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PROLOGUE

FIRST BLOOD

ROME
10 August AD 79

THE MAIN CHARACTERS

[.ucius, a Roman lm'v

Quintus, his older brother

.r'\quila, their father

Ravilla, their uncle |
ames given l)‘v Gaius  Valerius
Cucvilia. lh(til‘ mnlhcr Ru\'i”u.' Lll(‘ills l‘(‘il(l ulmul. 'l"()l‘l.\’
g];ulialors will l‘lglll. Perfumed

"n Y v" ‘. - -. - .t . . >
Valeria, their sister water will be scattered.” His linger

Il()\'(‘l'(‘d over lliS l)l'()'ll(‘l'.'.\' narne,

- - ’ oo - .
‘\ - y - .‘ ‘x - . - 11‘,- r ) - -‘ ; .y-‘ Lo . p . > . -
I\'d("‘l' l uclus s l”'“nd' an l O\l hian \l AVE (_2!!”]“15, val:u'ms. ro, \\'l” l).'llllt' Bm'l)o, Secutor.?t

. . . . . Burbo has won ten bouts.’
Crassus, a lanista (trainer ol gla(]mlm‘s) R . : P .
You ve l'vud 1t at |vus1 t\\'cnl‘v Lmes, s;ud lsuloru.

\,.'alcns' C(“l()l’ (sponsor) ()rlhc S'lecs smlndmg rallwr unpalwnl. You can i (‘lmng(' tlu'

> a wm'(]s l)_\’ slaring al llu'm. you know.'
at Pompen . : :
[.ucius droppvd llu' programme l):u‘k mto |ns lmg

Ata. a seer and rubbed his eyes. He hadn’t had much .\'lm-l).
4 iy Dl S .

I<prius, a voung patrician (n()l)l(‘ man) * Retiarius: a gladiator who fights with net (rete) and trident; tiro: a gladiator
‘1 VTN g P? ” L frghting in public for the first time. Secutor: a gladiator who wears an enclosed,
of Pom | el eqgq-shaped belmet and fights with a short sword (gladius ); bis name means

‘Chader
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‘e should be battling another tiro, not a veteranus*
with ten \"i(‘lor.v palms.' he said.

‘It shows how talented he is, that they've matched
him with someone like that,” Isidora said. “Thanks to
yvou he has a good chance - now you have to leave the
rest up to him.’

[.ucius knew that she was righl. but 1t was easier
said than done.

They had squeezed themselves into the hot corridor
among the cages again, this time with permission to
watch a couple of matches before going back to the
school. It was obvious from the arena [loor that there
had already been several gory fights, and the crowd’s
lust for death was growing. The air was rank with
sweat and blood.

Lucius looked across the ampllillwalrv at the

Emperor Titus, who was |vaning back and |auglling

with Ravilla. He wondered if Titus knew that one of

the gladiators he was about to watch was the sponsor’s
nephew.

Quin and his opponent, Burbo, were already in the
arena doing their warm-up exercises. Burbo had a few
supporters calling his name, but the crowd loved an
undcrdog and there were iust as many pvopl(' shouling
Quin’s name and wishing him luck.

There was a hush as the musicians signalled the
start of the l)atl'(-. and then a sense of anli(‘ipalion as

Quin circled around the heavily armoured Secutor,
Y veleranues: a hwinm’_h_'.//)h'r who bas survived at least one combat.

8
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feinting with his net. Burbo raised his sword and Quin
jal)l)od at his It-g with the trident. Burbo deflected it
with his shield and sprang towards Quin, who darted
backwards. There was a roar of approval from the
crowd it was a goo(l start.

Circling again, Quin shook his net playlully across
the sand, taunting his opponent. Burbo charged at him
but he sprang aside, casting the net as he leapt. The
Secutor avoided the net and (‘llarg('d at (Qllill again,
but Quin could run faster than anyone Lucius knew.

[ e breathed a sigh o(‘lcmporar_v reliel as the ]w.a\-'il'v
armoured Secutor chased his brother around the
arena. Burbo had no chance of catching him. Quin’s
advantage was speed and lightness - Burbo would tire
out far more quickly.

Alter several minutes, Quin drew nearer to Burbo
again, staying at trident’s length. He started to circle
him faster and faster, making Burbo turn on the spot
1o |<¢',('p him sigln.

‘He's trying to make him dizzy,” said Lucius,
clenching his lists. "Come on, Quin, faster!”

As il they had heard him, the crowd took up the
chant - ‘Faster! Faster!’

Quin threw his net and lunged with his trident at
the same time. But Burbo’s experience showed and
he avoided them both, slashing at Quin’s back with
his gladius.” Quin arched quickly away from him, but

not quite quickly enough. The gladius drew a long,
* gladivo: short sword; the standard Roman infantry sword.

9
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shallow cut across his back and ln'ighl-l‘c(l blood
trickled down. The crowd howled in delight.

‘First blood to Burbo!” they yelled. ‘Come on,
Burbo!’

Lucius could tell from the way his brother’s chin
jerked upwards that Quin was annoyed to have been
the first to be cut.

'K(‘cp your lcmp(-r,' he muttered under his breath.
‘Stay focused.’

(gllill slammed his trident into Burbo's ]cg so fast
and hard that the Secutor went down with an almighty
crash. The crowd erupted, but Burbo was on his
feet again in an instant — the bronze greave on his leg
had protected him.

Burbo stamped on the net that was lying on the
sand and slashed at it with his gladius. Quin jerked
the net from under Burbo's foot and sent him crashing
to the ground, but he rolled sideways and scrambled to
his feet again, hurling himself after Quin.

The battle ranged across the full breadth of the
arena, giving everyone a chance to see the gladiators
up close. When they neared the corridor where Lucius
was squalling. he saw that lh('_v were both swoaling

and l)lcvding I‘l‘(‘(‘l‘\’. but neither of them had a serious

wound. This could take a long time. Lucius felt as if

the inside of his skin was turning cold, dcspilv the
sliﬂing lu'al.
Quin led Burbo back into the centre of the arena,

every now and then flinging his net without letting

10
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it go, forcing the Secutor to jump over it like a child’s
skipping rope. The crowd screamed with mocking
|ang|nvr.

‘Dance, Chaser, dance!’ they shouted.

Burbo was getting tired. The weight of his armour
was gradually making him slower, and the crowd
shouted louder still, sensing weakness.

“You've got him now, Quin!’

‘Don’t let him rest!’

‘Make him chase you again!’

‘Charge him!”

le__\’ were so loud that their shouts ol advice to
the hghting men reverberated inside Lucius’s head.
Burbo seemed to have heard them too, because he
suddenly charged, his gladius up, and knocked Quin's
trident from his hand. Burbo gave it a kick that sent
it flying across the arena. Quin turned to run alter it,
but before he could get away, Burbo grabbed him by
the tunic and hauled him backwards. Lucius cried out
as the blade of the gladius flashed down, but Quin
was ready. He threw his net over Burbo’s head and
gave a powerful tug on the mesh. Burbo stumbled and
crashed to the sand.

Quin released his net as Burbo lumbered to his feet,
and then flicked it towards Burbo's legs again. This
time the Secutor’s jump was too slow. The net whipped
around his legs, throwing him down once more.

FFaster than llmuglll, (lllill rushed l'm'ward, pi(‘kt‘d

up his trident and used it to knock the sword out of

11
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Burbo's hand. Burbo lunged alter it, but his legs were
still enmeshed. (211311 stood over |1im, poinling the
prongs of his trident at Burbo's throat.

Burbo's chest was heaving as he gasped for air and
raised the index finger of his left hand.

'He's asking for mercy!” Lucius cried.

‘Quintus has won!’ shouted Isidora, jumping to her
feet. “Yes!’

Quin released Burbo from the net and the young
Secutor knelt at his feet.

‘Kill him!” shricked the crowd. ‘Kill him!”

‘Spare him,” said Lucius, staring at his brother.

Isidora put her hand on his shoulder.

‘It's the Emperor’s decision today,” she said.

Please don't make him kdl, Lucius thought. Don 't make
him do that. Not today.

Titus was qui('k o givv his verdict. He stood up and
held out his palm with the thumb covered. Lucius's
l)om's sv('m('d to turn to )("\

‘Mercy,” said Isidora. “He must have thought that
llu'_\' both foug]ll well.

"Thank the gods,” said Lucius.

He looked at his uncle, whom he could just glimpse
behind Titus’s throne. Did Ravilla know that Lucius
was watching him? He hoped so. He felt a sudden surge of
well-being and sell-belief. Anything seemed possible.

‘Ravilla’s got away with it so far, but one day I'm
going to expose him for the cheat he is. But first I've

got to find Father and clear his name.
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Isidora didn't reply. She scemed to be deep in
thought. Quin was jogging around the arena with his
first victory palm, waving to the crowd. They were
screaming his name, and he looked reinvigorated. Titus
was slan(ling up, |mlding a metal plulc that contained
a pile of coins.

Lucius, let’s go,” said Isidora, tugging on his tunic.

‘In a minute,” he replied. ‘I want to see Quin get his
prize.’

‘No, listen, I've been thinking,” she said.

‘It can wait for one minute!’

