did, too? Exploring the wall fixture with shaky fingers, I found that it was indeed a lamp full of oil, flint attached.

I struck a spark and the lamp flared into life, showing a spacious room covered in brilliantly coloured paintings of the gods of the swamp. The deities who’d helped Isis hide from Set while she gave birth to Horus.

On the wall directly opposite there was an elaborate painting of Sebek, the crocodile god. A man with the head of a Nile crocodile. Below the painting was a low, wide arch opening through into another room. It was partially covered by long metal bars set into the archway and floor.

Most of the middle bars had been removed.

Now I knew what was waiting in the water. Fuck.

Fabius had led me from one trap to another.

To my right was the exit. A heavy wooden door with an ornately carved aperture at head height. The door was closed, maybe even locked, but it was my only chance. Following the narrow ledge around the pool I could inch my way to the door.

The problem was that the shallowest part of the pool was right near the door.

I stared down at the water.

The crocodile hadn’t moved once it’d missed its first chance to get me. No doubt it was looking up at me now, wondering how long it’d have to wait before I tried to get to that door. It would know all the entrances and exits in its world. No doubt about that.

You don’t want to underestimate crocodiles. I’d learnt that lesson from watching a twenty-footer rip apart a shark, while I was working on a fishing boat up in the Gulf of Carpentaria.

They’d out-thrived the dinosaurs, the biggest and smartest carnivores this world has ever seen, exactly because they’re a perfectly adapted stalking machine. Cunning, mercilessly quick, and endlessly patient. They’ll watch for years, and then take you when you’ve forgotten they’re there.

They look at us in the same way we consider an open refrigerator.

If I knew for certain that the door was unlocked, I’d just run for it and take my chances. But once there, if I had to pause, even for a heartbeat, it’d smash my legs to pieces with its too-powerful jaws, and drag me back into the pool to drown.

I shook my head. No, there had to be some way of getting beyond its reach.

Up above my head was a wide shelf cut into the wall that held statues and other ornaments; it ran right around the room. Including over the top of the door.


Quickly I knocked clear a space, the ornaments crashing into the pool, then stepped onto the back of the lamp base, and boosted myself up.

The crocodile burst up and out of the water below me. Lunging up the wall it snapped at the foot still resting on the lamp base. I pulled my leg up, to stand shaking on the shelf. Hell! I was just out of its reach!

I inched sideways towards the door, trying not to watch below as I went. After a final futile lunge the crocodile dropped back into the pool and crawled up the slope to stop in the shallows near the door.

It stayed there watching me. Waiting.

Just as I reached the point where the ledge met the door, a head appeared at the aperture. It was a man, maybe mid-thirties, dark brown hair. Before I could ask for help, he saw the crocodile, noted where it was looking, and shoved his head through to look up at me.

His nose was nearly crushed into his face. Fabius! Now I knew why everyone had noticed it.

He gave a sly grin. ‘So you made it through? Good. Now you can tell me where the Isis dagger is.’ His broken nose had changed his voice, made it too nasal.

‘Open the door, and I will, Fabius.’ I finally had him!

Well, I’d have him soon.

‘You think you’re a smart bitch, don’t you, knowing my name? Well you don’t know anything. Tell me where the dagger is first and I’ll let you out.’

‘Yeah that’s going to happen. You’ll just let me die in here.’

He glanced back at the waiting crocodile. ‘Sebek hasn’t been fed since yesterday, I think his patience is wearing thin.’


‘What I really want is to know where Victoria is. Tell me that, and I’ll take you to the dagger.’

He stared up at me, calculating how best to proceed.

The sound of sandalled feet rapidly approaching. echoed off the walls.

Fabius pulled his head back through the door, banging it in his hurry. Several voices exclaimed at once, and then someone began shouting for the guards.

There was the noise of a scuffle, and then feet running away from the door.

A new man stuck his head into the room, saw the crocodile, and quickly withdrew.

More shouting.

The crocodile just sat there, calmly waiting. I wasn’t fooled.

The door shook, and a key turned in the heavy lock. Two men wearing ceremonial crocodile masks and long green robes slipped quietly into the room. Using encouraging prods with a long stick, and a series of clicking noises they managed to herd the huge crocodile out of the water and back into its enclosure.

It went, answering them with an eerie series of hissing coughs.

As soon as they’d passed me, I was down and out the door, slamming it shut behind me. I didn’t know what was going on, but I knew I wanted a wall between me and that reptile.

The next room was crowded, full of arguing people also wearing god masks and in full ceremonial robes. Around them stood a ring of temple guards bearing spears and waiting for a command.

Fabius was nowhere in sight.

The crowd shifted and I caught sight of Alex. He was in full fury. He demanded they produce me now, or risk the consequences! Next to him a tall, thin man in white robes wore the only Isis mask in the room. And he held the Isis dagger.

As I pushed through the crowd, Alex saw me. His face turned a somersault, from a man on a mission, to complete relief.

He said, ‘Are you all right?’ Then jerked me into his arms so hard the breath was crushed out of my lungs.

The man in the Isis mask came up behind him, and said gently, ‘Thank the Goddess! My child, we thought you’d been killed.’

Alex unclenched his arms long enough to say, ‘Kannon, this is the Hierophant, not Fabius. I found him by accident, he was upstairs getting ready for your real initiation. When I worked out what was going on, I told him that Fabius had stolen the dagger. And that he was trying to kill you, because you’d taken it back from him. When I gave him the dagger from your bag he believed me.’

I blinked. Andromache had been right. But I’d needed the dagger to save myself, not Victoria.

‘My dear, my dear.’ The Hierophant took my free hand and clasped it, saying, ‘We had no idea this person Fabius was such a villain. He was here at the Iseum masquerading as a visiting priest. Until your young man here told us what was going on, we had no reason to suspect he was so dangerous.’

He raised the dagger. ‘Or that he was a thief. I hope you can forgive us for your cruel treatment?’

I looked around, pushing against Alex’s loosened grip. ‘Where is he? Where’s Fabius gone? I have to find him.’ He couldn’t slide away now.

The Hierophant tried to soothe me. ‘Don’t worry. We have guards chasing him, my dear. They’ll catch him for us.’


I looked up into the mask. A beautiful queen’s face looked down, but the eyes were lined with wrinkles. Kind eyes, humane ones.

There was the sound of marching boots and a temple guard leading a squad of Praetorians thumped into the chamber.

Hell! Out of the frying pan …

Alex and I both automatically took a step back, at the same time the Hierophant turned to greet the newcomers.

The leader of the Praetorians spotted us behind the Hierophant, and smiled unpleasantly. From his smug expression it was clear he’d expected to see us here.

‘Sir.’ He saluted the Hierophant. ‘We’ve come for the gladiatrix and her slave. Domitia Crassus told us she’d be here.’ Then his eyes widened with chagrin when he saw that the Hierophant held the Isis dagger.

Before the Praetorian could unload the belly of fury his face predicted, the Hierophant willingly placed the dagger in the soldier’s hands. ‘Yes. Yes. It’s been recovered after all. We know who the thief is. Please return it with my great respect and humblest apologies. I can’t forgive myself for allowing it to be taken. We will help you find the man who stole it.’

I exchanged a look with Alex, and whispered, ‘How are the Praetorians connected to the Isis dagger? If the Hierophant doesn’t own it, who does?’

‘I don’t know,’ Alex whispered back. ‘He didn’t say it wasn’t his when I gave it to him.’

‘Who stole it?’ barked the leader of the Praetorians. ‘Was it these two?’ He pointed at us.

‘Is there another way out?’ I hissed.

‘No. Only up the stairs behind them,’ whispered Alex.


The Hierophant moved firmly between us and the angry soldier. ‘No. They’re innocent bystanders. My guards should have caught the thief by now. We’ll bring him to you.’

‘You just see you do that! After losing the dagger you deserve …’ He didn’t finish the threat.

The Hierophant’s voice was calm when he said, ‘Please offer my most humble apologies …’ But his hands were shaking.

The Praetorian stared for a moment at the Hierophant’s masked face. As though he wished to see through it. Then said, ‘We’re taking these two as well. They’re wanted for questioning.’

Alex touched the front of his tunic. Underneath it, a leather pouch hung from his neck. ‘I’ve got the gun and the phactor. I took them from the bag you left upstairs. Do you want to try and fight …’

I shook my head. ‘Not now. They’ll have Fabius soon and send him on to where we are. Then we can fight our way out, after he tells me where Victoria is.’ Everything hinged on finding Fabius.

As they dragged us away I shouted to the Hierophant, ‘But where are they taking us? Who owns the dagger?’

He just stood there, hands helpless at his side.
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They’d come prepared.

We were bound, gagged, then heaped together in a curtained litter carried by slaves. The litter I didn’t understand. Why did the Praetorians care if we were seen leaving the Iseum with them? Or was it more a question of where they were taking us?

It was clear now. Augustus had to be the owner of the dagger. But then why did the Hierophant have the dagger in the first place?

After about twenty minutes of being shaken around in the litter it stopped. The curtains were pulled aside, and we were both tipped out onto a crushed rock walkway. Alex fell backwards, landing on his head with a muffled groan. I fell face first, grazing my knees and unprotected face.

I managed to roll over and a look around. We were in the grounds of some run-down villa with a high wall and overgrown trees and shrubs. The place was derelict. Abandoned.


That wasn’t good. This wasn’t Augustus’ home. Or his official offices. Or anything remotely official looking. This was someone’s hideaway.

They jerked Alex to his feet and began dragging him towards the villa. I soon followed, my bare feet scraping painfully on the sharp rocky ground. We reached a darkened doorway and went down a narrow set of basement stairs. The stairs ended abruptly in a stone alcove lit with a cluster of torches. There were three doors, two of which were iron-barred entryways into tiny cells hardly big enough to hold a person lying down. The third and middle door was solid iron with a huge lock and solid hinges.

One cell was already occupied. The grey-faced woman slumped inside looked up in fear as we were carried past, but they flung us in the opposite cell before she could speak. The soldiers slit free our ropes and locked the heavy barred door behind us with a clang.

Underground and trapped again.

I stared out through the bars at the woman in the cell opposite. She was heavily pregnant. Lying on her side on a dirty, thin mattress on the cold stone floor. We looked at each other, but didn’t speak.

I pushed my face out between the bars and called Fabius’ name up the stairs. But there was no response other than echoes.

The woman said, in a hoarse voice, ‘There are only two cells down here. Your friend is either dead, or being questioned in the room below.’

I nodded my thanks, then whispered to Alex, ‘I’m so sorry, this was a big mistake. We should’ve fought our way free, and gone after Fabius instead.’

‘Forget that,’ said Alex. ‘When we need to, we can get out of here with your gun. We just wait until the guards come back, and take them when they unlock the door.’

‘Good plan,’ I nodded. ‘Have you got any idea where we are?’

He shook his head. ‘The villa walls were too high to judge our location, but it’s too quiet here to be close to the centre of the city.’ He looked around the cell. ‘I’d say whoever got us here wants to make sure the chat is very private.’

‘It has to be Augustus, doesn’t it? He must own the dagger.’

Alex frowned. ‘Well it’d be like him to be involved in magic. And to be two-faced about his attitude to Isis worship. But why are we here? He’s got his dagger back.’

And why the litter?

‘I think he’s trying to cover up what he’s doing. Doesn’t want anyone to know he’s involved in using Egyptian magic rituals to gain occult power.’

‘That’d make sense. Particularly now. Hard for him to publicly celebrate killing Cleopatra, and be caught worshiping Isis.’

The pregnant woman had closed her eyes, and was rubbing her heavy belly with tender hands. What on earth was this poor soul doing here?

As I watched, her eyes opened.

She stirred under my gaze, to ask, with surprisingly little interest, ‘Why are you here?’

I stood up, clutching the bars for support. ‘We’re not sure, but we think Augustus is trying to cover up a scheme of his.’

‘Augustus?’ That really startled her. ‘Why do you think he has anything to do with this place?’

Alex moved closer to the bars, ‘Where are we?’

She leant her head back against the wall for a moment, as though the answer was too horrible to contemplate. ‘You’re in the basement of Livia’s private villa.’

‘Livia’s the wife of Augustus,’ murmured Alex.

‘I know that,’ I said, automatically. But what had Livia to do with all of this?

‘Who are you?’ she asked me.

I gave my cover. ‘I’m Bellona, a free gladiatrix, and I don’t know why Livia …’

‘So you’re Domitia’s fighter,’ came the cynical response.

‘How did you …?’

Alex cut in, ‘You look familiar. Who are you?’

This question caused her as much pain as his first question. ‘I am Julia.’ She said it as though that one name was all that was needed.

And she was right. There was only one person she could be.

‘You’re Augustus’ granddaughter?’ I asked, wondering what the hell this twist could mean.

Alex said, ‘But she’s been exiled from Rome, taken away under guard.’

‘My maid was veiled and took my place. Livia arranged for me to be brought here.’

‘But how would you know who I am?’ I was mystified.

‘Because Livia visits me,’ she said, through quivering lips. ‘And taunts me about everything. My downfall, my mother’s disgrace …’

‘But how does Livia know about me?’ I still couldn’t see how I fitted into this Roman cauldron of treason and conspiracy.

‘Because that Crassus bitch tells her everything.’

I narrowed my eyes. Domitia strikes again. ‘Wasn’t Domitia Crassus your best friend?’

‘That’s what I thought. We grew up together.’


She hunched her shoulder. ‘But Domitia and Livia have been working together for years. I discovered this after she betrayed me. She introduced me to my stupid lover. Helped him seduce me, and then arranged for Augustus to catch us. In Domitia’s own bath house.’

The story was poisonous, but she couldn’t get the words out fast enough. ‘Domitia was my sister! In all but blood …’

Julia must’ve been alone for too long. Now we were here to listen, it all just poured out.

‘But after my mother’s fall, it was clear to her who the real power in Rome was. My step-grandmother … Livia,’ she said the name through gritted teeth.

‘Livia told me how she’d assembled the trap. For years after my mother was banished Domitia tried every way she could to win Livia’s favour. But Livia let Domitia dangle until she was desperate enough to do anything. That’s when she told Domitia to find me a man. Someone I’d love enough to lose my head over. And she did …’

Julia, face bereft at the betrayal, gazed down at her round stomach. ‘Poor little one. Your mother’s a fool and your father …’ She stopped herself.

‘But why do you know about me?’ I insisted. I was missing a connection here.

‘Because of the Isis dagger. Domitia found out you had it right under her own nose all this time. So then Livia sent her Praetorian thugs looking for you. You see, Livia’s been combing Rome for the dagger ever since it was stolen.’

‘So the Isis dagger is Livia’s? But why? What does she need it for? She’s not an Isiac, is she?’

‘Livia is whatever will bring her more power,’ Julia said, with feeling. ‘She’s even more superstitious than Augustus, and even more obsessed with power. She knows once Augustus is dead her enemies will rise up and kill her. She works behind the scenes, but even so she’s stabbed too many people in the back, poisoned too many people’s lives, to survive his death. For years now she’s been doing everything she can to make sure her son Tiberius rules after Augustus. Getting rid of me and my mother is only one of the ways she’s destroyed my family. And Augustus’ line of rightful heirs.’

Alex was thunderstruck. ‘Every one of Julia’s sons has died, or been exiled. Are you saying Livia was responsible for all of them?’

Julia gave him a cynical look. ‘Three healthy young men, each toppled one by one. Who else do you think profits? Who is now in line to succeed my grandfather?’ She answered her own question. ‘His stepson. Livia’s son, Tiberius.’

‘But how does the dagger come into all this?’ I was missing too many pieces of the puzzle.

‘Magical power of course. The only sorcerer Livia has ever feared was Cleopatra. You see, she met Cleopatra when she was in Rome with Caesar, years ago. Long before I was born. Livia told me that the Egyptian queen could summon great power, perform great magic. All from her ability as Pharaoh to call on the goddess Isis. And Isis and Cleopatra proved their power by nearly defeating Augustus. More than anything, it was the stupidity of that drunkard Antony that cost Cleopatra the war. So when Egypt fell Livia started searching for the dead queen’s secret rituals, and in particular her power to command Isis.’

Alex whispered, ‘This all fits in with what Mersekhet told us.’

I nodded. It was all coming together.

‘When our soldiers invaded Egypt,’ said Julia. ‘They searched everywhere …’


‘But Augustus would’ve had to know this was going on.’ I wasn’t convinced. ‘This can’t just be Livia’s little mission.’

Julia gave a sad smile. ‘Oh, it was done at his express order. Or rather the search was started at his command anyway. He feared Isis too. In those days the whole of Rome feared Isis. If Cleopatra had won … Well what would Rome be like now?’

She shrugged. ‘My grandfather undertook the search because he knew how close he’d come to being defeated at Actium. And he wanted to make sure another Egyptian pharaoh didn’t use the ritual to take Cleopatra’s place.’

‘But if Augustus really fears Isis so much,’ I asked, ‘why on earth was he rummaging through Egypt for her secrets? Wasn’t that poking the bear a bit too much, even for him?’

‘No, he had to. He saw it as a matter of survival,’ Julia said. ‘Because of the Sibylline books. He keeps the evil things in the new temple to Apollo. The one right in front of his house. He still goes in there at night, and broods over them.’

Alex explained, ‘They’re a set of ancient prophecies, that the Romans pinched from the Greeks about four centuries ago.’

‘And they forecast that one day the son of Isis will rule the world,’ completed Julia.

Hmm. Which for Rome meant the Roman Empire.

‘Augustus believes Apollo helped him defeat Isis at Actium,’ said Julia. ‘So that’s why he keeps the prophecy that her son will rule the world in Apollo’s temple.’

‘So Apollo can keep an eye on it?’ Now that was superstitious.

‘My grandfather gave up the search after the first few years.’ She paused, ‘But when Livia couldn’t produce a living son for him, and my grandfather began to favour his daughter’s line, Livia secretly restarted it. Now she wants the magic ritual for herself. The ritual that Pharaoh would use to command the gods. The magic ritual that made Pharaoh a god.’

I looked at Alex. ‘That’s what’s on the text in the handle of the dagger. That’s the same magic ritual.’

Julia was shocked. ‘How do you know that? Did the Hierophant tell you?’

‘No, how’s he involved in this?’

‘Right in the middle of it.’ She licked her dry, bluish lips. ‘When Livia’s agents finally found the dagger in a secret tomb, they couldn’t find anyone in Egypt who could properly translate the papyrus. It used sacred hieroglyphs that only a specially trained priest could identify.’

‘And Cleopatra had them all killed before she committed suicide,’ I said.

Julia’s face changed. ‘Gladiatrix, you know far too much for an innocent bystander,’ she said, with venom. ‘Who are you really? Did Livia bring you in here to trick me? To torture me?’

‘No. Nothing like that,’ I protested. ‘I only know about the text because I met one of Cleopatra’s own priestesses this morning. One that survived the massacre. I have nothing to do with Livia. Or her schemes.’

‘If you’re not, then why are you so interested in the dagger?’ she accused. ‘And why did you have it in the first place?’

How to explain? ‘It was my mother who stole the dagger from the Hierophant. And now she’s missing. I was trying to use the dagger and the text to find out who had her.’

Julia didn’t look convinced.


I continued. ‘My mother was the real Bellona. I took her place trying to trace her movements. I didn’t know about Livia at all. I believed the Hierophant had her and that I could only find him through Domitia.’

‘If that’s the truth …’ She stared into my eyes. ‘Then may the gods have mercy on you and yours, because you’ll never leave here alive. Livia is getting rid of anyone who’s even seen the dagger.’

I wasn’t going into why we weren’t going to be anyone’s victims, so I just said, ‘After the dagger was discovered, Livia went to the Hierophant for help, didn’t she?’

‘No,’ said Julia. ‘She went to Domitia. Livia couldn’t be seen anywhere near the Iseum. As the wife of Augustus she can’t worship any gods but Rome’s. So Domitia acted as go-between. She gave the Hierophant the dagger, and the ritual text, but he wouldn’t help. After he translated the ritual, and realised what it was, he even destroyed his translation. He refused to have anything to do with the ritual.’

So that was where the Moral Legion’s copy of the ritual came from? The Hierophant must have lied to Livia, and kept the translation hidden.

‘And while the Hierophant had the dagger, my mother stole it,’ I said.

‘Yes. Thank the gods,’ she said with deep feeling.

‘How could it affect you?’ asked Alex.

She looked away as she spoke. ‘Because the ritual requires a human sacrifice. A sacrifice from the ruling bloodline.’

‘No!’ I said.

Julia turned back, her eyes full of despair. ‘That’s why she’s kept me here. She’s been waiting for the Hierophant to bend to her will, and perform the ritual on me.’


After saying that she rolled onto her other side, away from our eyes. Holding her stomach for comfort.

I looked at Alex in horror, and whispered, ‘Now Livia has the dagger back. She might try and do it herself.’

‘We can’t sit by and watch that happen,’ said Alex.

‘No we can’t. We have to get out of here. All three of us. And soon. Give me the gun.’

Alex had the phactor and gun in a leather pouch around his neck. He pulled the drawstring loose, and handed me the weapon.

I checked it. It was fine. Everything in working order. Ready to go.

‘Alex, just in case, I’m going to show you how to use this.’

I gave Alex a thorough lesson, listening all the while for the guards’ steps on the stairs. Because when they came down next, we were all leaving.

I couldn’t waste a single bullet to let Alex make a practice shot, but he seemed to handle the gun okay. He sat there going through the paces until his actions were fairly automatic. Yes, Alex was a fighter, he knew the importance of familiarity. And this weapon was our escape route.

If something happened to me, I wanted him to be able to save himself and Julia.

A scream bounced off the walls in the other cell. I’d thought Julia had gone to sleep while we were talking. We both lurched to our feet, and stared anxiously through the bars. I said, ‘Julia! What’s happening?’

Her voice was weak. ‘My water broke. I’m going into labour.’

‘Oh God,’ I said. ‘We have to get the guards down here now!’

Alex and I began yelling and screaming for them to come. But there was no response.


Then Julia started screaming again. Blood was pouring out between her legs.

We did everything we could think of, to get to her. Including trying to shoot out our door lock, but to no avail. The lock had been set too securely into the stone wall, and the door was a massive structure built of heavy iron bars.

So we talked to her, tried to comfort her. She said that she wanted to die before Livia arrived; the end was cruel and hours coming. By then Alex and I just held each other for comfort.

With Julia’s dying moans in my ears, I swore to myself, that nothing would stop me from saving Alex and Victoria. No matter what it took. This was all going to end with them both alive and safe.

But I had to get to Fabius to find my mother.

So I needed a strategy.

I checked the phactor for information on Livia, and made my plan. I told Alex what I was going to do and we argued, but in the end he agreed. Julia’s drawn-out agony had shaken us both. He knew that if I could save Victoria I had to try.

Hours later the guards finally arrived to check on Julia, then they went racing back up the stairs again.

I gave Alex the gun. ‘If my plan fails use it to get free. Then take the money from the apartment. You know what to do after that.’

‘Kannon,’ he gripped my arm. ‘You promise me you’ll use the transponder to get home if you have to? You won’t let them kill you?’

‘I promise.’ But I had other tricks to try first.

 

The guards unlocked the heavy iron door between the two cells, and shoved me down the flight of stairs beyond.


Below was a short, dark passage followed by a long, narrow chamber lit by a dozen fiery torches. It looked like a paranoid schizophrenic’s version of an Egyptian temple, and immediately verified Livia’s unhealthy interest in Isis.

But this was not the goddess of love from the Iseum, this was Dark Isis.

Or more likely, Livia’s own twisted version of her.

The walls and ceiling were painted blood red and the floor was black. At regular intervals along the side walls there were portraits of the allies of Isis: Anubis, Thoth and others. They were done in the traditional Egyptian style, but were barely recognisable.

In the Iseum the attending gods of Isis had been fierce, but benign. Here they were hungry demons with needle-sharp beaks and extended claws and fangs, dripping blood.

The blood looked real, too.

Then I saw. Below each figure was a pool of congealed red-brown liquid. These paintings had been given sacrifice.

The guards were marching me towards a huge glossy statue of naked Isis. Her skin was pitch-black ebony and her hair, real gold. The eyes were clusters of sapphires set in gold sclera.

Like the handle of the dagger, but on a monumental scale.

Her neck was ringed with human skulls like the Hindu goddess Kali, and what looked liked fresh blood dripped down from her fanged mouth. She’d been fed with something fleshy. It looked like a finger.

Fuck! Livia was nowhere in sight and this was a sacrificial space, set below the two cells for a very specific reason. This was where Julia would’ve been murdered using the dagger. And where Alex and I would end up if we couldn’t trick our way out of here. But where was Livia? They’d said they were taking me to her.

Even the guards were nervous as we approached the monstrous statue, but all it did was make me angrier and more determined. Bloody Livia! Orchestrating all this pain and suffering for the sheer greed of gaining a fistful more of political power? I could yell my lungs out with the sheer bloody waste of it all!

Just as I was getting ready to take on the guards, an arched entryway behind the statue of Isis became visible. The guards hustled me through, and into a much more spacious chamber, nothing like the hideous one behind me. It was still lit by torches, but resembled an Egyptian throne room more than anything else.

Armed Praetorian guards stood at attention around an elevated dais, where a well-preserved blonde woman wearing full imperial Roman dress, sat ramrod straight on the black and red throne.

I looked closer. That was Pharaoh’s throne, the back a carved figure of Isis enclosing the seated figure in her protective, winged embrace.

And next to the throne on an ornately carved ivory pedestal, sat the Egyptian double crown and the crook and the flail.

Yeah, I was betting they were all the real thing too. Raided straight from Cleopatra’s palace.

Livia. Grrr.

Even in her sixties, Livia was still beautiful, in an unblemished, wax mannequin kind of way. Just from what she’d done to her own stepchildren alone, my guess was no humane feelings ever touched her heart, so no lines showed on her face.

You have to actually feel something to earn wrinkles.


Whatever warmer emotions she may’ve ever possessed had been pruned off at an early age, making way for an icier fruit. Her father had been on the wrong side of the civil war that erupted after Caesar’s assassination, and committed suicide as a result of it. Livia and her mother had run before Augustus for a time, but once they’d finally met, it hadn’t taken long for like to call to like. They deserved each other.

Augustus was no bleeding heart either; he’d massacred whole bloodlines to take power and root out reprisals.

On the wall directly above the throne was an Egyptian mural of Livia as Queen Isis, with Augustus as Osiris on her right, and Tiberius as Horus on the left.

Hmm, whatever part Fabius may have had in all this, Livia, beyond doubt, was the starting point. The dagger was hers. The message was hers. She was trying to command the magic of Isis, to make sure that her son Tiberius became emperor, thus ensuring she’d continue to control the seat of power.

My lip curled.

Hiding here in her secret villa, giving blood sacrifice to inanimate objects, yet she looked like any wealthy Roman matron waiting for her slaves to bring her morning tea. A human leech, in a doting grandmother’s uniform, sucking the life out of everyone and everything she came in contact with. The schizoid contrast between her ugly little church of torture next door, and this stolen throne room made my head ache.

The guards pushed me to my knees and the Praetorians standing on either side of Livia pointed their swords at my neck. Just in case I hadn’t got the message about who was in charge here.


Livia deigned to consider me. The ice queen herself. ‘So finally, gladiatrix? I’ve heard so very many interesting things about you.’ She was haughty, in a suitably frigid way.

‘What a pity you must end like this. I’d have quite liked to see you perform in the arena.’ Then the haughty veneer dropped and she said, in a chilling whisper, ‘When did you first come into possession of the dagger? And don’t lie to me, girl, or I’ll make you very sorry you did.’

Oh, she was a piece of work.

Livia was hunting down anyone who may’ve seen the papyrus in the dagger handle. According to Julia, Augustus would execute her if he found out what she was doing. Or indeed, what she had been doing all these years: eliminating each and every one of his legitimate heirs, so her son Tiberius could replace him.

I knew once Livia got all the answers she wanted from me, Alex and I would be killed. Probably as sacrifice in the room I’d just been shown.

But there could be a way to make her negotiate. ‘You want to know who else saw the dagger and the spell, don’t you? If I showed it to anyone. You were a bit careless, Livia, letting your gateway to Isis make the rounds of Rome.’

Livia wasn’t used to forthrightness, particularly not from people kneeling at her feet. Before she could react I said, ‘Isis has preserved your secret, but she’s given me a message for you.’

‘A message? Through you?’ She was enraged at my impertinence. ‘Do you really expect me to believe that?’

I persisted with the plan, trying to win her interest. ‘Isis has sent me to you. She wants you to fulfil the Sibylline prophecy. It’s all part of her grand scheme.’


I was depending on Livia being superstitious enough to at least hear me out.

‘She’s chosen you to usher forth the new Horus. She wants you to reunite the Earth under one monarch — under your son Tiberius.’

Livia gazed down at me, shrewdly. ‘Very clever, gladiatrix, but you’ve told me nothing that any desperate person couldn’t have put together. Especially after a chat with my loving granddaughter, Julia. Why should I believe you?’

‘Because Isis has sent me to help you. I retrieved the stolen dagger. Now, because of me, you have it again and you’re safe. That’s true, isn’t it?’

She didn’t respond, her expression stony.

I pushed the hook in a little harder. ‘If you listen to me, Tiberius will be emperor and you will become a goddess. You will be deified, your children will rule Rome, and temples will be erected in your name across the Empire.’ It was actually the truth, all of that would happen anyway.

‘Why should I believe this rubbish?’ But a crafty glint lit her pale eyes. ‘Show me proof.’ She was convinced I couldn’t, but was superstitious enough to ask just in case.

And it was just the question I was waiting for. ‘By the grace of Isis, I can do much more. I can show you your future.’ With a flourish I opened the phactor. It was booted and ready to go. Holding it out towards her, I asked, ‘Do you want to see what may come, if you listen to me?’

Surrounded by her guards Livia felt safe enough to motion me closer. Her eyes grew narrow when she took in the strange metallic object at close quarters.

She snapped, ‘What’s that?’

‘It’s the goddess’ own book of magic.’


‘That’s a lie,’ she sneered.

As soon as she finished speaking, I touched the screen.

The opening chords of Voodoo Chile, the Jimi Hendrix version turned to full volume, poured out of those cunning little speakers.

Victoria’s personal taste in music had proved useful. Alex and I had run through the lot last night, but no-one did it like Hendrix.

As the screeching guitar solo wailed into life, everyone around me exploded into reaction.

I smiled. You’d think I’d just detonated a bomb!

The guards peeled away from me, making jerky signs to ward off the evil eye as they ran. Livia, meanwhile, dived onto the floor, then scrambled on all fours behind the throne. She probably hadn’t moved so fast in years.

Wah. Ah Wah. Wah. Wah … Hendrix caressed those guitar strings into a rage that matched my own, then in liquid chocolate tones sang, ‘Well I stand up next to a mountain. And I chop it down with the edge of my hand …’

I stared down at Livia without pity.

Serves her right, the malicious bitch! I’d spent too many hours last night listening to Julia and her child die, not to derive some small measure of satisfaction from Livia’s dread. I let her cower just a little longer, then cut the music.

Livia slowly rose to her feet, both hands holding onto the throne for support. I filmed her, plaited hairdo shaken loose and chest heaving with panic.

She screamed, ‘You’re a witch, aren’t you? Who sent you here?’

In answer I touched the screen again, turning it so she could see it, and replayed the footage I’d just taken, along with the soundtrack of her screaming, ‘You’re a witch, aren’t you? Who sent you here?’

She dropped down behind the throne again, sobbing in panic.

Good. Her nasty little obsession with the occult was working against her.

You are what you think. Her whole world was based on harnessing black magic. And that was her weakness. So what I’d shown her had to be magic as well. Which made me a powerful sorceress. A person to be respected. And listened to.

‘That’s the present, Livia. But it’s your future that concerns us. So I will ask you again, and this time carefully consider your answer. Do you want to know what your future could be?’

Livia faintly nodded.