‘Remember the wax tablet you found in the
underground oflice?’ she went on, as if he hadn't
spoken. ‘It didn’t make any sense because we didn't
know what it was about, but we do now. | think we
should Zo back down there and take it!’

"We can't jusl take it!” said Lucius.

‘Why not?’ she demanded. "Weren't you just saying
that you want to expose him as a cheat? This could be
the prool"\"on need.’

‘1 didn’t think you were actually lotening,” said
Lucius, grinning at her despite himsell. ‘Besides, 1
gave him my word not to say anything about the match
fixing as long as he stopped it straight away.’

‘Oh, yes, because you can always trust Ravilla to

l{(‘(‘}) lliS })l'()ll]iSl?S,' Silid ISi(l()l'il.

0
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Twenty  minutes  later, Lucius  was  inside  the
underground oftice, with Isidora urging him to hurry
up. The leather boxes were still empty apart from the
wax tablet. He took it and stuffed it into his messenger
bag, wishing that he didn't feel so guilty.

‘It's like being at war,” he told himsell aloud.
‘Sometimes you have to do lllings .v(m’r(' not very
proud of.’

‘What did you say?’ hissed Isidora from outside.

‘Nothing.’

"What'’s taking you so long?” she asked, poking her
head around the door. ‘I don't like it down here.’

‘It was your idea,” he said, stepping around the desk
and picking up the lucerna.”

‘Stop!” she exclaimed. “What's that?’

She poinlcd at the floor beside the desk. Lucius
peered down.

‘I can'’t see anything.’

T'm sure there was something — it must have been
the way you were holding the light. Bring it lower.

They crouched down and Isidora gave a cry of

trinmph and picked up a small roll of thin lead.

‘“What is 1t?’ she asked.

Lucius took it and peered at it. It was dirty and had
obviously been there for some time. It was pure luck
that she had seen the light fall on the small, unmarked

pic('c or mcla].

*lucerna: a Roman od /(UII/!. u..‘mt/[ y made of pottery, shaped like a bowl with
a bandle on one side and a wpoed on the other.
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'll's a curse lal)lcl,' he said. ‘1\‘\.\' uncle must luwv
dropped it without realising.’
‘We have those in Egypt too,” Isidora commented.
‘What does it say?’

‘It's a curve, Isidora! I'm not going to read it!’

‘Well 7 will, then,” she said, taking it back from him.
T'm not scared of your gods.’

She (‘arcl‘u“‘v unrolled the soft tablet and held it

(‘|oso 1O lh(' |a|np wllilc sho road llu- wm’ds almld.

16 you, ferryman and death-bringer Charon:”

I tnvoke your name in order that you help to hold back
Aquila, to whom my mother gave birth, and turn b life to
wretched darkness, obhame and torment. Make bim suffer and
remove bim from my presence, and let him meet bt end in a

bad way. ()m'v,('/‘ Y, :/m'ck/y !

‘Let me see that!” said Lucius, snatching it from her.

He read the text 1|1rmlgh three times, his I|1()||g|ns
whirling. Then he looked up. The flickering light was
making their shadows jump on the walls.

Tave the gods helped to shame my father?” he
asked. "How can I ight against their magic?’

‘Shake voursell out of it, Lucius,” said Isidora in
her most sensible voice. “There's nothing divine about

wlml ll;lppcncd O your l'ulllm‘.'

* Charon: in Greek and Roman my!/m/q./.v, I/.N'j;'l'ly"lull who carries the souls
r_?f‘ the dead across the River Sty o the underworld.

-
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Lucius pushed past her and blundered back
along the dark passageway. He didn’t stop until he
reached the top ol the steps and could stand in the
bright sunlight again. He took several deep breaths.
There was something very unpleasant about that
underground room. It made him feel panicky. Even
now, its damp mustiness seemed to be clinging to him.

He walked across to the fountain and drank. Then
he splaslw(l water onto his [ace and combed it into his
hair with his fingers. Isidora followed him and placed
her hand on his arm.

T'm sorry,” she said. "'Did 1 offend you?’

‘No," said Lucius. ‘I just couldn’t stay down there
and think slraigh!. that'’s all.’

‘So vou don't think that this was the "will of the
gods”?" she asked, holding out the little lead tablet.

‘No," he said, taking it from her and looking down
at it. "All this curse proves is that my uncle wanted to
get rid of my father. Maybe he managed it.’

‘What do you mean?’ she asked.

He looked up at her and felt a surge of hope.

‘Don’t you see?’ he asked. ‘Ravilla told me that he
had lu‘|po(| Father to get away but what if he was the
one who denounced him in the hirst place?’

‘Ravilla’s capable of anything, I know that,” said
[sidora. ‘But I don't understand why you're looking so
plcasvd about 1it.”

‘lX(‘(‘IlllS(‘ il‘ l{{l\'i“il was l)('llill({ tll(‘ d(‘ll\lll(‘i;l‘i()ll.

| tllink tlu'l‘v's a goml (‘hun('v lllal |u' llus tlu' pl‘ool'

16
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my [ather was looking for,” Lucius vxplain(-d. ‘Rulus
said that 1 was the on[v one who could get it, and
| didn't understand what he meant. But that would
make sense if'it’s hidden in Ravilla’s villa or something.
'm his family — I could get access. If' I could find the
proof i miglll not matter that I don’t know where
Father is.’

“That’s a lot of ifs,” Isidora pointed out.

Lucius knew that she was right. Finding the proof
his father needed was not going to be an casy task. But
he had ius! watched his brother defeat a (‘u“y armed
Secutor while wcaring little more than a loincloth.

'l‘oday, ;m‘vthing seemed possil)l(-.
0

After the musty darkness of the underground office,
the warmth of the sun seemed to givv him slrcnglh.
It was as if the gods were lt'"ing him that he had the
power to turn his fortunes around.

‘Ravilla’s behind what's Imppcm‘d to us, I know il.'
he said. "And somewhere there is bound to be evidence
of what he's done.’

[sidora stared at lliln, and then gave a little nod.
Lucius knew that she would do all she could to lwlp.
He filled two ol the fountain cups and handed one to
her. Then he raised the other.

‘Here's to I'ri('ndship,' he said.

To l'rivn(lsllip.' she rvplicd.
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He lifted his chin and straightened his back.
Slr('nglll and (‘vrlainly were sm’ging lhr(mgll him.
One day he would prove his father’s innocence. In the
meantime, he had a friend he could trust with his life.
He had a brother who was the hero of the gladiator
school. These were riches — greater riches than he had
ever understood belore.

Whatever the future held, Lucius was rvady to face it.
0

But belore Lucius could continue with his search for
the truth, there came an unwelcome announcement:
a troupe of gladiators from the school was being sent
to take part in a festival of games in the seaside town
of l’ompcii, a whole week's march to the south — and

I,u(‘ins \V()lll(l l)(' i()illillg ‘Il(‘.lll...

18
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PROPHECY




CHAPTEP\I

POMPEIL 19 AUGUST AD 7

120 bowrs before the eruption of Vesuvits

he midday sun beat down on Lucius
as he pursuod Quin lllrmlgh the
streets ol Pompeii. He glimpsed his

l)r()llu'l"s t.'l”. .‘ll|1|¢'li(‘ “gnrv up

ulwu(l. s:nmlcring ;llmlg Iln‘()llgll the
crowds |w;u|ing west towards the Forum.* Lucius
would have preferred to walk side by side with Quin
through this unfamiliar city, but sensed he would not
be welcomed.

Smells of cooking meat from the fast-food shops
mingled with the stench walting over from the fish-
sauce lactories near the harbour. Lucius’s ears echoed
with the cries of fruit sellers and wine merchants
and the pipes and drums ol buskers. The noise and

* Forvem: the mam un.’r(’«'l;'/u'('r, which was also //)r;!/m'«j/;'r business meelings

and political discussions.

o
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squalor reminded him of Suburra, the arca where he
now lived in Rome. Yet Pompeii scemed to carry an
extra air of menace. The shadow-hlled alleys, the hard
faces ol'lh(-.\!mmg mein, the vnld-('_vv(l stare ol a l)(‘ggar
woman — they all spelled danger to Lucius. Maybe it
was his imagination, but Pompeii scemed like a city
brimming with desperate and unscrupulous people
who'd murder yvou for the price of a loal of bread. He
was glad he'd decided to follow Quin. Somehow, he

felt his brother needed \\'ulching in a placv like this.

Of course, (21|i|1 was a g];ulialor and very (';1})ul)|v ol

|00|(ing aflcr |1imso|r .vc! [.ucius knvw lw. (*(mhl l)v
lmt-lu‘ad('d al lim('s. an(l in Ilw.\‘(' slmng(' an(l scary

streets he migln very vasil.v get himself into trouble.

IFrom a nv;u‘by side street, Lucius heard a cry of

pain. His natural caution made him want to hurry
on past, but then he saw Quin turn and enter the
alley. Hesitantly, Lucius followed, rubbing the ring
on his forefinger for luck. It was his only memento
of his father, and had become his talisman. Concealing
himsell behind a pile o amphorae,” Lucius saw Quin
approach a group ol rough-looking voung men. They
were jeering and pushing around a lad of about their
own age. From his smart, formal toga, now bespattered
with mud, Lucius could tell the vietim was a young
man ol status, l]u)ugll this did not seem to count for

lllll(']l among lllS tormentors.

* amphorae (.vin_./u/ur ump/).uw ): carthenware slorage jars.
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[is sense of fairness clearly offended, Quin
impulsively strode into the mélée and pushed aside
one of the bullies, who had been holding the victim in
a neck lock. The bully squealed in surprise and fell to
the ground. His friends immediately closed in around
Quin, their jeers turning to snarls of anger.

There were six of them — three armed with sticks
against the unarmed Quin. Lucius groaned. He steeled
himself, knowing he would have to go and help his
brother. With his slender build, Lucius wasn't made
for pll‘vsical violence. He cursed their fate for l)l‘inging

‘Il(‘lll ll(‘.l’(‘ {8) P()Illp(‘ii.

It wasten da‘vs since Crassus, the lanistaofl the g]adia!()r
school, had made the announcement. The school had
received a areat honour, he said: it had been chosen to
represent Rome at the l‘orllwoming games i Pmnpvii.
A total of thirty gladiators would be going, including
Quin. And Lucius had been dismayed to learn that he
too was among those selected to go. It was a sc\.'vn-da_v
march to Pompeii, and there would be a further week
spent in the city. Taking the return march into account,
that meant that Lucius would be gone from Rome lor
three whole weeks — time he had been lmping Lo spcnd
scar('lling for his [ather. What if z\quila tried to contact
him during that time? It seemed that fate had once

again mtervened to prevent them from meeting.
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Lucius was surprised to have been chosen. Surely
there would be slaves at the gladiators’ quarters in
Pompeii; what did they need him for? Equally baffling
was Quin’s inclusion in the party. He may have recently
fought and won his first combat in the arena, making
him a veteranus, yet he remained one of the least
experienced gladiators at the school. It almost seemed
as if Ravilla wanted to get both Lucius and Quin away
from Rome. He had probably sensed Lucius’s growing
suspicions of him, but why send Quin? Ravilla had
always seemed on very [riendly terms with him.

It had been a tough march from Rome to Pompeii

especially for Lucius, who wasn't used to travelling
such distances on foot. Being less valuable than
the gladiators, he was also given smaller rations for
the journey. As well as sulfering from hunger and
exhaustion, Lucius felt lonely. Quin mingled with
his fellow gladiators during the rest stops and in
the evenings, but Lucius was excluded from their
banter. He was sad that the changes in their family
circumstances had driven him and Quin apart. He'd
never been best [riends with his brother, but he
remembered times when th(‘.v'(l had fun togcth('r.
Nowadays, Quin was focused only on his new ‘familia’
at the gladiator school, and seemed to have almost
forgotten that he had a real family as well. Lucius,
however, could not stop thinking about his family.
As they marched along the dusty road, he occupied

the hours wondcring where his father lniglll be, or
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hoping that his mother and sister would remain sale
without him or Quin around. He wished many times
that Isidora could be with him. He really missed her
cheerful presence.

B.\v' the sixth da‘v. llic_v had reached the beautiful sweep
ol the Bay of Neapolis.” The sun sparkled on the blue
sea as lll(‘.\" marched througll the pretty resort towns ol
Baiae, Puteoli, Neapolis and Herculaneum, with their
white-walled villas and pink-tiled roofs. People with
friendly faces clapped and cheered as they passed.

Looming ever closer as they continued cast was the
brooding bulk of Mount Vesuvius, its cone-shaped
summit wreathed in smoke. Lucius remembered
reading of this mountain in Strabo’s Geagraphy. The
Greek scholar had described it as having rocks at its
summit that looked as lhougll llw.v had been ‘ecaten
out by lire’. The mountain was certainly much bigger
than he had expected, and dominated their horizon for
most of the final day’s march.

On the morning of the seventh day, the gladiator
troupe arrived in Pompeii. The crowds were out to
welcome them, but they struck Lucius as a eruder, less
l‘(-spv(‘il‘ul populm‘o than those in other towns !|\('_v'd
passed through. A few catcalls could be heard among
the cheers, and there were some mocking salutes.
A group ol young women giggled as the gladiators
passvd them. Y()ung l)().\"s stared opvn-moul]w(l at the

l)ulging lI]llS(‘l(‘S on (‘“Sl)l:l.\'.

* Neapolis: present-day Naples.
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Several ol the buildings they passed were covered
in scalfolding. Lucius had once read in his father’s
library that Pompeii was practically a new town alter
its virtual destruction in an earthquake seventeen years
carlier. Many people had arrived in the years since to
make their fortunes here, putting up new buildings
1o r('placv the d:unagvd ones and then rvnling them
out. They had become the new elite, displacing the
old moneyed families that had been Pompeii's original
inhabitants. Lucius remembered Aquila telling him
that Pompeii had become a wilder, rougher place since
the (‘arthqllak('. almost like a [rontier town on the ('dg('
of the vmpir(‘.

The troupe soon arrived at the Schola Armatorum,
the gludialor barracks where tlu“v would be quart ered
during their stay in Pompeii. It looked like a new, post-
carthquake building, its outer walls freshly decorated
with colourful frescoes of gladiators in combat. They
were grom('d at the entrance l).\" the manager of the
Schola, a tall, thin man by the name of Gaius Calidius.
He showed them around the spacious interior ol the
building, which included a training arena, a weapons
room, a trophy room, a communal dining area and a
space [or relaxation, as well as dormitories.

Several dormitories were already occupied by
glu(liators who had arrived rom other cities on the
[talian peninsula. Calidius told them that five troupes
in total would be (‘mnp('ting in the games, and it was

all l)ving gvm'rousl\! sponsurc(_l b.v Marcus Nemonius
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Valens, a wealthy businessman ol high standing in
Pompeii. It promised to be a spectacular event.

[Lucius was qmu’tvrc(_l with the slaves who stalfed
the Schola Armatorum. He decided not to tell them
that he wasn't a('tua”.v a slave himself, fearful that this
might cause resentment. In his simple brown tunie,
-aked in dust alter his long journey, he supposed he
must have been indistinguishable from a slave anyway.
It would have gr('at[\' surprisv(l his (l()rmilm’y mates
to learn that just weeks ago he'd been living a life of
luxury, with slaves of his own. Lucius could scarcely
believe it himsell. Tis old life was rapidly taking on
the quality of a dream.

After he had washed and changed, Lucius went
off to find Quin to check that he had a decent place
o slvcp. IHe found him in the atrium l;tlking with
Crassus. Quin was asking the lanista for permission to
go out and look around the city. To Lucius’s surprise,
Crassus agrvcd. And so it was that (lllitl slvppcd oul
into the sunlit street and Lucius decided, on impulse,

10 I‘o“ow llim. i

Now Lucius wished he'd tried to stop Quin from ever
venturing out into these savage streets. They should
have sla_vcd in the safvl.\! ol the Schola Armatorum, or
at least waited until llu-_\-' could be guid('d to the saler

areas by a trusted local. He watched despairingly
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as the youths closed in around Quin. Lying dazed
on the tloor of the a“(‘y was the well-attired young
man Quin had tried to save. Lucius saw the bullies
raise their sticks high above their heads and draw
back their legs to kick his brother. How could Lucius
help? He wasn't a fighter!

As the first blows began to land on Quin, Lucius
grilu'd his teeth, lrying to muster up some courage to
join the fray. Belore he could, there came a sudden
explosion of movement from Quin. One of the bullies
went [lying backwards, another was sent spinning
into a wall, while a third was tossed head over heels,
landing in a groaning heap near where Lucius was
hiding. One of the remaining boys, deciding that he'd
met his match, fled down the alley. Two, however,
remained. The bigger of them — more man than boy
spread his arms wide. In his right fist, a knife blade
glinted. He advanced on Quin and thrust the knife
towards his chest. Quin darted out of reach, and in
the same movement kicked the knife out of the young
man'’s hand. As he did so, he was clouted over the head
l)_\-' the other lad’s stick. (gtlill's eyes gluzvd over. Ihs
legs wobbled, and he crashed to his knees.

Lucius had seen enough. He came charging out
of his hiding place and ran at the younger boy from
behind, pushing him. The boy staggered but remained
on his feet. When he turned and saw Lucius’s puny
frame, his lips spread in a nasty grin. By now the

l)iggvr lad had retrieved his knife, and Lucius found
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himsell facing not just one but two young Pompetian
street highters.

He felt a heavy blow on his arm, but it came from
neither of the two local lads. It came, inslvad.
from (zllill. who l)‘\" now had staggcrvd back to his feet
and was glaring furiously at his younger brother.

‘What are you doing here?’ he hissed. He began
grappling with the bigger of the bullies, but still seemed
to have time and energy to make his feelings known to
Lucius. “Were you following me?’

T'm sorry,” said Lucius, as he backed away [rom the
other lad. 'l didn't want to leave you on your own in
a strange city.” He leapt to one side as the boy’s stick
came crashing down, missing him by a whisker. ‘Looks
like I was right to be worried!’

Quin angrily forced the big Pompeiian youth onto
his back. 'I know this city better than you think,’
he spat.