I moved up to stand beside the throne, so she could see the screen. She was terrified, but her eyes were riveted to it anyway. Her curiosity greater than her fear.

It was a photo of a marble statue of Livia the Goddess, her title carved in Latin at the base. It was real.

In the future, Augustus and Livia would both be worshipped as divine. As gods.

The future emperors would find it very useful to come from divine antecedents.

Livia moved from a crouch to stand looking over my arm. She couldn’t believe her eyes. But she sure wanted to.

‘Yes, Livia, you’ll become divine. You’ll have your own temples and feast days. You’ll be worshipped throughout the Empire.’

Technological stunts aside, Livia was starting to believe me because she wanted to. What I was saying was too close to her deepest hopes, and probably only reinforced her existing belief in her greater destiny.

Hell, she must feel close to being a goddess already!

As Augustus’ wife she was the most powerful woman in the world. She killed with impunity. Even Augustus’ own guards, the Praetorians, did as she commanded.

From the greedy look on her face, just another few little pushes should do it. ‘So that you can see how your ascent to divinity will affect the future of Rome, here are the faces of the next four Roman Emperors.’ I flicked the screen with my nail.

A grim-faced marble sculpture of her only living son appeared. ‘Tiberius!’ Livia spoke with a mother’s pride. His title ‘Emperor’ was carved into the base.

‘Yes, if you listen to me, Livia, he’ll succeed Augustus. He’ll reign in peace and wealth for more than twenty years. And you’ll rule at his side, respected and powerful.’ I restrained myself from adding that his name would forever be associated with child abuse and torture.

‘My boy.’ Drinking in the picture on the screen, Livia glowed. It was a repulsive sight.

The next emperor in her line was Caligula, popularly known for his incestuous relationship with his sister, and for making his favourite horse a senator. He wasn’t born yet, so Livia stared at his marble face without recognition.

She’d recovered enough to regally demand, ‘And who is he?’

‘That’s Caligula, he’s not born yet,’ I said. ‘He’ll be the son of your grandson, Germanicus.’

Gambling that giving her the warts-and-all version would lend credibility to my story, I said, ‘But he’ll only last five years. He’ll be murdered by his own Praetorians.’

‘What!’ Livia sent her guards, who were just edging back into the room, a filthy glare.

‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘The goddess will ensure your line continues. You’ll know the next emperor, but not believe that he can take power. It’s your grandson Claudius, the brother of Germanicus.’

‘But he’s a stuttering fool!’

‘Yes, and that’s exactly why the Praetorians will force Claudius to take the throne. He’s no threat to anyone. They’ll come to the palace looking for a replacement, and find him hiding behind a curtain.’

‘Behind a curtain?’ Livia cackled. Evidently she didn’t care who died as long as the right one survived to take power. ‘Typical! That boy’s a snivelling coward.’

I watched her gleeful face as she spoke. Yep. She’d been sucked right into the world I was creating, because it gave her exactly what she wanted. Immortality in both senses of the word. Unfortunately for Rome, it was also all true.

The last emperor was Nero. ‘Your great-great-great grandson Nero will be the most famous of all. After him Rome will truly never be the same.’

Mother killer, nutcase … Yes, he was a great example of Livia’s twisted heritage. Livia gazed at his marble features, in an ecstasy of self-congratulation.

‘You must understand, Livia, that this could be your future. But only if you accept me as an agent of Isis. You must free me and my slave, and give me Fabius, the man who stole the dagger. The goddess has sent me expressly to punish him for his sacrilege.’

Livia was evidently experiencing an emotion that must be foreign to her — indecision. She said in a small voice, ‘I must have more proof.’


‘You have no choice,’ I warned. ‘The goddess is watching!’

‘But I can’t let you go free …’ Livia shook her head, as though to clear it.

As I watched, the hard edges returned to her expression. Damn! She’d tipped back the other way … I’d lost her!

‘If you’re really the messenger of Isis … Then she will protect you. That will be my final proof.’

Fuck.

‘You will fight in the Circus today. The combat is fixed so that you can’t possibly win. If you do win, then I will believe your message. You can have Fabius. And you and your slave will go free. If you don’t win, you will all die. That is my final decision.’

She clapped her hands. ‘Guards, take her away. Now.’
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DEAD AND DYING



Livia’s men turned me over to the two Praetorians waiting at the back entrance to the Circus Maximus. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, we were awash in a sea of sound. The crowd inside was in full throat.

The new guards immediately snapped a pair of heavy cuffs with a short linking chain around my wrists, and hauled me up the stairs towards the gate. Panic set in. According to the contract with Domitia I was not supposed to be chained like a slave, and I was certainly not supposed to go in now.

‘No. The deal was that I come in at the end. At the end,’ I shouted. ‘As part of the final fight.’

They either couldn’t hear me, or wouldn’t. As we reached the top I pulled them round, so they could read my lips. ‘No. I’m a free gladiatrix …’

The one on the left roughly backhanded me into the wall, saying, ‘You’re not free any more, dearie. According to your mistress you defaulted on your contract.’

He leered into my face. ‘You’re dead meat now, lovey. This is your punishment.’


I slid down the wall, shivering from the pain and the fear. What was I going to do?

I peered through the bars of the gate, while the two guards waited to gain entry, but it was dim inside — a huge tent cut out the daylight. But then I already knew what was waiting. I’d seen it from Domitia’s terrace days ago.

Augustus had built walls around the huge racecourse in the middle of the Circus Maximus, and flooded it with water. This was the re-enactment of the naval battle where he defeated Antony and Cleopatra. The battle of Actium.

Trumpets sounded. The roar of the crowd settled to a sea of whispers.

‘The gladiatrix is here.’ The man who’d hit me spoke through the bars. He had a long, puckered scar down his right cheek.

‘About frigging time, everything else is set up to go,’ the guard unlocking the gate replied sharply. ‘There’s nineteen thousand enemy troops on ships out there, and I don’t like our chances of keeping them quiet for too much longer.’

Nineteen thousand?

‘So they all agreed? Swore the oath?’ Scarface snarled.

‘What did you expect? They knew they were going to die when they were captured. At least this way they get to die as men.’

‘Yeah, and what else were they promised?’

‘Their queens. After the show they go free.’ The other man laughed. ‘Well as long as the men perform properly.’

Scarface grunted. ‘Die like men? The bastards sail around in bloody wooden ships acting. Germans pretending to be Egyptians, fuck knows who else pretending to be Romans. With us poor buggers jabbing them on with spears.’ He spat, hitting my bare leg. I jerked away.

There had to be a way to survive this. Get through it. I couldn’t just let Alex and Victoria die without a fight.

I slid back up the wall to my feet. I’d survived before, I’d survive this.

The heavy gate creaked open and Scarface and his white-haired mate dragged me through. There was a short perimeter of concrete, and then we stepped onto a long wooden dock with vessels tied on either side. Above, a black tent completely shielded us from the rest of the arena. One of the vessels looked like a battleship. Rowers with long oars, men wearing armour, and a ram jutting from the front.

Scarface dragged me over to the other one, an exotic-looking barge with high decks front and back, and slaves chained to oars each side of the flat middle deck. It was painted in garish colours and curtains of gauzy material hung from every vertical post. Lewd pictures had been painted on the hull. The message was clear. This was supposed to be Cleopatra’s pleasure barge.

There were ten or so women penned in an ornate corral on the front deck. They were all naked from the waist up, wearing the same gauzy material as the curtains. They seemed scared, but not cowed. They had to be the hostage queens.

‘Take off your clothes.’ Whitehair leered as he demanded it.

‘No.’

Scarface drew his sword again. ‘If you don’t, I’ll peel them off, and anything else that gets in the way.’

There were Praetorians all around us, loading the other boat. I couldn’t get past them all, and back through the locked gate. If I didn’t go through with this I could only escape using the transponder. I looked over at the barge. The women saw I was being threatened, and moved closer to the dock side of the corral. They watched with clenched fists and tight faces.

I swung back to Scarface. ‘What happens next?’

‘You put on your costume.’ He flung a jumble of clothes, sandals and a wig at my feet. ‘And get on the boat.’

‘When do I fight?’

‘Eager, are we?’ He poked his sword tip into my stomach. ‘Well, don’t you worry — you’re just gonna take a little sail around the Circus first.’

I looked at the women. They stood in silence, holding my gaze. They were penned in, but not chained. I could find a way to survive, if they took off the chains and put me in that pen.

I ripped the Isiac robe apart. It was the only way I could get it off with the cuffs on my wrists. The two men watched my every move, I was naked underneath. I pulled on the costume — a short, black linen kilt, the Cleopatra wig with a fake Pharaoh’s crown stuck on top, and then the sandals. That was it. I was bare from the hips up.

The two Praetorians pushed me onto the barge, but then forced me away from the pen, and up the stairs to the rear deck. Before I could see what they intended to do, they’d pulled my arms through another set of wide cuffs welded into an iron stand and snapped them shut. They took off the first set and dropped them on the deck next to me. The new cuffs were so restricting I couldn’t move my forearms or hands at all, but it’d look like I was standing here like a queen, in command of the ship.

Whitehair immediately rubbed his rough, calloused hands across my breasts.

I lashed out sideways, trying to kick him in the balls.


He leapt backwards with a curse. ‘You fuckin’ bitch!’

Scarface stepped in and backhanded me again, wrenching my arms cruelly. The blow nearly sent my crown and wig overboard, so they stuck them back on my head and decided to leave me alone.

I desperately scanned the cuffs and the stand they were welded to. There was no way I could see to get the cuffs open.

I faced forward, high up and in full sight. I fought down the panic. We were going to be sailing around a battle where nineteen thousand people would die. And I had no way of protecting myself.

Meanwhile Scarface, sword ready, had opened the pen on the front deck. Whitehair leant in and pulled out a young red-headed girl. Scarface slammed the gate shut just as the rest of the women reached for the girl.

Whitehair dragged her to the middle deck and threw her down hard.

The slaves sitting at the oars on either side immediately turned away. They were in hell already, they didn’t need to witness more of it.

He pulled out his sword, and placed the point on her throat. She lay there pinned to the deck. Then he started to lift his tunic.

The blood rushed to my head and I screamed, ‘No!’

The penned women were shouting and throwing their weight against the gate, trying to break it down.

A tall woman with hair the same colour as the girl, made it over the fence, and tried to pass Scarface to get to the girl.

He simply stabbed straight into her stomach, swung her body around, and used his foot to push her off his blade and into the water.

We all froze in horror. There were no limits here. No promises kept.


We were all going to die.

The girl, Whitehair shaking her body with his thrusts, turned her head away from the bloody sight to stare up at me.

I sobbed in anger and frustration. All I could do was hold her gaze.

The shouts from the women had attracted an officer from the other boat. He marched across and barked, ‘Stop wasting time.’

Whitehair scowled and got to his feet, engorged penis still jutting out.

He kicked the girl to move. She was in pain and slow to rise. He booted her again as she crawled away, then adjusted his tunic.

She made it to the pool of blood on the deck and smeared the red across her face like war paint. Scarface hauled her back up the stairs, and threw her into the pen.

‘It’s time,’ the officer snapped. ‘Get the barge moving.’

Whitehair got his lead-tipped whip out and used on it on the rowers while Scarface climbed the stairs to take control of the big rudder straight behind me.

A sob escaped my clenched jaw. If this amount of suffering could happen here, in this tent, in this short time, what was waiting for us outside?

We glided out from under the tent and into full view of the flooded Circus. The Egyptian obelisk and the giant statue of Neptune stuck up out of the water in the middle of the arena. Below them the two faux navies sat in formation facing each other. Boats filled with armed Praetorian guards patrolled between them, shouting commands and threats.

The Egyptian ships, with green eyes of Ra painted on the side, were black, and the faux Roman ones, gold with black wolf heads on the prows. Even their positions had been carefully staged. The glowering sea god menaced the Egyptian navy, his trident raised threateningly over his head.

Around us a towering wall of faces stared down.

A whispered ‘Cleopatra’. Then they all stood and growled down their hate at me. Like one giant beast about to pounce.

Scarface taunted me. ‘You’re not very popular here, ay, Cleopatra?’

I was shaking so hard I vibrated. The women on the front deck held each other.

Everything seemed to move in slow motion. An overwhelming feeling of unreality washed over me.

I couldn’t really be here. In the Circus Maximus in ancient Rome. With hundreds of thousands of people roaring for my death.

The trumpets cut through again, two short blasts, and the crowd took their seats again. The Praetorian boats drew back, and the battleships moved to engage. The women shouted to the captive men aboard the passing ships. I couldn’t understand what they were saying. The men saluted them and stared back in anguish.

Scarface turned the barge and we began moving slowly around the outer rim of the arena, so close we could see their eyes.

The crowd bellowed out as we passed. ‘Whores.’ ‘Sluts.’ Most of the words didn’t translate.

Splat. A piece of rotten fruit hit my arm. I looked up into a rain of missiles, mainly rubbish, food scraps. When we came up to a whole section of the crowd dressed in blue tunics, Scarface laughed, and steered the craft even closer to the wall.

‘Where’s your army now? Bitch,’ shouted a blue tunic, close to the front.


He stood up and swung his arm. I ducked, but a rock thudded heavily into my shoulder.

Aahhh. Bursting pain.

At that, all the other men in blue tunics stood up and aimed as well. They’d come prepared, with baskets full of rocks sitting in front of them. This time they went for the other women too.

A deadly rain of stones hit the barge. A rock hit my head knocking the crown off, but the heavy horsehair wig gave me some protection.

The queens didn’t hide; they dodged the missiles, and threw each one back. We were wounded, but the blues had blood on their tunics too.

A chant started up ahead of us. ‘Kill the blues. Kill the blues.’ Another equally large section wearing green tunics urged us on.

‘Go on! Get the scum.’

‘The women ’ave got more balls than you — you blue bastards!’

The blues took this last cry as a challenge and surged down to the wall right above us.

Daggers started hitting the deck.

One snipped past me to hit the rudder. Scarface cried out.

Then another followed. And another. They were trying to pick off the two Praetorians as well as the rest of us. A man in blue started to climb down the wall to the deck. They were going to try to take over the vessel.

Whitehair started whipping the slaves on, as Scarface hastily steered us away from the arena wall.

But now the queens were armed. Holding the daggers in their teeth they scaled the fence in one fluid movement. They charged Whitehair, and the young girl, painted with her kin’s blood, threw a dagger straight into his face. He turned and stumbled, clutching the knife sticking out of his left eye.

As they surged up the rear deck stairs, Scarface drew his sword.

The crowd hushed at the sight.

A woman, black as midnight, led the way. She was covered in cicatrices. Raised scars. She threw her dagger straight at his groin.

Scarface just managed to dodge it. He dropped his sword, ran for the railing, and dived in.

The crowd choked in anger. As he swam away, some booed him, and threw missiles. Others saluted us. Thumbs up.

The crowd stared down at us expectantly, and we stared back. We’d drifted well past the blues, and now the front row held six women in white robes and veils. They were separated from the rest of the crowd by a fancy marble divider. Written on the wall in front of them was the title ‘Vestal Virgins’.

So these were the sacred priestesses? They stared down us, one with pity and the rest steely jawed. We were only foreign whores after all.

The African woman and the young girl tried to get me free. Another woman, squarely built with the same shock of red hair, picked up Scarface’s sword and used it as a lever to force the lock.

Boooommmm.

Something heavy slammed into the arena wall right in front of us. The sound echoed around the arena.

Our eyes all darted forward. One of the faux Egyptian warships had rammed a faux Roman vessel right into the wall. The faux armies were now cutting into each other, fighting for a few more minutes of life.

I looked around, all across the arena the battle was peaking.


‘Look.’ The girl pointed.

Scarface stood across from us, he’d been picked up by reinforcements. But the Praetorians just stood in their boat and watched us. They didn’t try to get back on board. Just watched.

A guard took a yellow flag to the prow of the boat, and signalled another boat docked on the other side of the arena. It skimmed towards us.

‘What’s that?’ the woman with the sword demanded of anyone. No-one answered.

As it came closer we could see it towed a long raft. On it were two big cages, covered with a thin gold material. We could only see movement, not what was inside.