“You've been here before?” asked Lucius, picking
up a broken amphora and desperately hurling it at his
assailant.

'l came here once on business,” Quin replied curtly,
as he pinned his adversary to the ground.

“You mean with Father?’

Quin was so enraged by this question, he let go of
the bully. "You know, Ravilla’s right about you!” he
growlvd. You're noll\ing but a httle sneak! 4‘\|wa.vs
sp.ving on your betters!’

‘Look out !"vv”v(l [Lucius,

31



GLADIATOR SCHOOL

Quin dodged as a knife blade brushed narrowly past
his arm. But his moment ol inattention cost him dearly.
As Quin lunged to his left, his opponent pushed him
further in that direction, wrenching himsell around so
that he was now on top of him, with his knife pressing
mnto (\)’uin's neck. At the same time the other l)o_v
forced Lucius onto his back and was now kneeling on
his chest, stick raised high, ready to bring it crashing
down on Lucius's skull.

Both Lucius and Quin had lost their [igllls but
this was not the arena. There would be no last-minute
pleas from the crowd lor clemency. All they could
expect now was death — in a Pompeii side street, at
the hands of a couple of thugs. What an ignominious
ending to their lives!

Just then there came a low rumble that seemed to
emerge [rom beneath the ground. The rumble became
a violent shaking that Lucius felt deep within his
bones. The pile of amphorae collapsed, shattering into
a thousand clay shards. From above, roof tiles began
to tumble. One of them hit the big Pompenian lad
on the head. Screams could be heard rom the main
thoroughtare, as clouds of pinkish-brown dust rose to
fill the narrow il"(“\’.

Lucius coughed and choked on the dust. When the
shaking stopped and the dust finally began to clear,
he found his opponent had fled. The larger youth was
lying unconscious on his side, a bloody gash across the

top of his forehead. Behind him, Lucius heard l'oolsu-ps
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receding. He turned in time to see his brother striding
away down the :1||(-.v towards the street.

‘Quin!’ he yelled, but Quin didn't break his stride.
Soon he had disappeared around the corner.

Lucius slowly picked himsell up.

“Thank you!” came a weak voice from the dusty
shadows at the side of the alley.

Lucius peered towards the source of the voice.
‘Who's there?’

As the dust continued to settle, he saw the hgure of
the l)o‘v who had been the m‘iginnl victim of the bullies.

‘My name is Eprius,” said the boy, struggling to his
feet. “You and that other young man were very brave,
coming to my aid like that.’

His toga was dirty and torn and there was blood
on his cheek. Yet he had the accent and bearing of a
person ol noble rank.

You're welcome,” said Lucius. 'I'm pleased you're
all right. What was all that shaking just now?’

‘An earthquake,” said Eprius. "We're quite used to
them here in Pompeii, although they have become
more [requent and violent of late. The timing of this
one was most fortuitous, wouldn't you agree?’

Lucius smiled and nodded. ‘I'm Lucius,” he said.
“The other one was my brother, Quintus. Why were
those boys picking on vou?’

Eprius blushed and looked down at his sandals. 'I'd
rather not say, if you don’t mind. Perhaps I've strayed

where | shouldn’t -~ done a few l||ings | wish I hadn't.
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Tllis (‘il.v can l)v ('ruvl, Vvou know. It punislu‘.s lllosc
who cross the |ine, and it doesn’t matter who yvou are.’

Lucius didn't know what to make of this strange
spvvvh, so he simply said: “Well, I'm gl:ld we could be
of help.’

‘I thank you, I,ll('ius,’ said l':prius. ':\'\a'\" the g()ds
protect you and your brother (hlring your stay m our
city.” He nodded his farewell and limped back up the
a”('.v towards the main street.

Lucius was now alone. With ajult. he realised that he
had no idea how to get back to the Schola Armatorum.
He was about to run alter Eprius and ask him lor
directions, when he stopped. He felt a prickling of his
neck hairs. Someone was watching him, he was sure of
it. He surveyed the dim surroundings of the alley. The
big Pompeiian youth still lay sprawled unconscious in
lllc dusl. ."\parl l‘r()m l\im, no one was .'1[)011!.

Then he saw them, glinting up at him from the
shadows: a pair of eyes.

Lucius couldn’t move. He stared back at the eyes.
Dark pinpricks surrounded by pools of silvery blue,
beneath hooded |ids, lh(‘_v secemed to bore righl mto
him, fixing him to the spot.

(,'rruduallv. the owner of the CVES Tose up from the
shadows and emerged into the light. Lucius saw that
it was just a little girl — a girl even younger than his
sister Valeria. She was small, with a round, grubby
face, tanned deep brown from a life spent on the

streets. Dressed in rags, with a (lil‘l'\’ scarl wmppvd
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around her head, she was nothing more than a wail,
an urchin, perhaps seven years old — yet her eyes
continued to mesmerise him. Bright, almost luminous
blue within her brown face, they seemed ancient and
full of mysterious wisdom.

As Lucius stared back at |1m‘. the little girl raised
her hand to the sky and began to shout strange words
at him: ‘I see darkness,” she said, "a sky so black it blots
out the sun. This shaking ol the gr(mnd 1S jnsl the start.
| see terrible things coming out from the underworld.
The doors of Hades™ shall stand open and send forth
fire and scalding winds. The sea shall swell and rage
and foam. The clouds shall drip with burning fire.’

‘What do you mean?’ Lucius asked her.

‘I see the end,” muttered the girl. "The end of days.
The end of (?\'(‘l‘.\"lllillg! '

Just then there came the sound ol approaching
footsteps and voices echoing off the narrow walls. The
girl looked startled and tried to shrink back into the
shadows, but Lucius grabbed her arm.

‘Are you a seer?’ he asked her. He'd heard of people
who claimed to see the fulurv, but Ilw._v were usua“_v
very old.

The girl tried to pull away from him, but Lucius
held her tight. A group of friends appeared at the end
ol the alley, laughing and chattering. One of them, a

young woman, noticed Lucius and the hittle girl.

Y Hadeo: the Roman underworld, the abode ¢_rI‘I/)( dead.
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‘Ah, look!” she ecried. ‘Atia’s found a [riend.
[ wouldn't touch her if I were you, stranger. She's
nothing but a street urchin, and she only ever has one
thing to sell -~ doom.’

You know her?’ Lucius asked the woman, still

Imlding on to tlw girl.

‘Oh, everyone who lives around here knows Atia,’

said the woman as she laughed. "And everyone knows
she's crazy. If you want prophc'(‘ics, there are plvnty
of genuine, adult seers in the town.” She looked at the
girl. ‘Go home, Atia — if you have one — and leave the
voung man alone.’

Lucius released his hold on the girl and she melted
back into the shadows. The woman rejoined her friends
and they continued on their way, their laughter, like
the twittering of birds, gradually fading away.

Once again, Lucius found himsell alone in the
alleyway. He wondered il he should try to find Atia.
He was intrigued by her words, and wanted to know
more. But then he heard more footsteps, and Quin
reappeared.

‘1 suppose | can't very well leave you alone in
this city,” he said to Lucius. "Come along then, little
brother!” He turned about and began marching back
up the a”qv. Lucius, gr('atl.v relieved, trotted along
alter him.

‘Please tell me why vou came here belore,” Lucius

il.\‘l((‘d onoce ll("(l (‘augln up \Vi'll llilll.
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‘None of your business,” said Quin, increasing his
pace and forcing Lucius to break, once again, into a
jog. The two of them continued back to the Schola

;‘\rmamrmn m SII(‘II(‘(‘.
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V 1'](‘ next lll()l'llillg, l;ll(‘ill.\‘ l)il(]

ln:umgwl to  put Atia out of his
mind. Instead, as he lwlpv(l SCerve

llp <l l)l'(‘(ll(l‘il.\" ()[‘ l)ill'l(“\". })()ill‘(]

beans, oatmeal, raisins and ash to
the gl;u“:nm‘s. he was consumed with tlmugllls ol
his father. Could it be true that he had once come
here, to Pompeii, on business? It made sense of his
father’s observations to him that Pompeii was like a
wild frontier town. How could he have known that
except through personal experience? And il he did
come llt‘l‘t'. tllvll l)l'l”l.’ll).\' lll('l‘(' were (‘lll('.\' .\‘()lll('\\'llt'l'(‘
that could lead Lucius to him. He wished he could ask
(Qllill what v.\:;u‘![\' their business had been in l’()mpvii.

But Quin .‘ll\\'.‘l.\’.\‘ became furious whenever he asked
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such quvslions. Besides, his brother had all‘cad_\-'
finished his breakfast and was now in the training

arena })l'a(‘!l.\‘lllg IHS moves., l,u(‘ms \\’Oll(l(‘l’(‘(‘l \\"Il(l'

Isidora would advise him to do. She was alw:x‘vs full of

ideas. If only she could be here with him, he wouldn't
feel hall so miserable or alone.

Alter he'd had his own l)l'(‘ilkr{lsl, [Lucius went to
find Crassus to receive his instructions for the day.
Crassus was in the training arena, busy tutoring a
Thracian gladiator on the finer points of highting with
a curved sword, and a quarter of an hour went by
before Lucius could capture the lanista’s attention.