‘Whatever it is, we have to get out of here. Now!’ I warned.

But how?

The slaves had stopped rowing us forward, and were whispering amongst themselves. The faux warships in front of us now blocked that direction. We might be able to get the slaves to row, but where? The nearby Praetorian craft prevented us from circling out and away from the arena wall. We were blocked in.

‘Go get your armies to help.’ I nodded to the two ships up ahead. ‘Then we have a chance to fight our way out. They’re going to kill us anyway. It’s our only chance.’

The three women ran to the front deck, and began shouting out in their different languages. But the men didn’t respond, they were fighting for their lives.

The Praetorians pulled up alongside, and shoved a gangplank across the flat lower deck, in front of the first cage. They crushed some of the rowers as they did it.

The slaves knew this was the end, and began wailing.


Then they opened the cage. Oh God. It was a young lion.

It stepped gingerly out onto the plank, unhappy with the rocking motion of the barge.

I was still cuffed to the stand! An archaic fear rose through me, claws and teeth on soft bodies. I couldn’t get away. I couldn’t get away!

Above us the crowd laughed, and applauded the new diversion. They chanted with glee, ‘Praetorians! Praetorians!’

The captive women started screaming to their men. This time they heard.

The Praetorians moved their boat between us and the rammed ship, spears ready.

Then we all turned back to watch the lion.

As it leapt onto the deck, it seemed as though the whole arena held its breath.

The spectators stood frozen in ecstatic anticipation, meanwhile word was spreading across the captive navies. Everyone could now see that the queens were not to be spared.

The lion looked up at the women, and then down at the slaves chained below.

One of the slaves, directly below the lion, started sobbing. The lion studied him, and then sprang down into the midst of the rowers.

They screamed as he began to rip at everyone within reach. Watching in terror the women lined the railing ready to jump.

I worked frantically at my cuffs. I had to get free! I had to!

The captive men in the two nearby ships hung over the side urging their queens to jump in and swim to them. As the screams from the slaves finished, the women began to dive into the water.


Then the Praetorians opened the second cage. Directly into the water.

It held two crocodiles.

Oh God. Oh God. No …

The water became a screaming pool of snapping jaws and blood.

I shut my eyes, unable to watch the water, but equally unable to turn to check where the lion was.

This was the end for me. I couldn’t save anyone but myself now. I leant, neck first, into my hands and worked the transponder.

Press three times, then hold for three. Then three more presses.

I waited for the surge. I’d take my chances with the Isiacs.

Five deep breaths. But nothing.

Ice-cold panic.

I tried again. Nothing.

Claws clicked on wood. I lifted my head.

The lion was climbing up to the rear deck.

The crowd above me was urging it on to finish the job. I was the only one left alive.

Bang.

The barge, drifting out of control, crashed end first into the arena wall, smashing the rudder. The heavy jolt wrenched my wrists and shoulders, as I struggled to keep my feet.

The lion, having just eaten, was now taking its time. Watching me, looking up at the crowd, sniffing the deck.

Someone above began cursing it. It was too slow and they were bored. Missiles rained down, trying to herd the lion in my direction.

This was it. This was the end. This was my Field of Reeds. It would all end there.


A rock bounced off the lion’s nose, and skipped across to my feet.

It snarled, mouth wide, teeth bared, and sprang towards me. I closed my eyes.

A whoosh of air, and the sound of claws digging into wood.

I opened them again.

Incensed, the lion was climbing the arena wall to get to the person that had thrown that rock.

But it landed in the front row, and tore into the Vestals like an out-of-control blender.

The first two were swiped, and fell past me, dying as they hit the water. It herded the rest into a white marble corner, and ripped them apart.

The crowd screamed its anguish, while the Praetorians killed it in a rain of spears. The lion lay, head back, jaws bloody, in amongst the mound of white-robed bodies.

The silence was total.

The Vestals were the sacred heart of Roman religion. Their personal link to their gods. Whispers started. This was a very bad omen. A dire omen.

An angry rumble erupted, and the crowd lunged up to stand shouting for death. Death to wipe away the blood curse that was staining the side of the arena, and the soul of Rome.

Someone yelled, ‘The Praetorians did this! They released the lion.’

The crowd turned on Augustus, and began calling for the death of the Praetorians responsible.

Rocks fell out of the sky pelting the Praetorian ships close to the walls. They scattered in surprised fury.

While the crowd had stirred into a violent frenzy, the battle in the middle of the arena had completely collapsed. With their hostage queens so brutally murdered the faux navies were clustered in the middle. Consulting, no doubt, on how best to take revenge.

An agitated Augustus stomped to his feet. The Roman spectators and her captured enemies had joined as one. To wish death to his own personal guard! He made a swift hand movement to his attendant, and the trumpets blared out again.

The Praetorian boats moved into the cluster of faux battleships triggering a mechanism set into their sides.

In a matter of minutes the two fleets had caught fire, and were sinking. The slaves still chained to the oars screamed as they went down, while the surviving captives tried to fight their way onto the Praetorian craft. A few captives made it, only to be thrown back into the water after a short fight. Most were forced to hide amongst the debris, while they were hunted down with spears and arrows.

The water turned brown with the blood.

Above me the crowd howled its displeasure.

They hated the Praetorians for cursing them, and so every time a captive managed to prevail, the crowd cheered and taunted the guards with their failure. But soon nearly all the captives had been killed and the crowd was tired and disillusioned.

Then the Praetorians came for me.

 

So many bodies floated in the water that a soldier had to stand at the bow and push them under with an oar.

Now I understood why fundamentalists can still hold onto an Old Testament god. Something, or someone, should destroy this place, before the scar could set itself too deep inside the Earth.

Like me, Lurco’s gladiator, Vonones, was being rowed towards the place where we’d fight. It was a tethered raft, constructed to look like a temple altar. It sat right in front of Augustus and his mates.

Vonones, tall and heavily built, was dressed in a white and gold tunic, his hair dyed yellow-blond to fit into his role as Augustus. Or rather Augustus in disguise as his favourite god Apollo.

I still had the black wig and kilt on, but had lost the crown. The rock that’d knocked it off had affected my vision, and I was stiff and wounded, and trembling from shock.

But worst of all, I was drained of any desire to go on. Not after what I’d just lived through. I’d not expected to survive this long. Now I had to find a way to rouse myself. To fight.

High above the floating altar, Augustus and Livia sat with their family and guests, men on one side, women on the other. Augustus was frowning. He knew how this fight was going to finish, but he had to be concerned with whether my death would be spectacular enough to turn the tide.

At this point the crowd openly reviled the Praetorians. And from the sullen faces turned in his direction — they also hated him.

Livia was watching me intently, but her expression was difficult to read. She had to be unsure whether she wanted my claims to be proven true or not.

I swung back to watch Vonones. The fight was fixed, and probably in a dozen different ways. I already knew that my weapons would fail me. In the guise of Apollo, Vonones had a bow and quiver of golden arrows slung over his back, and a Roman short sword at his side.

I had a long-handled scythe and a small shield. The scythe was so blunt it wouldn’t even break my skin if I stabbed into my leg, and it was partially sawn through in three places. The shield seemed solid, but then I was sure that they wanted me to die by the Roman short sword, not at a distance from the arrows. As long as the final outcome was certain, they wanted the fight to last a little while at least.

My main problem was my right hand. The guards wanted to make sure nothing else went wrong today, so before they’d uncuffed me, they’d broken my index and middle fingers. Snapped them.

Now they hung useless and bloated, two centres of throbbing pain taking up my remaining strength and concentration.

Vonones and I reached opposite sides of the raft at the same time. We stepped on, and the two small boats pushed away. A fleet of boats containing more guards moved in to completely surround the platform. They all carried long spears. No more slip-ups allowed.

Trumpets sounded loudly to announce the final display. The sullen crowd became completely quiet.

We both turned and saluted Augustus with our weapons, and he nodded curtly. I dropped the useless scythe, and pushed my right forearm through the shield strap. I needed to keep my good hand free.

Vonones began to circle me — carefully. He was not going to dive straight in like Lucius, he must have been warned.

He fitted an arrow to his bow and fired at my legs. He must want to disable me first, then take his time cutting me up.

Dizzy when I moved my head, I miscalculated dodging his first arrow. It sliced through the side of my left thigh, just above the knee, and then dropped into the water behind me. The wound was superficial, but the sudden pain cut through the haziness, jolting my survival instincts back into action.


As the second arrow flew, the crowd still didn’t respond. No-one really cared any more; they just wanted to go home.

When I dodged the arrow, it flew past me to hit one of the Praetorians. The crowd gave a shout of derisive laughter, as he fell back into the water. He was wearing armour, so his friends had to pull him out before he drowned.

Vonones looked up at Augustus, he wasn’t pleased.

When Vonones fired another arrow and I ducked that as well, some of the crowd gave a weak cheer. Vonones and the Praetorians looked embarrassed.

I was tired and he was fresh, and I was only a woman after all.

A spectator yelled out, ‘Get your bloody sword out, dickhead.’ That gave the crowd a belly laugh. They sat up in their seats again.

Vonones scowled and threw down his bow. He drew his sword and taunted me. ‘Where’s Alexander now, whore? Lurco said to tell you he’ll buy him when you are dead. First he’ll use him, and then we’ll torture him to death.’

I growled. The strength began to flow back into me. I could do this. I would do this!

Vonones moved into me, slashing and stabbing, but I slipped by, moving in unison with his swings.

As the blade swept past me for the fourth time, the crowd began to realise that it was not just good luck that was saving me.

The next time he missed, someone in the crowd yelled out, ‘Five.’

After that, every time he slashed at me the crowd shouted out the number of misses. That made Augustus even more disgusted, and Vonones started cursing with frustrated rage.


The crowd began to boo and hiss him. He’d failed to uphold the honour of Rome.

Now they hated him too.

Augustus signalled with his hand, and the boats rowed closer. The Praetorians tried to prod me with spears to make me engage with Vonones.

He laughed and beckoned me nearer. ‘Come on, you slut, you can’t run forever.’

Out of the corner of my eye I saw one of the soldiers lunge forward with a spear, aiming to pierce my left leg. I threw down my shield in time to deflect it.

The crowd, enraged by the cowardly intervention, stood and screamed, ‘Leave her alone!’

Trying to get me while I was still off-balance, Vonones brought his sword up high, and began to slice it down, straight onto the top of my head.

He meant to cleave me in half, head first.

Fenced in by spears I had no choice, but to use a move I’d been taught against samurai swords. I swung my two arms straight up to meet the downward-arcing sword, my palms slapping together to halt the naked blade, and twist it down and away. I had to choke back a scream, as my broken fingers jarred against the other hand.

At the sight of my defensive move, two hundred thousand mouths drew their breath. It sounded like a giant bird had flapped its wings in the air over my head.

While Vonones stood for one second with his mouth open, I grabbed the hilt of his sword with my left hand and kicked him savagely in the balls.

I held the hilt while Vonones shot backwards, directly onto the blade of one of the guards’ spears. It spiked him right through, blood spurting out of his chest, and over me.


The guard, propelled by Vonones’ momentum, fell backwards into the water. Vonones landed on the floor pushing the spear even further through his chest.

He lay looking up at me, choking up blood in the middle of a widening pool of red.

Sword in hand, I looked up and around.

The crowd was still on their feet, but completely silent, unsure of how to react. Livia sat rigid with tension, obviously uncertain of her part in this upset. Augustus was outraged, mouth open.

The Praetorians moved in closer. I threw the sword to the floor. Augustus would never allow me to live unless I could turn the meaning of this defeat around.

I moved to the centre of the altar, and stripped off my black wig and kilt.

A wave of whispers moved across the stands. Suddenly I was blonde — the colour of Apollo.

Naked and dripping blood, I bowed to Augustus. ‘Apollo has slain the impostor. Long live Augustus!’

Apollo was a sexually ambiguous god, so it could work. If not, that was it. There was no other comeback.

Then a bold spectator yelled into the silence, ‘Let her live.’

Augustus looked around, obviously trying to gauge the feeling of the crowd.

A particularly drunken part of the crowd started chanting, ‘Let her live.’

The rest took it up, and the shout, ‘Live! Live! Live!’ resounded across the arena.

Augustus rose to his feet. ‘She shall live.’
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TRUTH, THE DAUGHTER OF TIME



Livia was waiting for me on the lap of winged Isis, seated on her stolen pharaoh’s throne. She was plucking at the folds of her robe with anxious attention. Now she believed she’d tested the wrong woman. Was Isis angry?

I limped towards the dais, wearing only the black Egyptian kilt, and covered in dried blood and purpling bruises. The arrow wound to my left thigh was still seeping, and I was carefully nursing the black and broken fingers of my swollen right hand against my bare breasts.

Livia motioned to a waiting guard, and he stepped forward with a man’s grey tunic. I took it, but my shoulders were so stiff and sore I couldn’t get it over my head one-handed. At Livia’s bidding the guard helped me slip it on, carefully avoiding any contact with my right hand.

‘Gladiatrix.’ This time she addressed me with the faintest tinge of respect. ‘You have proven yourself, and your requests have been carried out in full. You and your slave are free. But first, I want …’


I cut in. ‘Where’s Alexander?’

She wanted to know how, why, and God knows what else, about my link with Isis, but I had no energy left for dissembling. Better to get out of here while I was winning.

She blinked once at the abrupt interruption, but kept to the point. ‘Your slave is waiting in your apartment.’

How did she know about that place? I shot her a look.

‘Yes, I know a lot about you,’ she said, with spiteful resentment. ‘Now.’ As though it was my fault she’d underestimated me. As though I should’ve come with a warning label.

‘Why is he there, not here?’ I demanded. Livia seemed to be cooperating for the moment, but I didn’t trust her to stay that way. Not for too long.

‘Don’t question me!’ she raged, then remembered herself. She said, placatingly, ‘Your slave is safe and waiting for you with my other gifts. But the man you wanted, the one who stole the dagger, is here. He’s in the next room.’

‘Fabius is here?’ Finally!

She leant forward, anxious to get to her own personal punchline. ‘So, gladiatrix, I have done as you desired. Do you acknowledge you are paid in full?’ She waited, tense with avarice.

‘As long as Alexander is safe and sound. Then you have my solemn word, Livia. The future will be as I showed you.’ That was the truth.

Livia gloated, lost in her fantasies of power and revenge. Rome, look out! Then she refocused on me. She had what she wanted from me now, so my usefulness was gone.

After all, I was just a vehicle of a higher power. She gave me a long look, sharpened with hatred. I knew too much, and worst of all, I’d made her cower. She couldn’t forgive that, but was afraid to dispose of me. Isis might not like it.

Livia settled for saying dismissively, ‘This man, Fabius. Will you deal with him now?’

‘Yes.’ I wasn’t waiting a second longer. Exhaustion and the throbbing pain from my swollen fingers were making it hard for me to stay upright. I had to keep moving.

Livia motioned to the guard poised at my side, and he led me through the rear archway and back into the black and red sacrificial chamber I’d been marched through this morning.

Fabius was lying spread-eagled on a wooden altar, in front of the ebony statue of Isis. His hands and feet were chained to each corner, and he was staring up at the statue’s bloodstained mouth. I told the guard to leave us alone.

‘Well, look at this.’ I loomed over Fabius. ‘All laid out like dinner.’ The bruising across his broken nose and cheekbones was now a dull, yellowish grey.

‘What are you doing here?’ He was petrified.

So much for the ruthless murderer who’d slit Argos and Caractacus from ear to ear, kidnapped Victoria, and tried to feed me to a crocodile.

‘You mean, why aren’t I dead yet?’

‘What’s going on? Where’s Livia?’ His eyes darted past me to the archway.

‘What? You think you can do a deal with her? Don’t bet on it, Fabius. And it doesn’t matter anyway, you’re mine now. I get to choose your fate.’

A fox-like expression lit his face. He was searching for another angle, another way to save himself. ‘What do you want from me?’

‘Information. Where’s Victoria?’

Fabius scanned my neck as though searching for something, then said in English, ‘I’ll tell you everything if you help me get my right hand free. Just my hands, that’s all I need.’

Dizziness washed over me. I knew he was speaking English, but I just couldn’t take in why or how. ‘What …?’

‘You heard me.’ He actually spoke with a twangy American accent, possibly Texan.

Instinctively I checked his neck for a necklace like mine, but there was nothing there. I checked his hands. Yes, there it was, on his index finger. A man’s ring, much broader than normal, with a flat face and a clearly defined infinity symbol engraved on it.

‘Yes.’ He read my shocked expression with satisfaction. ‘If you help me get free, so I can use my transponder, then I’ll tell you anything you want.’

I shook my head once in confusion and denial. Then halted from the pain.

He was smug. ‘You had no idea, did you?’ The words ‘stupid bitch’ remained unspoken.

Then he got down to business, ‘Who sent you here? Was it Washington? How did you get through the portal?’

‘Shut up.’ Anger took over, set me back on target. I bent in. ‘If you want to live, I want the answers to my questions! Is Victoria still alive?’

Fabius returned to grovelling. ‘Yes. Yes, she is.’ He wasn’t so tough chained to a sacrificial altar. ‘She’s fine.’

I was willing to believe him. I drew in a deep breath and let it out. And straightened. Slowly. Leaning forward was making me see spots.

‘What’s going on? Why are you here?’ I demanded.

‘Mertling made me come,’ he whined. ‘I had no choice, he blackmailed me into this mission.’

‘Mertling?’ It came out as a gasp. ‘Who the hell are you?’


‘Armstrong.’ He watched my face, waiting for recognition.

Constan had said there were four marshals: Victoria, Rous, Scolette, and Armstrong. He’d said Karl Armstrong was away on a mission.

‘You’re a marshal?’ I didn’t even know where to begin. ‘Why? Why did you do all this?’

‘I told you! Mertling was blackmailing me.’ He was impatient, couldn’t understand why I was so slow on the uptake. He just wanted to get out of here. ‘I had a drug problem, a big one. He knew about it through his connections. I had no choice. I had to do what he said. Cops just don’t survive in gaol.’

‘But …’ What the hell did Mertling have to do with anything? I was reeling. ‘What did he want you to do?’

‘To kidnap Dupree before she could return for the meeting with the Governor. So, with the help of the gang that caught you, I grabbed her and took her back to quarters I’d leased near the Iseum.’

Near the Iseum? We’d probably walked past it. ‘Victoria broke your nose, didn’t she.’ It was a statement, not a question.

His face hardened. ‘Yes.’

‘But why on earth did Mertling want you to kidnap Victoria?’

‘I don’t know, it all happened in a rush. A few days ago he called me into his office. Told me he had to get rid of Dupree real fast. I don’t know why exactly, he didn’t say, and I didn’t ask.’

Armstrong was leaving too much out, trying to make himself an innocent victim.

‘And you’re used to following orders like that? Go and kidnap whoever …’

As soon as I started to say it, I remembered the figures StopWatch had quoted. Over the past decade, so many marshals had gone missing in action … Just how long had Mertling been in charge of the portal?

‘What’ve you and your boss been up to?’

He scanned my furious face, dried blood, bruises and all. I was deadly serious and he wasn’t in a position to bargain.

He said, reluctantly, ‘Mertling’s been using the portal like his own private supermarket for years. Bringing back whatever he could safely sell on the black market. Real antiquities, diamonds, information … anything.’ He scowled again. ‘Dupree must’ve found out.’

He snorted, ‘You don’t cross Mertling and get away with it.’

A smuggling operation using the portal? I took that in. The whole of the past to raid, like your own inexhaustible larder of goodies.

‘What were you supposed to do with Victoria once you had her?’

Armstrong clammed up, afraid of my reaction.

‘If you don’t tell me everything, Armstrong, and I mean everything … If I even think you might be lying, then I promise you, you won’t live past this conversation.’ He could see I was telling the truth.

Frightened, he blurted out, ‘It wasn’t my fault. Let me just use my transponder and I’ll help you get Mertling. Anything you want.’

I growled down into his sweating face, ‘What were you supposed to do with Victoria, Armstrong?’

He said, in a rush, ‘Mertling wanted Victoria sent back through the portal. Dying. With the Isis dagger in her throat.’

Mertling! I fought down the choking rage, there was no time to waste. ‘So Mertling was going to frame the Hierophant for her murder.’

‘Yes. He said it’d keep the investigation of her death to a minimum. All nice and tidy for NTA-Washington. Mertling thought he was so smart. That he had it all worked out,’ complained Armstrong, bitterly. ‘But you must’ve come through the portal before he could disable it.’

That was a shock. ‘Mertling wrecked the portal, too?’

So the terrorists were actually his men? The concussion was making it hard to process what Armstrong was saying. It was unbelievable. Or rather, I didn’t want to believe it. It made everything too complicated, too hard to deal with. ‘But why?’ So many pieces of the puzzle, all swirling around together.

‘To forestall any proper rescue mission. Not everyone at Union Square is under Mertling’s thumb. And it gave me time to get hold of the dagger for the frame-up.’

‘Is that why your men went after me? You were still looking for the dagger?’

He was eager to give me details now, hoping it’d buy his freedom. ‘We knew Victoria had given the dagger to Valerius Musa originally, but couldn’t get near him. He was always too cautious, too heavily guarded. When Lucius told me about you, and I realised you’d replaced Victoria on the mission, I knew you might’ve taken the dagger back.’

‘You think I’m a marshal?’

He was surprised enough to show irritation, ‘Of course you are! Why else would you be here!’

Of course, that made sense. I’d arrived after he’d left San Francisco, so he couldn’t know I’d stumbled into his boss’s frame-up by mistake.

‘Then why did your men try to kidnap me once they realised I didn’t have the dagger?’

He looked sulky, caught out. ‘I didn’t need another righteous marshal on the loose. You’d come through before the portal was disabled, so I assumed you were an investigator from headquarters. From Washington. So I had to clean up the mess and stop any future investigations. I was going to send you through the portal with Dupree.’

‘With my throat cut.’ That much was clear.

Armstrong didn’t reply, just watched my face.

So the men who’d forced me through the portal were all part of Mertling’s grand plan for framing the Isiacs. Blame them for disabling the portal. Blame the Hierophant for killing Victoria. And all of this to cover up Mertling’s smuggling operation.

‘Where’s Victoria?’

Armstrong looked unsure of how to play me. Which was a worry, considering what he’d told me so far. ‘Spit it out!’

He said, abruptly, ‘She’s gone. Gone back to Union Square.’

‘What!’

‘Mertling was scheduled to put the portal back in operation this afternoon. So I could send Dupree through to him. But I couldn’t. Not without the dagger. And you had it,’ he whined. ‘Then Livia’s bloody Praetorians arrived and arrested me. They unchained Dupree, and as soon as she got a hand free she transponded back.’

And straight into the arms of Mertling.

She was going back into a trap! She’d have recognised Armstrong, but did she know the rest?

‘Okay. So Victoria knows about the smuggling operation, but does she know Mertling sent you here? Does she know about the whole set-up?’

‘She knows all right,’ Armstrong scoffed. ‘Judging from what she was saying before the Praetorians arrived, she’ll probably try and take his head off. Said she had an old score to settle with him, as well as the new stuff. Something that went back to the time before he’d even joined the NTA.’

The pieces of the puzzle were swirling even faster. ‘What are you talking about? What’s this old score?’ My head was throbbing with the strain of trying to follow his crazy tale.

He said carefully, ‘Well, we had a little talk about Mertling, Dupree and I.’

I was betting that meant he’d taunted her, while she was chained up. ‘Go on.’

‘Before I left Union Square, Mertling said he was glad he was finally going to finish what he’d started with the Dupree family twenty years ago. That they’d been a thorn in his side for far too long.’

Armstrong pressed himself back into the wooden altar and away from my expression, saying, ‘I don’t know what he was talking about, but it had a real effect on Dupree. That’s when she said she was gonna kill him.’

I fought to stay upright. Mertling was part of the original kidnapping? But how on earth did he link into Strega and The Network?

‘Did Mertling ever mention a man called Strega?’ I snapped.

Armstrong shook his head, frightened.

Strega … The Network … Cruz. But Mertling? What was the connection? What could it be? What connection had Victoria made to take Armstrong’s taunts so seriously?

An old score that went back to before Mertling worked for the NTA?

What had Constan said about Mertling’s background? All the marshals came from different branches of law enforcement. Victoria came from police homicide. Rous was FBI. Scolette was FBI too. Armstrong and Mertling were both US federal marshals from …

Of course!

And the other link was the photograph!

It all clicked together into one big picture of The Network.

I stared down at Armstrong. ‘Constan told me you and Mertling had both been federal marshals. You’d both worked for the Department of Justice before you joined the NTA.’

‘Yes.’ Armstrong gave me a defensive look, unsure where I was headed.

‘Where did you work in Justice?’

He was confused, but answered anyway. ‘For Investigative Services.’ He was either a very fine liar, or didn’t know about Mertling’s past.

‘Where did Mertling work?’

‘In the Witness Protection Program.’

I nodded. ‘I thought so.’ That was the connection Victoria had made.

The Network, a protection racket for wealthy criminals on the run, was based on the real one set up by the US Department of Justice. And operated by a marshal who’d had years of experience in the legal version.

Mertling was Strega’s partner, the anonymous American in Cruz’s photo.

I had to get home! I had to help Victoria …

Armstrong said, ‘You promised you’d let me go if I talked.’

‘No,’ I said, softly. ‘I promised I wouldn’t kill you.’

Visions of Argos and Caractacus floated in front of me. Their necks butchered. There was no way I could let him transpond back. He’d turn on me as soon as he could.


Keeping my injured fingers safe, I pressed my forearm down on his hand. He struggled and cursed me as I eased the NTA ring off his finger.

‘I won’t kill you, Armstrong, but you’re never going to come near me, or mine, again.’

 

I shoved open the apartment door, afraid of what I’d find there. Or what I wouldn’t.

Alex was pacing the front room with long strides, dodging Livia’s gifts as he did. A veritable forest of gold statues of Isis stood in the middle of the floor. He stopped, his fierce, worried eyes taking in all the dried blood and the black, swollen fingers.

Then he smiled. He knew what it must’ve taken for me to just walk out of that arena on two feet.

Alex breathed my name, ‘Kannon.’

I wanted to grab him, hold him to me, but couldn’t. There was too much to be done, and no time left.

‘Alex. I have to go back through the portal.’ I gulped. ‘Now.’

But I was torn. Between a driving desire to get back to Union Square and find Victoria, and an equally strong need to know that Alex would be all right.

How could I just leave him like this? There was more than enough gold aurei left to give him, but he was still a runaway slave. And what would happen to him anyway, when I left? Once through that portal Alex would’ve been dead for two thousand years!

Alex’s smile vanished.

‘Yes, Kannon, you must go back immediately. You need medical help.’ He gently took my hand and frowned down at the broken fingers. ‘You need to get this strapped up straight away.’ He searched my face. ‘Tell me what happened with Livia, and I’ll take over dealing with Fabius and Victoria.’

‘No. No.’ I rubbed my forehead with my other hand, willing my mind to clear. ‘Everything has changed.’

‘Sit down for a moment. You’re wounded. You need to rest.’ He was so tender, it broke my heart. ‘I’ll get you some water while you tell me what happened.’

He helped me through into the next room, and drew some blankets across the bed frame. I sat, then carefully lay back. I was so tired, so sore.

Alex came back with a damp cloth and a cup of water from the kitchen. He helped me sit up again, then carefully wiped my face in between sips.

He waited for me to finish the water, then said quietly, ‘Tell me. What’s changed?’

I sighed. How could I leave him behind at all?

He sat there waiting, concern and another, stronger, emotion shaping his beautiful face. A feeling he was trying so hard to hide.

I knew, because my face must look that way too. Bereft.

What could we say? I had to leave.

‘Livia had Fabius waiting for me,’ I said. ‘Trussed up like an altar offering.’

I told him about Fabius being a marshal, and his connection to Mertling. And then I told him about Mertling’s connection to Strega.

He sat there, turning Armstrong’s infinity ring over and over in his hand. ‘So Victoria’s gone after Mertling, and you have to follow to make sure she’s safe.’

‘Yes.’

He carefully wiped the blood off my left hand with the towel, then looked straight into my eyes. ‘Then we’d better get you ready to fight again.’ He strode into the front room, and came back with the Glock. He pulled out the magazine, checked it and pushed it back into place. It was such a modern action it was shocking.

He put the Glock on the bed next to me, then knelt. ‘We have to find a way to protect those fingers. What else needs attention?’ He started checking me over, like the professional he was. ‘That wound on your thigh should be …’

‘I don’t want to leave you, Alex,’ I said. ‘But I don’t know what else to do.’

We looked at each other, hopelessly.

He cupped my face. Blue eyes to black ones. ‘I know you have to go, Kannon.’

It was too much to bear. I couldn’t leave him.

Alex gently slid his palm under my jaw, and rubbed my lips with his thumb. The tenderness of the gesture melted me.

There was a stomping sound outside. Heavy boots running up the stairs.

Too many to be the apartment guards. Had Livia changed her bloody mind again?

Alex was up in a flash. I staggered upright as well.

The front door crashed open. Kicked in.

Alex saw them first. ‘It’s Lurco. With his men.’

‘Back room,’ I said, grabbing the gun.

We barricaded the door, but it was too flimsy to last, and the one external window was too small for escape. We were trapped.

Thump. Thump. Lurco’s men began battering the door with something heavy.

Alex leant his whole body into the door, and shouted, ‘Kannon, you’ve to go! Now!’ He was making himself a human barrier for me.

Lurco would kill Alex. And worse.


Armstrong’s ring gleamed on his finger. ‘You’re coming with me,’ I said. There was no question in my mind.

Without a pause, he responded. ‘Would it endanger you in any way?’

‘If you don’t come, I’m staying!’

‘Then we do it.’ There was no doubt in his voice.

‘This may not work. It could kill you!’ I had no idea if this was even possible.

The door and the cupboard we’d shoved against it were splintering. We could see Lurco’s thugs on the other side, ramming a wooden bench into what was left of both.

‘Just do it,’ Alex insisted.

I entered the return sequence on his ring. ‘Alex, get out of the portal as soon as you arrive. And be ready for trouble, Mertling could be waiting.’

Who knew what we were going back to.

Alex shimmered out of sight, just as the door broke completely open. The toughs at the front stopped, mouths slack in shock. They’d seen him melt into nothing.

They backed up, making signs against the evil eye.

I activated my return sequence.

Lurco pushed through to the front. ‘What’s going on here!’ he snarled. ‘Why are you all just standing there? Grab her!’

Then he saw Alex was gone. He spluttered in his fury. ‘Where’s the male slave gone?’

His men didn’t answer. Just watched me with horror-filled eyes.

Lurco swung back to me, sizzling with frustration and loathing. I’d humiliated him twice. Once in private, and today in front of all Rome.


He raised the sword in his hand, ready to slice me to pieces.

I lifted the Glock. ‘Say hello to your dead sister for me, Lurco.’ I shot him twice in the head.

I could feel the wave coming for me. Everything dissolved, and I was lifted up, and forward.









PART THREE

PRESENT TIME
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THE NTA–SAN FRANCISCO



I materialised, the gun still outstretched in my left hand with my right clasped protectively across my chest. I sucked in a deep breath, and pushed it out again. Back home, or at least back in Union Square.

When the transponder hadn’t worked in the Circus, I’d stopped hoping. But here I was. Frying pan to fire.

Except for Alex, the place was empty. What a relief.

The adrenalin was still pumping, keeping me upright. But for how much longer? Alex was just outside the portal, staring around. The door on the portal was shut, so he must’ve stopped to close it. That was good. He was thinking, being cautious about the technology. I pushed it open and stepped out.

‘Should it look like this?’ he asked softly.

Chairs had been kicked over near the computers, some were broken. And the external security door was wide open, so I could see into the empty hall beyond.

The Isiac graffiti was gone and the room repainted — so this had to be new. Victoria must’ve given them a fight when she arrived.

‘No,’ I whispered back. ‘They must have been waiting here for Armstrong to send Victoria through.’