T'm sure there’s plenty you can do, Lucius,” said
Crassus impatiently. "But I can’t think about that right
now. The games are starting tomorrow and I've got
to get these men into shape. I'll send you your orders
short l.\v'. In the meantime, wlly don't you ask the slaves
if you can help with anything?’

So Lucius went to see Piso, the head slave.
Piso looked him up and down and shook his head
dismissively. I've got nothing for you. Go and sce
the cook.’

It turned out that Lucius was not needed by the cook,
nor by the slaves in charge of cleaning or maintenance.
Frustrated and bored, he retired to the dormitory and
la'\" on his bed. Il he'd been back at the \’i”il, he would
have spent this time in his [ather’s library, reading
about pllilosoplly or hislm’.v. He recalled the (ll:\-’ smell

oll !Il(‘ p(l}).\’l’lls S(‘l'()”S as ll(‘ ()pt‘ll(‘d ‘Il(‘lll 1o l'(‘\’l‘ill
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l)vaulifu"y written texts and cxciliug new worlds ol
knowledge and ideas. Now his father’s books had been
sold, and there were strangers sitting in his library.
An hour crawled by and the promised orders from
Crassus failed to materialise, so Lucius decided to
remind him ol his presence l)_v l'clm'ning to the !l‘aining
hall. The gladiators were gleaming with sweat by now
as Crassus pushed them through their routines again
and again. He spotted Quin making sweeping motions
with his net and i;ll)s with his trident at a shield and
dummy suspended from a swinging pole. Alter each
strike of the slli('ld, he had to step smart I_V to one side to
avoid the hvm:v san(“)ag attached to the rma!ing polc
as it swung back towards him. The cat-like reflexes he
had developed from this exercise had probably saved
his life against the big Pompeiian boy the day before.
Eventually, Crassus spotted Lucius sitting on a
bench at the edge of the arena. The lanista frowned,
and at hirst Lucius llmngln he must be angry, but then
he realised that Crassus was deep in thought. After a
moment, Crassus beckoned to him. Lucius followed
him to a room adjoining the arena. The room, which
was lined with shelves containing spare gladiatorial
equipment, also contained a table, a chair and some
writing materials. Crassus wiped the arena dust from
his hands and scated himsell at the table. He took a

pi('('c of plain p;lp_\-'rus* [rom the lop ol a pilc, (lipp('(]

* papyrus: paper made from an Egyplian reed.
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a reed pen into a bronze inkpot and began to write.
LLucius peered over the lanista’s broad shoulder. In his
shaky, rather uncertain hand, Crassus was writing a
simple message of greetings and respect to the local
worlh.v who had pai(l for the games,

When he had finished, he rolled up the papyrus, tied
a ribbon around it and handed it to Lucius. “Take this
to Marcus Nemonius Valens,” he instructed. ‘Make
sure yvou hand it to him personally.’

‘Why personally?’ asked Lucius.

Crassus sighed and leaned back in his chair. "T've
imvested a lot of hours and sweat on that bunch out
thm’(‘.' he sai(l, nndding towards the door that led back
into the arena. "Your uncle has invested something
CVEN more precious his money. We know nothing
about this Valens character. This is the first games he's

Sp()llS()l'(‘.(l. ] want Yyou to l()()k |ll(‘. nan ;ll ll](‘ €eVyes as

you hand him the message — try and see what kind of

man ll(‘ iS. Cl’ll(‘l or lllllll{lll(‘? Thv I'(illd ()r man \V'l()'”

be mercitul to my gladiators il'llu'.v lose a bout — or the

kill(l \\-’ll()'" lllillk ll()lllillg 0[‘ ()I'(l(‘l‘illg ‘ll(,‘il' d(‘-’.ll]ls i"

the crowd demands 1t? Take a look at his slaves while
vou're there, in his house. You can always judge a man
by his slaves. Do they look happy? Sad? Frightened?
['ll be waiting for your report with interest.’
Lucius stared at him. "You want me to be your spy.’
'z\pparcnl]‘\.' yvou have a talent for it " Crassus
answered with a smirk.” -~ According to your brother.’

He laughed. ‘T guess it must run in the family!”’
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This was not the first time Crassus had mocked
[ucius about his father and his alleged career as an
informer. Lucius felt his face heating up. He clenched
his fists to keep himself under control. If he spoke his
feelings now, it could easily cost him his job.

‘Where does Valens live? " he asked stiltly. He would
do as Crassus wanted. Alter all, it would be interesting
to meet the man who might end up deciding Quin's
fate.

‘In a large house in the north of the city, near the
Vesuvius Gate,” answered Crassus. "Ask for directions
when you get to the Forum. Anyone will be able to tell

you. | le's one of the richest men in l’mnpoii.'
0

In the oldest area of the city, around the Forum, the
streets were narrow and crooked. The roads were

(‘lngg('d wit Il animal dun"' rotling \«'('gmal)l(*s and ot l\(-.r

g
rubbish. Overflowing water from the city’s fountains
and drains turned the roads into hilthy rivers, making
Lucius grateful for the high pavements and stepping-
stone road crossings. But these couldn’t protect him
from the overpowering smells of sweat and manure,
not to mention the stale human urine that was used
in the cit.v's laundries to clean and bleach the citizens’
smart white togas.

The city seemed caught up in election fever, and the

IForum was hlled with supporters of various candidates
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for the oflices of aedile and duovir,” all trying to
out-shout each other. The walls of houses and slmp
fronts were daubed with election sloguns in red and

black paint:

MARCUS HOLCONIUS PRISCUS
FOR DUOVIR!

[ ASK YOU TO ELECT GAIUS JULIUS
POLYBIUS. HE BAKES GOOD BREAD

ALL THE LATE-NIGHT DRINKERS ASK YOU
TO VOTE FOR MARCUS CERRINUS VATIA
FOR AEDILE

THE PETTY THIEVES SUPPORT VATIA
FOR AEDILE

As belore, Lucius felt nervous and vulnerable as he
passed through the agitated, sweating crowds. He
sensed malevolent eyves upon him, sizing him up,
making preparations to attack. A beggar’s dog barked
loudly at him, making him jump. Once or twice, in the
glm)mivr a||c_\,'\\-'u.vs. he lhougln he glimpscd the street
urchin, Atia, peering up at him from the shadows.
The street sl()pc(l upwau‘ds quitv slc(-pl.v as he
walked north from the Forum, and Lucius was hot

*acdile: a junior official responsible for organising festivals and maintaining

public order; duovir: one of a pair of venior officials, with various duties.
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and tired by the time he arrived at Valens's house. The
entrance was simpl.v adoor plzu'cd between two slmps

a jeweller’s and a shoe shop. The door, however, was
massive: three metres higll and bronze-studded.

Lucius knocked, wondering if his feeble raps would
even be heard above the street noises. But the door was
soon opened by a tall, well-muscled porter wearing a
green tunic with a red belt. He looked down his nose
at Lucius. With his blond hair and pa|(‘ (‘olnpl('xion,
Lucius guessed he must be of Germanic origin.

"What ({oyou want?’ the porter asked.

Lucius held out the scroll. "My master, Appius Seius
Crassus, wishes me to convey this message to Marcus
Nemonius Valens.'

Tl see he gets it,” said the porter, holding out a
broad palm.

‘1 was told I must hand it to him personally,” said
Laucius, trying hard not to be overawed by the man's
size and herce look.

‘Let him in, Marcipor,” came a soft voice from
within.

The porter stood aside and Lucius entered. The
door closed behind him, cutting off the sounds of the
street. He found himsell in a corridor, not much wider
than the door. The air was cool and scented with roses.
IFrom somewhere in the llousv. Lucius could hear the
faint chirruping ol tropical birds.

Another man, dressed in a spotless white tunic,

now stood before him — the household steward, Lucius
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The air was hot and deathly still as he walked back
towards the Schola Armatorum. The city was quiet,
its people in their homes, some perhaps still sleeping
ofl the prv\-'i()us nigln's revelries. The almnsphm‘(' felt
dense and heavy, yet somehow fragile, like a bubble
about to burst.

Suddenly his path was blocked by Ravilla. "Are
we ready?’ his uncle asked, looking agitatedly at
something beyond Lucius’s head. ‘Remember, we must
be gone by midday.’

Lucius had been so concerned with Quin, he'd
forgotten about Atia’s prediction. ‘I need to fetch my
brother,” he said, sidestepping Ravilla. As he did so,
he noticed something red on his uncle’s toga. It looked
like a smear of blood. A horrid thought struck him.

‘Where is Atia?” he asked urgently.

How would T know?" said Ravilla impatiently.
‘More to the point, where's Crassus? We should be
leaving by now.’

"What have you done with Atia?” Lucius demanded.

Lucius was suddenly sure that Ravilla had killed
her. He'd silenced her belore she could pass on her
warning to Valens, so that Valens would remain in
Pompeii and die in the coming devastation. Of course,
all knowledge of Ravilla’s big secret would die with
him — or so Ravilla thought.