‘So, if this mess is still here — we may be in time to do something?’ Alex knew it was all about a successful cover-up.

‘Yeah. That’s what I’m hoping.’

There was an overturned phone on the floor in front of one of the computers. I picked up the receiver, it still worked.

I stared at it.

Who should I ring for help? Who could I ring? Mertling may still have contacts in the local police. Should I try Constan or Rous? After Armstrong’s betrayal, I didn’t know who to trust here.

Better not make that mistake, I put the receiver down. All we had on our side was surprise.

Alex was scrutinising the ceiling lights, trying to work out what they were made of.

God! He didn’t even know about electricity. He had a superficial knowledge of only one of the many technologies that could kill him. I had to find Victoria, but I had to protect him at the same time.

‘What should I do with you?’ I spoke in English, half to myself.

He glared back at me. ‘Don’t get any ideas, Kannon.’ He used perfect English. ‘You can’t use one hand. You can barely walk … You’re not going anywhere without me until I’m sure you’re safe.’

‘The ring works for you too?’

‘Yes. In my head I know I’ve switched to another language, but I can still understand you.’

Now he was bilingual too. Good. ‘Okay. Stick with me then.’ There was nowhere to hide him anyway, and I did need his help. ‘But, Alex, you have to stay right behind me until I find Victoria. And, if I tell you to do something — just do it! Don’t argue with me. Don’t give me any of that bodyguard shit.’


He shot me another glare, but didn’t bother to argue.

‘I mean it, Alex! Anyone in this building could be our enemy. Do what I say, and whatever you have to do to protect yourself. Just don’t hurt anyone who might be Victoria.’

As I spoke, I vaguely recognised that this was not ancient Rome any more. And here and now, there were different limits on violence.

But I really didn’t care. This whole thing had gone way beyond any commonsense notion of restraint.

Whatever I had to do, I was going to do. And wear the consequences.

‘This must be her.’ Alex was pointing to a bloodstained footprint next to one of the broken chairs. There was a drag mark near the door.

I nodded. ‘She must have come through in bare feet, and cut one open in the fight.’

I stood next to the open external door, and listened for any movement in the hall beyond. Alex moved into position, on the opposite side. There was nothing to hear.

I edged my head out. There was no-one else in the hall, but the drag marks continued into Victoria’s office across the way. Her door was partially open.

Abruptly a woman’s voice sounded from inside the office. I recognised it but couldn’t make out what she was saying. It was Victoria.

Mertling answered. Again I couldn’t hear his words.

Alex looked to me for confirmation.

‘Yep. They’re both in there,’ I whispered. ‘Mertling must still be waiting for Armstrong to arrive with the dagger so they can finish the frame-up. He probably wants to make sure the evidence is exactly right.’


The two Isiac leaders I’d seen on the news segment wouldn’t stand for less than a complete investigation. Not if it meant the end of their religion.

‘We need to know who else’s in there,’ said Alex.

‘He’s sure to have back-up,’ I agreed. ‘But how many?’

We crept silently across the hall. Mertling’s voice was slightly muffled, Victoria’s was clearer, as though she was facing the door.

‘I’m going to look. If Mertling sees me, we just go straight in and take our chances. You know what Victoria looks like.’

Alex nodded.

I edged just one eye slowly around the door. A dark-haired woman was tied to a desk chair, facing me.

Ahh, Victoria. At last …

She didn’t look anything like the cool professional marshal I’d seen on TV. There was no veneer of civilisation left — just desperation and fury. She was wearing a ragged green tunic and her feet were bare and bloodstained.

She didn’t see me, too intent on snarling into Mertling’s face. He was sitting in one of the comfy chairs, right in front of her.

There were two others in there, one standing on either side of Mertling. His back-up. The blonde woman, holding the gun on Victoria, was Marshal Scolette. No surprise there. The man looked familiar as well. He turned slightly and I could see his profile. It was Rous!

That scummy bastard. So Rous was part of the set-up too?

Just as well I hadn’t tried ringing for help. Did that mean Constan was part of it? I couldn’t trust anyone here!

All three were intently focused on Victoria’s belligerent face. Mertling spoke again, in a tone that indicated he’d been asking the same question over and over. ‘So where is Armstrong and the dagger? You know you’ll stay here until he arrives, so why not just tell us. You’ve already put your DNA all over the hall, so I’m not going to get squeamish about spreading a little more. And this time from a more tender part of your body.’

He’d better not touch her!

I pulled my head back. How to play this? I just couldn’t guarantee I could disable Scolette fast enough to stop her from shooting.

I whispered in Alex’s ear, ‘Victoria’s tied to a chair, facing this door. Three people, one with a gun aimed at her, have their backs to us. The other two probably have guns hidden in their clothes. The woman holding the gun is standing to the left of the door. You flatten her and take the gun.’ I lifted up the Glock. ‘I’ll deal with the other two.’

He nodded, face full of hard edges. I might be almost out of action, but Alex was counting on a fight.

Before we could move, Victoria spoke, ‘If you tell me.’ Her voice was slow and considered. ‘I will tell you.’

What was she after? I signalled Alex to wait.

‘Just talk, you stupid bitch,’ whined Scolette impatiently.

‘No! You’re going to kill me when Armstrong arrives, anyway. So why not just fucking tell me what happened!’ Victoria’s voice rose to a shout on the last two words.

Mertling replied, sarcasm dripping from every word, ‘Why? Whatever do you mean?’ He was playing with Victoria.

‘Stop the bullshit, Mertling! Armstrong told me. I know you were involved with kidnapping Celeste.’


‘Really?’ He was not pleased. ‘Did he indeed? That’s strange, since he doesn’t know anything. I’ll have to have a little talk with him when he gets back.’

‘Just tell me, you bastard!’

‘Oh, Dupree,’ he said, full of false pity. ‘You were just in the wrong place at the wrong time. That’s all.’ His voice hardened, ‘I had to cover up the Cruz murders and you got in the way. You’d looked so promising too, just another stupid rookie. And Koeller, well he was a drunk, ready to retire, so he didn’t care. Back then, I ran a business that provided wealthy clients with new identities and safe transportation into the country of their choice. Damned good business too.’ He sounded almost nostalgic.

‘And you used your position as a marshal in the Witness Protection Program to do it,’ she spat out.

‘Oh. So you worked that out, did you?’ He chuckled, completely at ease. ‘Of course I did. I’d made some money selling out the squealers to the right buyers; then it struck me that the Program could be useful in other ways.’ He paused. ‘The equivalent of witness protection, but servicing the needs of war criminals, deposed despots, and out-of-favour drug dealers.’

He said lightly, ‘I just helped them establish new identities and new businesses, so they could enjoy their wealth. I even placed some of them in the real protection program.’ Mertling laughed. ‘I got a real kick out of those ones.

‘But then Cruz got himself killed, and you started digging into his real background …’ He stopped. ‘Well, I had no choice, I needed a way to control you while I covered my tracks. My business partner, Strega, had already set up the accountant as the murderer, but you came along and blew that out of the water. Koeller had been happy with that solution, until you stuck your nose in.’

‘Koeller was in on it?’ Victoria was outraged.

‘No. No. He just didn’t care. He was ready to retire on his tiny little pension. But you — you were a real problem. You made Strega and me very nervous. Why the hell did you do that? Why did you recheck Cruz’s fingerprints?’

Victoria spat out her reply. ‘I’m a woman; I had to work twice as hard to get ahead. I double-checked everything.’

‘That’s what I figured. You were too eager. Too gung-ho. So when you started to look into Cruz’s identity, I knew anything could happen. That The Network could be …’

Victoria rode over the top of Mertling’s self-satisfied rant. ‘You were worried I’d work out what the photograph of you and Strega meant.’

Silence.

‘You know about that, too?’ Then he chuckled again. ‘A lot of good it’s done you, Marshal Dupree.’

‘So you took my little girl just to slow things down for a while?’ she said, with loathing.

‘Well yes.’ His tone was idle, matter of fact. ‘It was the logical thing to do. We needed time to get the photo. And clean up all the other connections. Pack up shop. So Strega took her.’ Mertling said, with satisfaction, ‘And it worked, too. You dropped the case to look for her.’

‘What did you do with her?’ Victoria’s voice was sharp as a knife.

Alex clasped my shoulder with concern. I realised I was shaking.

‘Strega sent her overseas. To one of our safe houses. In Australia. But it doesn’t really matter now, does it?’

There it was. Confirmation.


I was Celeste. Victoria was my mother.

‘What happened to her?’

‘She was supposed to die then.’ He laughed.

Silence.

‘You mean she’s alive?’ Her voice wobbled.

‘She turned up here a few days ago.’

‘Here? What …?’

‘Yes, that’s right. She found a way to track you down. How’s that for a joke? After all these years. You’ve just missed her. She looks like you, too. But bigger and blonde. Almost gave me a heart attack when I saw her.’

Silence.

‘All these years, she’s been alive?’ she said, pain and hope blending in equal parts.

‘Yes. And just like you, she’s been a big problem. She’s the reason you’re going to die.’

I started involuntarily, I’d caused all this?

‘She saw one of those stupid documentaries on you, put two and two together, and got on the back of the Australian police. Fortunately, one of her cops rang someone here, and they rang me.’

Oh my God! Scott Turay, Des’ old friend from the Sacramento PD, had asked his Washington connection to find out about the case. So he’d rung here and spoken to Mertling? Oh my God …

And that one call had set this all in motion? I sagged.

‘I put the guy off, of course,’ said Mertling. ‘But I had to finally get rid of you. And quickly, too. Just in case she turned up. That’s why I sent Armstrong after you.’

‘What have you done with her?’ Victoria insisted.

‘Oh, she’s dead.’ Mertling enjoyed saying it.

Victoria broke. Excruciating, convulsive sobs.

That was too much. Tears rolled down my face as well. I squeezed them out. Roughly wiped them away with my forearm.

‘Yes, I got rid of her. Compromising DNA and all.’ He ground the words into her. ‘It was all really very convenient. The same plan got rid of you both. She turned up just before you were due back, so I made her part of the little frame-up.’ Mertling was so pleased with his own cleverness. ‘Armstrong needed time to get hold of you and find the dagger. So, to stop Washington from interfering with any rescue mission, I got some of my old Network boys to dress up as Isiacs and Rous here, to disable the portal. Before they did that, they sent Celeste through the portal. And off a cliff. Just outside of Rome.’

‘I don’t believe you,’ Victoria croaked. ‘She’d be missed. Other people must’ve seen her, known she’d come here. You don’t have everyone in your pocket!’

‘Yeah, yeah. Your little friend Constan was so sympathetic.’ He mocked her. ‘Well I fixed it, so that now he can look at Celeste’s face on a Wanted poster in the foyer. Another nice little frame-up. Seems the police believe she was actually a member of the Isiac terrorist cell that smashed the portal. Seems she posed as Celeste in order to let them into the building, and then escaped. Seems she even contacted the media by phone, and demanded that your mission be stopped because it was sacrilege. And,’ he paused for effect, ‘as she’s disappeared, never to be seen again, even her Australian friends won’t be able to prove who she really was, or why she came here.’

I ground my teeth. Des, with his weak heart, couldn’t take this mess.

Victoria was silent now. She’d stopped sobbing. I was desperate to get her out of there and tell her I was still alive.


Mertling said, smugly, ‘Now everything’s been cleared away. Except for you.’

That was it. I motioned to Alex that we were going in, then waved him past me.

As we moved in, Victoria swerved from watching Mertling with hate and despair, to looking up at us in utter amazement. Her reaction sent everyone spinning round.

Alex caught Scolette’s wrist, pushing it straight up to the ceiling just as the gun discharged. The shot was deafening in the small room.

Wrenching the gun out of her hand, Alex sent an elbow into her face, knocking her backwards and completely off her feet.

She dropped like a rock.

I rushed past Alex, in an effort get a clear line on Mertling and Rous without endangering Victoria.

Rous whirled, his hand searching inside his coat. When he recognised me his mouth locked open in surprise.

I shot him in the shoulder.

He spun backwards, savagely bouncing his head on the wall as he fell.

Mertling shot straight up out of the chair, as though on a spring. He was fast for a heavy man.

He saw Rous go down, focused on me, and instinctively kicked out at my bloodstained leg. It went right out from under me, pain flashed up my body and my vision blurred.

I fell to the floor, heaving.

‘Kannon. Are you all right?’ Alex’s voice cut through the mist. He was crouched at my side.

‘He kicked me, Alex. Made me dizzy. That’s all. I’m okay.’ I struggled up.

Rous was writhing on the floor, a growing pool of blood spreading around him. Scolette hadn’t moved since she went down.

But Mertling was gone.

‘Who are you?’ demanded Victoria, her dazed, black eyes staring up at me.

‘Get Victoria free, Alex. And stay with her! Protect her for me. I don’t know who else is involved in this. Get her safely out of here.’

‘Of course. But, Kannon …’

‘Swear you’ll stay with her.’

‘But …’

‘You owe me, Alex! Swear it!’

‘Yes. I swear!’ he growled.

I lunged out the door, still gripping the Glock.

Mertling was running for the fire exit at the opposite end of the corridor.

Over my shoulder I yelled, ‘He’s going down the fire stairs.’

Two voices followed me down the hall. One demanding, the other imploring, both saying the same thing, ‘Don’t go!’

I went.

That bastard was going to pay.

 

Mertling clattered below me.

I was slow and the stairs were hard to deal with, but he was no athlete, taking in big gulps of air as he bounced off the walls of the stairwell.

He tried the door on the next level down but it was locked. He cursed as he ran for the next flight down.

It was another six levels before he found an unlocked door. I was still one whole flight behind him, but the sound of the heavy fire door opening and then bouncing back again to thump shut, resounded up the stairwell.


When I reached the door, the sign said Exit to Parking.

The door was heavy. I had to stop and hold the Glock under my right arm and use the left to pull.

It was a fully enclosed security lot, three quarters full. At the far end, a guarded boom-gate sat across the combined entrance and exit. The driveway sloped up to the street beyond. It was colder here, the building had been warm, almost hot.

Mertling must have hit his stride once he moved off the stairs because he’d managed to sprint to a silver BMW parked right near the exit.

Two uniformed guards were watching him from the booth adjacent to the boom gate.

He was a mess. Clothes in disorder, hair sticking out. A gun in his hand. And he was panting so hard he scratched the car finish in his haste to access the lock.

The guards were so busy watching him that they hadn’t noticed me yet.

No point in appealing to them for help with a Wanted poster of me in the foyer, so I used the other cars as cover to move closer to Mertling.

When Mertling managed to get his key in the lock I pushed myself into a run. I had to do something, once he was out of the lot I’d lose him.

I brought the Glock up and took a shot with my shaking left hand. I missed, hitting his back window instead.

I didn’t really care what I hit as long as he didn’t get in that car.

He dived for cover at the front of the car and returned fire.

A bullet slammed into the car next to me. I ducked but kept moving, bent over.

The guards pulled out their guns.


One of them shouted to Mertling. He shouted something back and pointed to me. The taller guard moved into the booth and started talking on his phone.

The other one, using the cars as cover, began moving towards me, cutting me off from the exit. As I was pinned, Mertling darted out from behind his car and ran up the sloping driveway towards, the boom gate.

Before I could respond the stairwell door burst open behind me; Alex and Victoria poured out.

The guard stalking me took one look at their clothes and condition and halted. He recognised Victoria. Yelled at her to watch out. ‘Marshal Dupree. Get back.’

She just charged straight ahead, with Alex carefully blocking her from the guard’s line of fire. He was doing what I asked. Protecting her with his own body.

The guard repeated his command. ‘You must take cover, Marshal Dupree! We have that terrorist trapped. Get back.’

‘She’s not a terrorist, Clarkson,’ Victoria boomed. ‘That fucker Mertling just tried to kill me, and she saved me.’

She pointed at Mertling. ‘Leave her alone and stop him!’

Confused, both the guards turned to Mertling for his side of the story. But by now he’d come level with the boom gate.

The guard in the booth stepped out. ‘Er, sir. I’ve just spoken to the FBI and they’re on their way. I’ll have to ask you to stay …’

Mertling raised his gun and shot him point blank. Then ducked under the gate and ran up into the street.

I ran past as the other guard fell to his knees beside his partner. He had his hands pressed into a blood-soaked wound in the man’s stomach. There was nothing I could do for him.


Anyway it was better if Victoria had to stay there till the police arrived to explain it all. At least she’d be safe.

The exit ran into an alley, dead end to the right and the left formed a T with Stockton Street. But even in the few seconds it took me to get up to the passing traffic, Mertling had merged with the anonymous crowds.

It was a grey, freezing winter’s afternoon and everyone was wearing hats and scarves, with their coat collars turned up. As I scanned them a wind every bit as numbing as a dental injection, pressed my tunic against my bare legs. I shivered. There were snowflakes in that gust.

But the cold was a blessing. Most people had their heads down as they charged, full throttle, for the next air conditioned building. But every third or fourth person would raise their eyes to me.

Covered in blood and carrying a gun, their reactions didn’t vary — just veer away and walk faster. The freezing cold kept their minds focused on one goal, and one goal only. Get away. Get inside.

I turned back to face the alley and carefully tucked the Glock under my arm and into the folds of my tunic sleeve. People still lurched away from me, but at least no-one was going to tackle me for the weapon.

I scanned the crowd again, but couldn’t see too far from the end of the alley. Diagonally opposite was the park. It was deserted, no-one would want to sit out in this weather, not even if a cardboard box was their only alternative.

Dodging honking traffic, I crossed the road, and got a much better view of the Square.

Right, left, behind me. Three-sixty degrees. Nothing. He’d disappeared. Where would Mertling go? His house? The airport?


It was hard to think clearly. The wind kept sweeping up my tunic, making my thigh ache instead of throb. The feeling in my sandalled feet was almost gone. They were icy stumps.

Looking across the street to the NTA, I wondered could Mertling have doubled around to go in the front of the building? He’d tried all the internal doors in the stairwell. Maybe he had an emergency plan, one that included help from his remaining buddies? Or he needed his passport? Money? Could he be in there now?

But he’d just shot an NTA guard, in front of witnesses, and the FBI were on their way. Would he risk it?

No. If he needed back-up, if he needed anything at all, he’d be ringing someone in that building to bring it out to him. Right now.

There was no other lead so I’d wait.

Counting each breath, hugging my arms to my chest for warmth, I watched the front doors. A short man, in a suit, carrying a briefcase, jogged out of the NTA. He was talking on a phactor and — from the looks of it — quietly arguing. He looked up, as I did, to see a fleet of black vans zoom towards us, down Stockton. Half pulled into the alley behind the NTA, the other half stopped right in front.

The short man shut the phactor with a snap, as personnel wearing SWAT gear poured past him, and into the doors behind. He bolted across the road, glancing back at the FBI once, then turned into the Iseum walkway.

That was it.

I limped back across the road, keeping my face turned away from the FBI vans. It was on a poster in that foyer.
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A MESSAGE FROM ISIS



Is there snow in Death Valley? There was snow in this version.

The airport shuttle driver had said that the crater that surrounded the Iseum was a replica of a famous one in Death Valley. Now fragile icicles hung from its dark grey wall, and pools of frozen sleet lay in hollows in the black ash next to the walkway. Snowflakes began to fall faster and thicker as I followed the path leading through to the golden pyramid, turning everything from dark to white in a matter of seconds.

Up ahead, a line of worshippers calmly filed into the square entry chamber built into the front of the pyramid. Two red sphinxes sat like guardians on either side of it.

I hobbled up to the end of the line.

They were all wearing black. Wealthy, well groomed, winter black. Women with unnaturally tight faces and soft fur hats. Men in designer coats and shiny shoes. Money and dignity.

I didn’t have time for either, so I moved off the path and pushed in at the front of the line. The group next in line objected, but that was only until they took in my appearance. Then they stood back and let me through as though red lights and sirens were rotating on top of my head.

The entry chamber was really just a fancy cloakroom — all stone and stainless steel. The men and women automatically separated off from the main walkway into two side change rooms. They emerged, at the far end of the entryway, wearing lightweight clothes.

A uniformed usher spotted me standing indecisively in the middle of the walkway. He rushed up to me but didn’t know whether to kick me out or assist me to a chair.

I no longer had the strength to fight my way through, so I invented fast. ‘There’s been an accident.’ I pointed back out to the street.

He took in all the dried blood and my black and swollen hand, and instantly believed me. God knows what he thought I was doing in nothing but a tunic and sandals, but he did. He even started out to the street, saying, ‘Should I go and …’

I shook my head. ‘Don’t worry, the police have arrived.’ The FBI vans made a convincing backdrop now that all the people carrying guns were not in sight.

‘Look, you have to help me.’ I really did need help. It was getting hard just to stand on my frozen feet. ‘The husband of one of the injured is in here. He came in about five minutes ago. I have to find him before she dies.’

‘Oh goddess …’ The usher was a boy, probably sixteen or seventeen. Tall, gangly and very concerned. ‘What does he look like?’


‘Balding Santa. Round. Early fifties.’ His blank expression spurred my memory. ‘Navy suit, white shirt, dark tie.’

‘Sorry.’ He looked back into the Iseum. ‘It’s pretty crowded today. Are you sure he’s in here?’

‘Positive.’ A thought occurred. ‘Unless there’s a back way out?’

‘No. Only this main entrance.’

‘Any fire escapes?’ There had to be some of those.

He was surprised. ‘Well, yes. Two. Just off the main room. But a siren goes off if you open the doors?’

I ignored his questioning inflection. I wasn’t going to explain anything I didn’t have to. If Mertling used the alarmed doors I still could find him. My guess was he’d come back out this way unless provoked. He’d have to be worried that the FBI would be onto a siren so close to the NTA.

The usher still stood directly in my way.

I said, gruffly, ‘Well? Can I go in? I have to look for him.’ If I didn’t start moving I would fall down. ‘Now.’

‘Of course. Of course. But I’ll have to guide you through to the sanctum. There’s a formal service going on at the main altar. And it’s really invited guests only. That’s why everyone’s wearing …’

I cut him short. ‘Fine. Fine. I’ll be quiet. Just take me through.’ I nudged him towards the next doorway.

The foyer was wide and ran the full front side of the pyramid. As soon as we walked in I understood why they used a cloakroom. They had to. It was hot in here. Tropics hot.

I also understood why the driver had said this Iseum was called the Cradle of Life.

It was the ocean. Literally. The whole Iseum had been built over the top of a giant aquarium.

Below the glass floor, schools of coloured fish swam between mounds of living coral. Around me, floor-to-ceiling glass columns contained floating forests of bright green kelp, swaying in time with the water flow. Here and there, brightly coloured fish swam up from the reef, to feed in the kelp towers. Above, the ceiling was painted a cloudless blue sky, slightly shimmering as it does when you look up from underwater.

Following the usher, I limped past the kelp columns and through the double doors into the sanctum, a huge, square room in the middle of the pyramid.

I paused in the doorway. The short, suited man from the NTA was nowhere in sight, but I noticed there were two archways leading off to the left and right.

‘Where do they go?’ I asked.

‘They both lead into the Hall of Remembrance. It forms a U-shape, wrapped around the back and sides of the sanctum.’

Perfect. The fire doors were right next to the archways. Either way Mertling, or his little buddy, had to come back here to get out.

I leant back against the wall, let out a deep breath, and said, ‘I’ll wait here. He’ll come past. Don’t worry about me.’

The usher was reluctant to leave me there. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes, thank you.’

‘I’ll just wait a little longer. Make sure your friend arrives.’ He was uncertain. ‘You need a doctor. Do you want me to call for one?’

‘No.’ I kept scanning the two archways.

He fidgeted a little, then decided to entertain me instead. ‘Have you been in here, in the sanctum, before?’

I looked around. The sanctum was cavernous, sitting squarely under the pyramid’s peak. Directly underneath the peak, the glass floor had been cut away to allow access to the aquarium below. A waist-high wall, made of the same glass as the floor, circled the big round pool. In the middle of the pool sat a small, flat island ringed by bulrushes. There, illuminated by spotlights from each corner of the pyramid, stood a giant statute of Isis, her strong, bare feet riding the backs of a dolphin and a shark, both appearing to leap across the island.

‘The statue is amazing, isn’t it?’ He was boyish, very boyish. ‘Most people … people who aren’t Isiac, that is … don’t know what to think. She’s called Winged Isis, Goddess of Protection and Victory.’

‘Of course,’ I said in a daze. She kept appearing everywhere I went. But completely different every time.

This was not the Egyptian Isis of the Nile delta. Or even the Roman one built of stately marble and gold. And certainly not Livia’s malevolent creation.

This was an Isis born from a very different sea people. Rich, Californian, coastal dwellers. Her skin was aqua blue, her hair and wings covered in opalescent scales. Large blue eyes with white, white sclera, shone out of a strongly chiselled face.

It was a modern face. Ambitious. Knowing. Wall Street material.

‘What do the other Isiac sects think of her?’

He immediately blushed.

Ah. ‘They don’t like her?’ I kept flicking from left to right arches. Mertling or the other man had to come out soon, or I was going in.

‘We all have our own visions,’ he said, simply. ‘We have to follow them. We combine the Bright Mother with the Dark Queen. She is both, so we worship both.’

More people filed past us to their appointed seats. They all sat in a semicircle around the pool and facing the statue. In front of the seats, a group of men, all wearing the same black wetsuits, were busy carrying materials down a slipway that led directly into the pool. They were laying a strange assortment of goods onto a boat sitting there, ready to be launched into the pool.

‘What’s the boat for?’

It was Egyptian, the kind you see in the old murals, woven from thick reeds, with a high curving prow and tail, and a little roof in the middle to give protection from the sun. The curved prow was painted gold and red, with green eyes drawn along the sides. Under the roof, in the middle of the boat, was a long altar, and around it they were placing a TV, a sound system, some luggage. It looked like the contents of someone’s house.

The usher said, ‘It’s for the ceremony. We call it The Liberation …’

A dorsal fin emerged from the water, directly down from the slipway. My eyes involuntarily darted back to the statue’s feet, and then back to the water.

There are sharks in there?

The fin circled the island, then disappeared without a ripple. I looked down to my feet and watched a three-metre long reef shark circle lazily beneath.

The Egyptians often used animals, sacred to their gods, to strengthen their own faith and demonstrate the power of those they worshipped. Walk through scorpions. Play with crocodiles.

The usher was still talking.

I broke in. ‘Are those men going to swim with the sharks?’

A woman walking past me heard my disbelieving tone. She jerked her face round to give me a full view of her offended expression, then said, ‘Yes, sharks! They’re sea creatures too. Does this celebration of life seem more repulsive to you than worshipping a poor tortured man dying on a cross!’

‘I didn’t mean to offend — I was just surprised.’

She wasn’t mollified, but the usher came to my rescue. He took her off to find her seat, patting her gently on the shoulder as they went.

A movement to the left caught my eye. The short man from the NTA strode briskly out of the archway and towards the exit. I was standing to one side, and he was focused on getting out as quickly as possible, so he didn’t see me. He wasn’t carrying the briefcase any more.

I crossed to block his way. ‘Where is he?’ I showed him the gun tucked under my armpit.

He looked around at the crowd, trying to work out whether he could use them as protection or not. Then he jerked his head back to the left archway, and dodged around me at a run.

I let him go. Then hobbled towards the archway, gun out.

The Hall of Remembrance was roughly the same width as the foyer, only instead of a forest of waving kelp it contained a series of chapels dedicated to each of the deities associated with Isis.

Osiris, Horus, Anubis, Thoth … Or rather, modern takes on the old deities, with an oceanic twist. Osiris, King of the Underworld, was the King of the Underwater here — a green-skinned merman with gills and a trident.

Halfway round, with Mertling nowhere in sight, I realised he must’ve decided to exit through the other archway. I pushed myself into a wobbly jog.

By the time I’d made it the full way around, and back out the other archway, my vision was blurring again and the concussion was making my head throb.

I held onto the sanctum wall and tried to focus my eyes.

The sanctum was silent, everyone seated, everyone in place. Mertling was nowhere in sight.

The ritual had started. Four people in wetsuits and strapped into diving equipment were standing at the lower end of the slipway. Three figures wearing costumes and masks stood between the boat and the worshippers.

Dog-headed Anubis was holding a bright silver pair of scales before him. On his left, ibis-headed Thoth was writing in a large book. On his right, falcon-headed Horus stood guard with a spear gun.

Anubis had one object in each of his scales. One weighed against the other. Something red against something blue.

A red satin heart against a blue feather?

It was the Feather of Truth.

This ritual was the weighing of the heart at death. Anubis weighed. Thoth wrote down the result. Horus …

I looked back at the boat. The altar was covered with a fine gold cloth now. And there was something under it?

A body.

I looked around at the people in black, at the man crying in the front row. This was a funeral.

This was the judgement of the dead. They were taking the body across to the little island. To the island of reeds.

To the Field of Reeds.

Mersekhet said it ends here.


A sharp crack and something hit the wall next to me, sending fragments of plaster into my eyes.

Instinctively I spun away and overbalanced, falling hard, face down, into the floor.

Excruciating pain! My broken fingers were crushed under me. As was the gun.

Coloured fish swirled and schooled beneath me, as the screaming started, and the noise of chairs crashing to the floor echoed.

I just managed to turn my head and look up.

The crowd scattering around him in total panic, Mertling stood over me, taking the time to carefully line up his next shot. Into my head.

So this was it. After all.

Then I saw her. Face like a tigress. Winged Isis directly behind her. Victoria had the spear gun. Raised.

Mertling saw my expression and whirled round, gun ready.

The spear was in flight as he turned, ramming into his chest with a hollow throck. The metal barbs, fully extended, burst out through him in a hose of blood.

He flew backwards to land on the floor, the long protruding barb holding him off it, and bending his body into an arc.

He twisted once like a fish on a boat deck. Like the fish god on the table in Rome. He choked out blood, and lay still.
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JOURNEY’S END



I couldn’t move. I had nothing left.

Alex dived down to check Mertling and take his gun, as Victoria dropped beside me. ‘Celeste?’ Her eyes were the same as mine — blackest black.

‘Yes.’ It’d been a very long journey. ‘Yes, I think so.’

‘My darling. My darling.’ Tears started running down her face leaving streaks in the dirt. She gently helped me roll onto my back. I moaned heavily, as I rolled off my fingers.

‘Are you shot, my love?’

‘He missed me.’

‘Did he hurt you? You’re covered in blood.’

I just had the energy to say, ‘No.’

Alex knelt on my other side. Victoria looked across at him, ‘What’s wrong with her?’

He said, as gently as possible, ‘She fought as Bellona today. In the arena.’

Victoria’s face whitened. She knew very well what that could entail. Then she checked me again for wounds. As though she couldn’t believe I’d survived intact.


‘Her fingers are broken. She needs to get them set properly,’ said Alex. ‘There’s a deep gash on her left thigh that should be cleaned and stitched. And she’s been struck heavily on the head and shoulders. I think they tried to stone her.’

Victoria, her face turning whiter at every word, softly touched my arm. ‘The Isiacs have called the police. The medics will be here soon, love. We can get you straight to hospital.’

‘No!’ I tried to move. The room pitched suddenly so I stopped.

‘Lie still, my love,’ implored Victoria.

‘You don’t understand. I have to get Alex out of here. Now. If the NTA finds out about him they’ll send him back.’

She looked at Alex, then at me. She instantly knew what I was saying. ‘How did you get him through?’

‘I used Armstrong’s transponder.’ She grimaced at the name. ‘I had to bring him,’ I said.

She accepted that without question. Then bit her lip. ‘But I can’t leave you here, alone like this.’

‘Just tell me where to go. I can hide,’ Alex cut in.

Sirens screeched close by.

‘You can’t.’ I tried to roll on my side, so I could push up to my knees.

‘Stop.’ Victoria realised how serious I was. ‘I know where to take him. Then I’ll find you in the hospital.’

‘Then hurry, please!’ I lay back on the floor again. Alex touched my cheek once, and then together they sprinted for the fire door. The alarm triggered and they were gone.