Ravilla tried a reassuring smile, but he wasn't as
talented as Valens at concealing his true feelings, and

the panicked look in his eyes betrayed him.
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‘Atia is fine,” he said. “The girl is a complete faker,
ol course. She made up that story about me and
Aquila -~ you know, that one about the Tarpeian Rock.
Cmnph'h‘ fiction.’

“Then why are you so concerned that we leave by
midday?’ asked Lucius, fixing him with a steely look.
'If she's a laker, what's the hurry?’

Ravilla uttered a nervous laugh. "Well, it’s best not
to take any (*han(‘os, you know!’

Crassus emerged from the building’s entrance at
the head of a line of gladiators. "We're all ready for the
oll, sir,’ reported the lanista.

‘Good,” said Ravilla. "We must be out of here in the
next five minutes.’

‘Very good, sir.’

Lucius was now worried that Ravilla would insist
on leaving before Quin had been fetched from his bed.
He moved towards the Schola entrance, but before he
could reach it he felt someone grab his arm.

“You are Lucius, yes?’ asked a slave, breathless
from running.

Yes.

‘I have a message for you. From Eprius.’

Lucius took the scroll he was handed. As he did so,
he noticed his hand was shaking. There was a vibration
coming [rom beneath the street, deep down in the
carth. He could hear a rumbling that grew steadily
louder with each second.

Another carthquake!
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The horses attached to the wagons behind him
started to whinn_v. Boxes, iusl loaded, tumbled to the
ground. The earth itsell was trembling, sending up
thin clouds of dust. A boom rolled across the plain.
followed immediately by another, and Lucius was
almost knocked ofl his feet l).v a sudden scorclling
blast ol air.

One of the gladiators shouted: "Look at that!’

He was pointing at Vesuvius.

Smnclhing monstrous had lmppvncd to the
mountain. At first it scemed as lhougl) a gig;mli(*,
l)rawn_v fist had smashed its way llu'()ugh the summit.
A dense, brown, unimaginably tall column was rising
slr.’light up from the m(mntainlop into the cloudless
blue sky. Narrow at its base, it gradually widened
as 1l rose unlil. at its apex, it fanned outwards. It
r('.mindod l.u('ius or lll(' l)ran(‘lws ()l‘ a tree, only ll(‘
could see that the trunk of this colossal tree was not
solid, but a Ilmndvring, lmiling mass ol violent npward
movement. The branches at the top split and split again
into millions of slender brown tendrils that Spl‘(‘il(l
out across the sk.\.'. then curved slowly downwards,
dissolving at their edges into a fine, falling mist.

The end of days s come, thought Lucius calmly. The
messenger l)()‘v had (‘()llapsvd to his knees and was
shielding his face from the sky, mumbling entreaties to
the gods. f\"\an.v ol the gladialors had fled back indoors.
One had untethered a horse and was ga“oping wilr“_v

castwards, lu-ading for the Sarno Gate. Ravilla was
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sllouling orders at Crassus, but it was hard to hear
him above the dealfening rumble. Crassus ignored him
anyway. He simply stared at Vesuvius,

When Lucius looked back towards the mountain,
he could no longer see it. Now the whole view to
the north was a dense brown, rolling fog that was
advancing rapidly towards them across the plain. It
was like one of the sandstorms described so vividly by
Quintus Numidicus in his North African chronicles.

Within seconds, the storm had hit the northern
suburbs of Pompeii, and Lucius could see that it was
made not of sand but of rocks. The rocks tumbled so
thickly, they seemed like a single, solid, churning mass,
engulfing the city and everything else from horizon
to horizon. The coming storm cloaked everything it
passed over, blocking it from sight. At its leading edge,
Lucius saw thousands ol individual rocks bounce
off red roofs and pediments, pummelling trees and
knocking statues from their pedestals.

The street Lucius was standing in was suddenly full
ol people fleeing, either to the south, or west towards
the harbour. Lucius was jostled, spun around and
nearly knocked over as hundreds of panicked citizens
surged past him. The falling rocks were coming closer
all the time — they were just a few blocks away now.
Crassus was pushing the remaining gladiators back
into the Schola. Ravilla, evidently realising that escape
from Pompeii was now impossible, followed him

inside. Lucius dragged the cowering messenger boy to
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his feet and hauled him towards the entrance. They
dashed into the vestibule illsl as the hirst rocks l)('gan
to rain down on the street outside.

Crassus slammed the door shut. The noise outside
and above was a continuous, thunderous, clattering
roar. The walls were visibly trembling and drifts

ol p|aslor dust fell from the <‘vi|ing. The lanista

stared I'varl'n“.v upw:u‘(ls. ‘How long beftore the roof

(‘()“:ll)S(‘S?’ h(‘ -'lSl((‘(l no once ill parlicnlar.

Piso, the head slave, was sweeping up the remains

ol a bust that had [allen from its p]imh. “The roofl of

this building is strong, sir,” he assured Crassus. "We
will be sale in here.’

“The Schola is new,” added Gaius Calidius, the
building’s manager. ‘It was built after the earthquake,
and it's withstood cvery storm and gl‘mmd tremor
since then.’

‘Sorry il | don't share your optimism,” said Ravilla
scornfully, ‘but this is hardly your average storm or
gl‘mmd tremor.’

Calidius bowed his head.

‘Is there a basement?’ Ravilla asked.

‘No, I'm alraid there isn't.’

‘Well, which is the sturdiest room here?’ asked
Crassus.

Calidius llmughl about this. "The armoury, I should

think.’

IHe ](‘d ill(‘ way mwards l|\(- l)a(‘k of tlw l)nilding.

followed l).\-' Rawvilla, Crassus, and all the gl;‘ldialors
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and slaves. Meanwhile, Lucius went to Quin's room. It
was dark except for the faint glow of an oil lamp. The
window had been shuttered, but through the slats he
glimpsed the dense and continuous rockfall. Enmenes
was sitting on the edge of Quin’s bed with a goblet
in his hand. Quin was delirious, tossing and turning,
ranting nonsense words.

‘Hold him still, will you?’ said Eumenes.

[t took all of Lucius’s strength to hold down his
brother’s powerful, heaving shoulders while Enmenes
poured the medicinal potion into his parched mouth.

“This contains valerian root,” explained Eumenes. "It
should keep him calm during these final stages of his
life." He looked towards the window. “What manner of
storm is this?’

‘Rocks [alling from the sky,” said Lucius, keeping
his eves on Quin. "They're coming out of Vesuvius.'

They heard a sound directly above their heads like a
cracking of timbers, and dust began to fall in alarming
quantities.

‘We have to get out him of here,” said Lucius,
'|‘:vvr.\.'on("s in the armoury. Calidius thinks it's the
safest place.’

Together they lifted Quin onto a stretcher, then
|n||’|‘i(-d|‘v left the room, jus! as a |u|gc timber crashed
down onto the floor amid a f‘og ol dust. 'l'lw‘\.- walked
as last as !lm_v could up the corridor. 'rlll'()llgll a
dom'wa_v to the riglll, Lucius glimpsvd the devastated

training arena, the only part of the building open to
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the elements. A falling cloud of rocks thundered down
onto the arena floor, which had disappeared beneath a
rapidly deepening layer of pale brown stones.

The armoury was not small. Yet, with everyone in
the building — some forty people in total — crowded in
there, it seemed cramped. A row ol wooden cabinets
containing armour and weapons lined the long wall
at the back of the room. Space was quickly made for
Quin on a bench fixed to the opposite wall. He seemed
calmer now, thankfully. Lucius seated himsell on the
floor close to his brother.

The rockfall was an unrelenting, pounding rattle
above them. The gladiators, usually a lively group,
were muted. l‘:\"(‘l'.\’()l](‘ was too stunned to know what
to say. There were frequent anxious glances at the
(*c_iling. but - so [ar, at least — this part ol the rool seemed
to be holding firm under the relentless barrage. Ravilla
looked nervous and jumpy, continuously getting
up from his chair and pacing around, or engaging
in  hushed, whispered conferences with Crassus or
Calidius.

Lucius’s eye fell on the messenger, who was still
on his knees praying. In all the confusion, Lucius
had C()lllpl(‘ll‘].\-’ l‘urg()llvn about the scroll with the
message [rom Eprius! He took it out of his pocket.
[t carried the seal of the Domiti, l':prius's l';unil‘v.
Lucius unfurled it. The message was very short, and
the uneven |1an(lwriting suggvslcd it had been written

n a lmrr.\.'. It read:
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My dear Luciua,

I bhave made an important diwcovery. I know where
your father ts. Come to Valens o house as soon as you can.
Marcepor w expecting you and will let you in. I will meet you
i the cmu‘lyar() /7‘1/ Lhe .-'\"’cplmu'_ fountain. Then I will tell vout
everything.

Your freend, Eprius

Lucius shook inside when he read the words ‘I know
where yvour father is”. If he had been able to, he would
have run straigllt to Valens's house that minute. He
had to get there but how? He would be killed
instantly if' he stepped outside this building now.
But survliv these rocks couldn't £0 on fa”ing for ever.
At some poinl llw_v had to stop. He could onl_\-' ll()pl‘
that he and Eprius would still be alive by the time that
happened.

The hours crawled by - Lucius wasn't sure how
many. The bombardment outside continued without
cessation, and it seemed to Lucius that the entire
mnards of the Earth were l)(‘ing mnpli(-(] oul onto
Pompeii. With the sun and sky hidden by the stony
storm, it was impossible to tell the time of day. The
gladiators tried to keep their spirits up by singing.
Some tried lv“ing jokvs. but the ];mg]ncl‘ that gl‘vvlvd
these sounded harsh and forced. Cold meat, bread
and water were retrieved from the kitchen. Crassus

m;ulc sure (hul t|w rations were d()lcd ot l‘airl.v :md
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equally to everyone. Quin slept through most of this,
his breathing jagged, his skin permanently bathed in
sweat. Lucius gave Quin most of his water ration.

At some point, shortly alter their meal, there came
a terrifyving bang from outside the room, followed
by a ripping sound, as il the entire [abric of the building
was being torn asunder. Crassus opened the door. "The
ceiling is splitting all along the corridor!” he yelled. He
slammed the door shut jnsl as a cloud of brown dust
blew into the room.

‘"We'll be sale in here, Lassure you!” vowed Calidius,
though Lucius now detected a whine of fear in his tone.

Less than a minute after he had said this, a giant
crack appeared above the doorway, sending a cloud of
dust spiralling down. Everyone stared at the crack as it
spread jerkily through the plaster, spidering outwards
until most of the ('(?iling had splim('rc(l.

‘By the gods!’ groaned Ravilla. "We're doomed!”

There followed a hideous, creaking, rupturing
sound, and then half the ceiling fell in.

A gladiator sitting next to Quin died instantly as
a heavy wooden beam crashed down on his head.
Others seated nearby (lisappearcd beneath the thick
brown cascade of dust and rock that pourcd llu‘ough
the hole. Lucius was bombarded by rocks and was
sm‘pl‘iscd at how ligllt llwy felt as llwy bounced off
him. He dived towards Quin, who was already hall-
submerged beneath the roaring avalanche. But before

he could reach him, the wall (lirvcll.\v' above his brother
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suddenly toppled forward. Time seemed to stand still
for Lucius as he watched the wa". with its fresco of the
winged goddess of victory, come falling down in one
enormous chunk, entombing Quin beneath it. Lucius
began pulling at the shattered brickwork of the wall,
trying to reach Quin, but he felt himsell weakening,
losing consciousness, as the rocks battered him

incessantly. Hands grasped him, pulling him back.
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CHAPTER XI

24 AUGUST
8 bowrs after the start of the cruplion

1 wllal rvln:lim'd ol‘ Ilu' armoury,
[Lucius l(l.\" m a (lnzv on tllv ”nor.
(‘.‘lkml mn .\"(‘“()\\'i.\‘ll-l)l‘()\\-’ll (lusl. One

\\'ll()l(‘ Si(](‘ ul‘ 1'](' room, ncarest |Il(‘

door, had disappeared beneath the
rockfall. Twenty people were buried under there,
mcluding Quin. He had lost his brother!

The remainder of the ceiling formed an irregular-
shaped ledge that was somehow withstanding the rain
ol stones, and the survivors gathered beneath its meagre
shelter. Ravilla was among them. He had climbed into
one ol the wooden cabinets on the back wall and was
cowering inside it. Crassus was di.\‘lril)ming helmets
and shields to the others for pl‘ulv(‘li()n in case the rest

ol the ('(-iling caved 1.
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Lucius barely noticed any of this, nor did he feel the
bruises that now covered his body where the rocks had
hit him. He was staring at the blurry curtain of stony
rain that now formed the fourth wall of the room.

Quwn was gone!

He felt Eumenes'’s hand on his shoulder. At least
he died quic‘kl.\.',’ the doctor said gcntly. ‘Better than
lingering on as the poison did its work.’

Lucius picked up one of the stones that had fallen
near his foot. He turned it over in his hands. It was
about the size of a child’s lisl, and [ull ()l‘lin‘\-' holes.

"These stones are so “glll,' he said to Eumenes. ‘It

l()()l(S Iil((‘ a Sp()llg(‘ lllﬂ(l(‘ out Oli Sl()ll(‘.'

Fumenes chuckled at this dvsc‘riplinn. ‘It's pumico,'

he said. “It’s full of air bubbles. They used it to make
the domes ol the [amous baths at Baiae, because it's
so light... But there's no hope for your brother, I'm
afraid. Nor any of those other poor souls underneath
there. No one could survive a pummelling like that.’

Lucius continued to stare at the deepening mound
under which his brother Ia'v buried. Was it his
inmginalion. or was the storm of stones ('.asing sligllll.v?

‘Hey, it's stopping!” cried one of the gladiators.

The thunderous noise began to diminish, and the
cataract ol stones became more spomdi(‘.

l can sce llw mountain, szud ;m()llwr VOlLee,

[Lucius |0()kcd up lln’ough Ilu' (‘l()uds ()l‘.vc|lowis]1-

l)l'()\\'l] (lllS' le]({ Saw, l)(“_\.'()ll(l ill(‘. (‘0“;’1])3(‘({ \V"l“ O‘.

their room, beyond the training arena and the broken
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rools ol Pompeii, the dark peak ol Vesuvius. It looked
different. The summit was flatter, with one side lower
than the other.

As they watched, something very bright appeared
at the lip of the lower side of the summit — a dazzling
line of orange, shaped like a sinister, gloating smile. It
spi”vd down the western s|0p<‘ of the mountain: a [ast-
moving, smoking, burning arc that left little spots of
orange flame 1n its wake. Lucius inslanlly 1hmlg|n
ol Ata's prvdiclion: 1 have seen a crescent of fire that will
cul ws down like a bright sword.

The stones had almost ceased falling now. A
gladiator, with a helmet and shield to protect him,
clambered up the great mound of stones that now
fhilled the front half’ of the room. From the top, he
watched the progress ol the sickle-shaped line of flame.

Tt's ]umding wvst,' he _v(‘“(-d. 'Slraiglll for
Herculaneum.

Lucius immediately thought of his lather. There
had been a rumour that he was there.

“What is 1t?" someone cried.

The gladiator on the mound blinked and rubbed his
eves. | don't know,” he said. ‘Something very hot
some kind of fiery river — straight out ol the pits of
Hades. Poor sods. It's moving so fast, they won't stand
a chance in Herculaneum.”

It may not bave been true that Father was there! Lucius
told himsell. 7 am not going to lose my brother and my father

n a single day!
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‘We should use this opportunity to get out of here,’
said Ravilla, emerging hesitantly from his cabinet. “The
stones aren't falling so heavily now. In our helimets and
slli('lds, we slmuld be al)l(' 1o got lllrougll lhis.'

- ’ . - -
‘\"('I:\" 8’0()([. SIT, Silld (/l‘ilSSllS, Still’lllg' at ‘Il(' lll()llll(l

ol‘ stones lhal ]a_v l)vlwcvn llwm and lhv rest 0(‘

the Schola. "How exactly do yvou propose we get out
of here?’

‘We can climb up a pile of these cabinets and then
get out through the hole in the roof,” said Ravilla.

‘Right!” said Crassus, looking pleased to have a job
to do. He began issuing orders. Slaves and gladiators
started ripping the cabinets from the walls and then
piling them up to create a mound that they could
use to climb towards the ceiling. Behind the cabinets
there were more frescoes of winged victories carrying
swords, shields, nets and spears. These reminded
Lucius of the painting of the goddess that had fallen
on top of Quin. A desperate idea flared in his mind.

‘Part of the wall fell on top of him, just before the
stones came down,” he murmured to Enmenes.

"What do you mean?’ asked the doctor.

Without stopping to answer, Lucius grabbed an
armoured breastplate and began using it like a shovel
to dig into the mound of pumice.

“The part that fell is leaning against the part that's
still standing,” he shouted as he worked. "Quin was
inside the angle. The wall may have protected him

from the rocks. He may still be alive under there!”
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Several gladialm‘s sloppud what llu-._\.' were doing
when Lucius said this. Th('_v abandoned their tower-
building and instead began digging rocks from the
mound. After his improssivo victories :lgainsl the local
gladiators, Quin was one of the most popular men
in the familia. If there was any chance that he migl\l
still be ali\-'c, Ilw..v would do whatever tlm.\.' could to
rescue him.

“This is madness!’ cried Ravilla. "You're wasting time
trying to dig out a corpse. We need to save ourselves.
(\)_uinlus was almost dead [rom p()isoning anyway, so
what'’s the point?’

“You heard the man!’ yelled Crassus. "Now stop
that at once and do as .\'()ll'l‘(‘ told!”’

Maybe it was because oaths of loyalty didn't feel
quilv S0 ilnpm‘lanl after all that had Imppcnvd. or
maylx' it was because such oaths were onlwciglwd
l).v their |0.va|t.v 1o a lrappv(l (‘()mra(lv. but not one of
the gladiamrs ol)(-,.vcd Crassus’s order. In lact, more
of them joined the endeavour, using cabinet doors,
lwlmvls. shields or whatever came to hand to dig
thrmlgll the mound.

Within twenty minutes, they had reached the
broken chunk of wall. Lucius, with lwlp from one
of the gla(liators. draggvd the dust-shrouded (‘)_uin
from the little gap in which he had lain.