The floor was warm. My head hurt. Everything hurt. I drifted … I think I dozed.

A boot nudged my side. ‘There’s another one over here, Parnelli. Live one, I think.’ I opened my eyes. Mertling was being loaded onto a stretcher.

‘Jesus!’ The policeman looking down at me shouted, ‘Get over here now. It’s Jarratt. The terrorist the NTA had us searching for.’

Another uniformed officer came to his side. ‘You’re right. Call for back-up. There could be a bomb. We’ll have to evacuate the Iseum.’

I’d forgotten about Mertling’s frame-up. I tried to sit up. ‘No. No, you’ve got to calm down. Marshal Dupree can explain everything.’ I might as well have been still talking in Latin.

They cuffed me and dragged me into the back of the patrol car, ignoring everything I tried to say.

By now I was dry heaving every few minutes, and something really bad was happening to my balance.

At the station they sat me in a small room and grilled me for a while, before the FBI arrived and went through the whole deal over again.

I lost all sense of time, just floated in a glazed sea of pain. It went on forever.

‘Why don’t you just tell us the truth, Jarratt? Or whoever you really are! Instead of this bullshit. Who are your associates? We know at least four others helped when you broke into the NTA and damaged the portal.’

Mertling had done a good job on me. Nothing I could say would get them off their list of questions. ‘If you’d just wait and talk to Marshal Dupree — she’ll tell you everything.’

‘Yes, but where is she? Dead like Mertling? Have your friends got her? Tell us who shot him with the spear gun?’

If I said Victoria that wasn’t going to help either. ‘I told you, Mertling set me up. It was part of his plan.’


‘Is that why you killed him?’

The circular questioning wasn’t helping my throbbing head and hand. And I had to be careful answering questions as I could let slip about Alex. Where had Victoria taken him? Was he safe? I really needed to know he was all right.

I leant forward resting my forehead on the table, my right hand cradled against my chest. I didn’t know whether I was going to throw up or faint. Or both.

Bang.

Someone had kicked open the door to the interrogation room.

‘Why is my daughter NOT in hospital?’ It was Victoria, on full volume.

I didn’t have the energy to raise my head, but I could see her bare legs. They were blue from the cold, and she was wearing men’s black dress shoes. They were too big for her.

The blond guy got to his feet. ‘Marshal Dupree. Ah. We were told …’

‘I don’t give a fuck what you were told! She’s the victim of Mertling’s conspiracy, not a fucking terrorist. Your boss knows what happened so ring him.’

‘Er. Marshal Dupree …’

‘Now!’ Victoria had worked herself into a towering rage.

I shut my eyes. That was the last thing I heard for a while.

 

When I woke up, I was clean and bandaged, with a cast on my right hand.

Victoria was asleep in the chair next to my bed, still wearing the torn green tunic, but now with hospital slippers on her feet. She woke after a few minutes and we just looked at each other in silence. There was so much to say, how to start?

Victoria leant forward and picked up my other hand. She held it gently between her own. ‘You must understand, my love, that I never gave up trying to find you. I joined the NTA because I believed that one day I’d be able to go back to the kidnapping and find out where they’d taken you. That’s all that’s kept me going.’

She kissed my hand and held it to her cheek.

Conflicting emotions crashed through me. A year ago, I’d sat beside a hospital bed like this one, and watched Yuki die. Now Victoria was here, taking me into her arms and her life.

Not an ending, but a beginning.

I started crying, jolting with twin waves of grief and happiness.

She moved up to hold me tenderly, resting her cheek against mine. ‘I’m here, my love. I’m here.’

Gradually I calmed. The tiredness took over again and I relaxed into the bed. Victoria felt the shift and went back to her chair to give me more room.

She took my hand again. ‘Constan told me why they called you Kannon. Which name would you like me to use?’

‘Constan?’ Given Rous’s treachery, I didn’t feel like trusting anyone from the NTA.

Victoria read my expression perfectly. ‘No. He’s on our side. And definitely on yours. At this point it looks like it could be just Mertling, Scolette and Rous from Union Square.’

‘But I followed another man from the NTA into the Iseum. Mertling had rung him. He ferried a briefcase over for Mertling.’

‘So that’s how you knew where he was hiding? Smart. Okay, I’ll pass that on.’


‘But how did you find me? How did you know to go into the Iseum?’

‘Alex. He took one look at the pyramid and muttered something about Egypt … about a field of reeds? We were dodging the FBI — I knew they’d slow me down — and we had no other leads, so I just followed him in.’

The image of Victoria standing before the aqua Isis flashed into my mind. ‘Why did you use the spear gun?’

‘The Isiacs stopped us at the front door. They refused to let us in armed, so I improvised. But how did Alex know where to look?’

I was silent for a moment. It seemed as though Mersekhet’s message had saved my life. But had it been her message? Could I really believe that some divine being had communicated with me?

That just didn’t fit my world. But what had happened here?

I shrugged. ‘It’s a long story. A very long story.’ It was going to take me a while to work out what it all meant.

She patted my hand. ‘Tell me later, my love. I want to know everything.’

‘Is Alex safe?’

She smiled.

‘What?’

‘Alex made me swear to keep him informed. He’s staying at Constan’s apartment. When I called last they were watching TV — Alex was laughing his way through some gladiator movie.’

‘He was watching TV?’

‘Yes. Constan said he’s a real couch commando, too. Had to offer him steak to get him to change from the news channel.’

‘The news channel?’

‘Yes.’ She smiled again. ‘He’s special, isn’t he?’

‘Um.’


‘Yes?’

‘He saved my life.’

‘I’m sure he did. I don’t think he’d let anyone hurt you.’

‘Um.’

‘Yes?’

‘If I’d left him in Rome he would’ve died. Horribly.’

‘He told me that, too.’

There was a soft tap at the door. Victoria eased herself out of her chair. She half opened the door, but I couldn’t see who it was.

‘You’re Victoria Dupree, aren’t you?’ The voice was familiar.

‘Yes? Who are you?’ Victoria was wary.

‘A friend of Kannon’s. Is she awake yet?’

I knew that voice. ‘Des!’

Victoria checked with me, then stepped back to let him in. He was in a rumpled old suit, tired but happy.

I sat up, and they both hurried forward to stop me. ‘I’m fine. Des, why are you here?’

‘Kannon, you went missing! So of course I came. I’ve been banging on doors all over town, trying to work out what happened. Then I heard you arrived back.’ He looked at Victoria. ‘Both of you.’

They shifted awkwardly. A real introduction was needed.

‘Mum. Marshal Victoria Dupree,’ I said proudly. She beamed back at me. ‘This is Des. Retired Senior Detective Sergeant Carmichael. He helped raise me, and he never stopped investigating my case.’ I paused. ‘He sent me over here, to find you.’

They looked at each other. Des shyly stuck out his hand. Victoria grabbed it and pulled him into a bear hug. They both started laughing.

I leant back on the pillows. Journey’s end.
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TWO MONTHS LATER



‘Of course that was just the beginning,’ Constan grinned as he said it.

Victoria and Constan had picked me up at the airport this morning, then driven down to Victoria’s beach house at Half Moon Bay, just south of San Francisco.

‘And?’ I prompted.

‘Then he offered me money for your flight number.’

‘So this reporter tried to pick you up in your local bar and get you drunk?’

‘Sweetie, they all want to know every little thing about you.’ He signalled quotation marks with his fingers, ‘“Lost girl fights her way home via ancient Rome”. You’re the media’s sweetheart.’

Damn. ‘I was hoping this would’ve all settled down while I was away.’

‘Didn’t the Australian press do the same thing?’ asked Victoria, surprised.

‘Well yes. At first. But then the rugby league season started in earnest again, and that was it.’ They were both a bit taken aback. ‘Seriously, Victoria,’ I was still not used to calling her ‘mum’, but she was okay with that, ‘are they going to start following me around again?’


‘Unfortunately, Kannon, I think they will,’ she was apologetic. ‘With the NTA internal investigation still in full swing, and Rous’s and Scolette’s trials yet to be even scheduled — yes. But the good news about all this publicity, is that it’s forced the Moral Legion to back down.’ She smiled. ‘As of a week ago, all threats of violence against the Isiacs ceased.’

‘And damned time they did too!’ When I’d left for Australia, White Gregson had been spitting vitriol at the NTA, and throttling up for open confrontation. ‘How did that happen?’

‘Basically the mainstream Christians finally had enough of Gregson’s public ranting and storm-trooper tactics, so they put pressure on the rest of the Moral Legion to pursue more peaceful ways of getting their opinions across. I don’t know if it’s going to last, but it’s working for the moment.’

‘Good. So the Legion accepted my testimony about Livia and the Hierophant? That the Hierophant just translated the text for Livia, but didn’t actually have anything to do with the ritual itself?’

‘They had to,’ said Constan. ‘Eventually.’

‘What do you mean “eventually”?’

‘Well, the Moral Legion lost a lot of their supporters, political and otherwise, when White Gregson publicly attacked you.’

‘Really? He attacked me?’ I grimaced.

I’d been flat out for the past few weeks sorting out stuff with the Australian police. The revelations about Mertling and The Network had created as many questions as they’d answered. Obviously these two had been keeping quiet about a few things while I was away.

‘On what grounds?’ I could just imagine. The man was a paranoid lunatic, living in his own nasty little vengeful universe.


Constan smirked. ‘Gregson gave a press conference and went completely locked ward. He demanded another NTA mission. Said you were lying.’

He shot a wry glance at Victoria. The mere mention of Gregson had triggered the same enraged expression that’d kept a battalion of ambitious FBI agents out of my hospital room.

‘Gregson is a malicious little toad!’

Constan gave a covert grin at her protective tone, then said, ‘Of course, once he publicly attacked you, well! Everyone just started backing away. Even his own people. Then the Director stepped in to defend you …’

‘What, Gaskell?’

I’d only met the Director of the NTA once, on the second day of the Congressional hearings. He’d been in hyperdrive, trying to deal with the savage media backlash against the NTA, as well as everything else. The NTA’s many enemies had taken this all as an opportunity to stick the collective boot in.

‘Considering all the flack he’s caught for appointing Mertling in the first place I thought he’d be relieved someone else was in the firing line.’

‘I know, I know, Kannon,’ said Victoria. ‘But believe me, there are some good people in the NTA. People who believe we’re doing something worthwhile. And Gaskell’s one of them.’

Constan nodded. ‘Yes, Director Gaskell really went for Gregson’s throat. He gave an interview on primetime TV and talked about what you went through to get that information about the Hierophant. Asked how Gregson could dare to cast aspersions on an innocent young woman who’d been dragged into Mertling’s criminal dealings. And risked her own life to save her mother.’

‘Wow.’

‘Yes. And that’s not all,’ said Victoria, warming to the topic. ‘He said he’d resign if another mission was ordered. And, that it was time our elected representatives stepped up and did their job. That the question of religious freedom shouldn’t be about who did what two thousand years ago. But a matter for open discussion in the present.’

‘Finally!’ I could never understand why the NTA had been sucked into trying to solve this controversy in the first place.

‘Anyway,’ Victoria continued, ‘after Gaskell’s interview, politicians from all over the political spectrum began jumping up and down about the right way to debate constitutional change. And — hallelujah — religious freedom became a political issue again.’

‘Good. Now, what am I going to do about Alex?’ I’d been waiting to ask that question for two months.

I hadn’t seen him since that day in the Cradle of Life. He’d been living with Constan, and Victoria had lied to everyone to keep him safe, so they’d both put their careers and even their freedom on the line just because I asked them to. They deserved to know what I was going to do.

Constan grinned. ‘I know what he’s got planned.’

‘Don’t worry about Alex for now, Kannon,’ said Victoria, reassuringly. ‘He’s adapting amazingly well. He’s learning English …’

That wasn’t my main concern. ‘What I’m worried about is whether I should see him soon. Or stay completely away.’ I didn’t say it, but I really missed him. ‘If they’re following me around again — what if someone gets a photo of him? Starts investigating him? What if the NTA puts it all together?’

‘That’s right, my love.’ Victoria was concerned too. ‘He can’t be seen with you. Not yet. It’s not safe. For either of you.’


Too many people had seen Alex that first day, but Victoria had dealt with it. She’d said he was Armstrong. That he’d decided to help me after all. Then, of course, he’d disappeared rather than go to gaol. Everything had happened so fast, no-one really questioned that.

Well, who else could he be? Who else would be running around San Francisco in a tunic and sandals in the middle of a snowstorm?

‘Is he okay?’

‘Big and beautiful as ever.’ Victoria snorted at Constan’s enthusiastic description. ‘And ready to join the twenty-first century.’

I sighed. What could I do? I missed him, but if the NTA found him they’d send him straight back.

Victoria could see my disappointment, so she changed topic. ‘So … Des is by himself over there now?’

‘Just for a while.’ I hadn’t wanted to leave Sydney without him. ‘He’s staying there until the police investigation is finalised. Then he’s going to come over here for a visit.’

Constan and Victoria exchanged glances. He spoke first, ‘Does that mean you’re going to stay here for a while?’

‘Well. The dojo and Makepeace Security seem to be going fine without me. Yuki trained all our staff herself. They’re smart and I trust them to run things for now.’

I hadn’t mentioned the matter to Victoria or Constan but Ledbetter was on the verge of being kicked out of police college and into court. The young female police cadet and three local girls had lodged serious complaints against him. The dojo incident had been seen as corroborating evidence of his violent attitude towards women.

‘What about Spud?’ I’d sent Victoria a photo of my pup. She’d agreed Spud was the spitting image of Suzie, the dog I’d had as a child, and now she wanted to meet her.

‘That’s a hard one. She’d have to go into quarantine …’ And I was still making my mind up about the future. Where was my home now? What did I want to do with my life?

Victoria sent Constan a sharp look. He immediately got to his feet and wandered over to the bay window. ‘Mmmm, that beach does looks inviting. I think I’ll just pop out and get some fresh air.’

A brisk wind was blowing through the stand of Monterey cypress next to the house, and it was still not warm enough to lure Constan too far away from a good chat and a comfy chair.

‘What are you talking about, Constan? You hate the beach. Too much sand, you said?’

He didn’t reply, just continued out the back door.

‘Subtle as ever,’ said Victoria, watching him through the window. He was gingerly picking his way down the rocky path to the beach.

‘What’s up?’

‘I’ve got some news for you — Constan is just being tactful.’

Given everything that was going on, I wanted the bottom line first. ‘Good news? Bad news? Can you at least give me a hint?’

‘Maybe both.’ She paused. ‘I’m not sure how you’ll see this … And I’m certainly feeling ambivalent myself. But I have to tell you anyway — it’s not my decision to make.’

‘This is sounding serious.’ I braced myself. ‘Okay, tell me.’

‘The NTA is going to make you an offer. To reward you for a job well done, under incredible hardship. And,’ she pursed her lips, ‘let’s face it, this is a great public relations move for them, too.’

‘Now you’ve really got me worried. What’ve they got planned?’

‘From next year the NTA will allow a limited amount of public access to Union Square. That is, to the portal. Specially trained private investigators will be permitted to conduct approved investigations.’

She smiled, with a mixture of pride and anxiety. ‘They’re offering you a spot in the first training program.’

My jaw dropped.

‘Kannon, my home is your home. And that offer includes Alex, Des, Spud, and whoever else you want. And it may take you years to get your life back on track, to feel normal. Safe again. I promised Gaskell I would tell you about this offer, but that’s all.’ She made a closing-off motion with her hands.

‘A private investigator? Who can use time travel?’ What a buzz!

‘After all you’ve been through, this must be absolutely the last career you would ever want. You must hate the NTA for …’

‘Would I need to have a PI licence?’

‘Have a holiday first, Kannon! Have a look around. Meet your other relatives …’

‘What do I need to do to qualify for one in this state? And I’d have to decide what to do about the dojo. And Makepeace …’

Victoria started laughing.

The phone next to her rang. She picked up, listened, then said, ‘Yes, Kannon’s right here.’

She handed me the receiver.

‘Kannon?’ It was a warm, male voice. With a European accent.

‘Yes, Alex.’
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