[ e was very still when !lu"v laid him down on the
floor, and Lucius l)vgzm to fear the worst.

‘Quin?’ he wllispcrvd into his ear. “It's Lucius. Can
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you hear me?’
Nothing.
[.ucius l)cg;m to cry, and a tear splashcd on his

l)rmlwr's (‘lu’-('k, l'm'ming a |in|c river 1|1r0ug|1 lho dusl.

Quin blinked, then coughed, expelling a cloud of

vellow dust. A smile slowly formed on his face. "Hey!
Little brother!”

Lucius uttered a small scream of joy. He fell on
Quin, hugging him hard. They gave him water, and
cleaned the dust from his face and hair.

Eumenes examined him and pronounced ita medical

mira(‘lc. 'Yom’ l)r()llwr 1S sli” wvak. l)ul h(' seems

better — a lot better! There are no more symptoms of

the poison.” Then he frowned and picked up one ol
the pumice stones. "What was it you likened these to?
A sponge made ol stone. I wonder whether...’

‘"What?' coaxed Lucius.

‘I've heard that pumice is highly absorbent - like a
sponge. It's just possible that this is what saved him.
Being buried in pumice might somehow have absorbed
the poison. Who knows?’

‘1 can’t remember much since the fight,” Quin said
to Lucius. "What's been going on?’

‘Oh nothing much,” replied Lucius, chuckling. "You
were poisoned. And then the mountain exploded and
you were buried alive beneath a hill of stones.”

"That's all?’

‘That's all.”

‘Who p()isonvd me?’
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‘T think it was someone working lor Valens.'

Quin looked at him.

‘He knew what you were planning to do, Quin. He
has spies everywhere...’

Before they could continue this conversation,
Crassus’s voice boomed out: ‘Right! Fun’s over,
lads! Back to work now! Let's get all these cabinets
piled up.’

The miraculous survival and recovery of Quin
had g‘ivvn the lroupe a lmgc morale boost. Exhausted
as llw.\-' were, tlu'_\v' wi“ing[v got on with the jol) ol
(*onsh'uvling a tower of cabinets. The tower was a
precarious structure, and it collapsed a couple of times
during the process, but eventually they managed to
build it all the way up to the hole in the ceiling, where
it met the l‘cmuining l('dgv ol rool.

Rawvilla sent his pcrsonal slave up first to test it. After
he was salely up, Ravilla went next, then Eumenes,
Crassus and Calidius, and finally the gladiators and
slaves. Quin insisted on going up unaided, despite
huviug the use ol onl‘v one lcg. Once Quin was safvl‘v
up, Lucius made the climb himsell. He let out a gasp
when he took in the view at the top. The streets and
buildings had all but disappeared and the entire city
was sul)mvrg('d up to the level of the r()ol'lops. I
looked like a wild, rugged plain — no longer a city, but
an undulating desert of stones. The air was clogged
with brown, swirling dust that blew in his face and

made him (‘mlgll. Here and there lln‘ougln the gloum
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lll('_v could see the glow from the oil leunps ol other
survivors who must also have m:lnag('d to chimb out of
their buried homes.

The rocklall started to grow in strength. The
pumice clanged on Lucius’s Murmillo helmet and
poundcd painfu“_v on his back and shoulders. In his
fist he carried l‘:prius's (‘rmnplvd note.

‘Come on!’ called Ravilla. ‘Let’s move on out!’

‘Which way?’ queried Crassus. 'I've completely lost
my bearings.’

Ravilla cast around lr‘ving to find some landmark.
Then he vanglll sighl of the sli“-lmrning fires on the
mountain. ‘Anywhere but there!” he cried.

Crassus organisvd everyone into a column faving
the opposite way from Vesuvius. In the distance they
glimpsvd a lmz.v cluster ol ligllls that may have been
Stabiae or possibly Surrentum on the southern side of
the l)a‘v towns that were lmpcﬂlny lw_vond the range
of Vesuvius's rury. A (‘nuplv of pol(-s were fitted to a
wooden chair to create a crude litter to transport Quin.

Line up with the others, [‘llt‘ills!"\_-’(‘llt,‘(l Crassus.

I'm not going!' Lucius shouted back. He couldn’t
leave Pompoii yel not while there was a chance of
hinding out where his father was.

‘By all the gods, why not?’

‘I have to do somclhiug first.”

Leave him!" eried Ravilla. "Il the boy 1s determined
to die, let him.’

‘Here!” said Crassus, o”'vring [Lucius a l;u‘gc
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Secutor's shield. ‘Good luck, son!’
L.ucins thanked him. He watched the column l)vgin
moving off into the darkness.
‘Lucius!’ called Quin, craning his neck to look back.
"What's going on?’
‘Stay safe!” eried Lucius. 'T'll see you back in Rome!”

Then, under his breath, he added: ‘I love you, (lllil]..
O

Lucius remembered that Valens's house was in the
northwest ol the ('il_\-’, north of the Forum. Vesuvius
was due north of Pompeii, so he chose a route across
the sea of stones a little way left of Vesuvius, hoping
this would bring him more or less to the right part of
town. The stones were pelting down at a fierce rate
now, and he had to crouch beneath the shield for
prolvvtinn. Prngross was very slow. With every step,
he sank shin-deep in the pumice. Once or twice he lost
his footing and tumbled down the slopes. Then he had
to scramble hastily to his feet to avoid being buried
beneath a fresh fall of stones. Here and there, under
the eaves ol roofs or beneath the tops of arches, he
saw shadowy movements and the occasional flickering
of a fire. So there was life in the city it wasn't quite
the end of days that Atia had prcdiclvd. But then he
remembered that curving line of fire seything down the
mountainside into Herculaneum, and he shuddered.

At lcnglh. the rockfall l)vg;m to ease again. Soon
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alter lllal, he saw the l)rigln liglll appc;u‘ing once again
at the lip of the mountain’s summit. Each appearance
of the hery crescent seemed to coincide with a
diminishing in the rockfall, as if the mountain could
not producv both at once.

He watched the burning cloud descend at a lurious
rate, but this time, to his horror, he saw that it was
coming straight towards Pompeii! Beyond Vesuvius,
the Campanian plain seemed to rear up like a great
black shadow pulsing with inner fire. A wave ol heat
hit him in the ra(‘c. (‘ill‘l:\"illg with it a terrible stench

()I‘ Sll]phlll' lel(‘l lmrning. 'I‘Il(‘ (‘lOlld l)i“()\\’(‘.(l llp\\'ill'd.\‘

lik(- a so('nnd mountain and sv('mcd al)out 1o cngnlf

the northern odg(' of the city. Then it subsided and its
radiance faded, |vaving on[v a sprinkling of little fires
that marked its passage down the mountainside. The

(l('a(ll‘v wave |m(| sp('nl ilsvlf, llmnk llu' gods, l)(‘for(‘

1 (‘mlld r(-a(‘ll i|w (‘it.v. But next time llu' pvop](' of

Pompt--ii migln not be so |u(‘|<‘v. He had to find l‘:prins
quickly, before they both perished.

But alter another hall-hour of slruggliug lln‘ough
the stones, Lucius was close to exhaustion. Each
step had become excruciating. The strain of moving
his lvgs lln‘ough the loose pilcs of pumicv. the wcighl
of his shield, the bruising all over his body, had all
taken its lo“, and all he wanted to do was to 2o 1o
s|ccp. To f(all down among these solt, ligln stones,
to feel them fall like gt‘nllo rain on top of |1im, to be

l)uru'd 1 llu'ln Ilkv a warim cocoon ||ml was a very

196

BLOOD & FIRE

lcmpling prospect.

He had noidea where he was. Every rooltop looked
the same. He could keep going to the very limits of the
city and never [ind Valens's house. For all he knew,
he could be passing over it right now. He wished he'd
puid more attention to the l)uilding's rool dvsign. Did
it have a distinctive ornamentation, or a tower? He
had no idea, and he wondered how he ever thought
he could find his way back there.

Finally, Lucius came to a halt. The stones were
falling more heavily again. e crouched beneath
his shield, feeling the pumice build up around his
thighs, and accepting in his heart that he'd failed. He
remained there for a long time, half-deafened by the
drumming of the rocks on his shield. He knew he
should try to look for some shelter, but his body, now
it had sloppv(], scemed unable to start m()ving again.
He looked around, Imping to hind a roof with pcnpl(‘
under it -~ people who might possibly be able to help
him find his way. But there were no people in sight.
Instead, his attention was caught by something very
odd riglll in [ront ol him. It looked like the top ol an
iron-barred cage it must be a very tall cage to rise
so high above the level of the stones. With a rush of
excitement, he realised what it was: the cage belonging
to that African animal, the one with the long neck, in
Valens's zoo. Somehow, he'd found Valens’s house!
He looked around him, and soon he began to recognise

ollu-r [eatures: 1hc top ol‘ Ilw pvrisl.vlc colonn;ulv.
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and the smaller rool surrounding the courtyard.
He quickly dug himself out of the mound of stones now
rising around him, and began crawling back towards
the ront of the house.

He came to the atrium with the hole in the roof
above the pool. The stones had piled up to about a
metre below 1|w lvvvl ol the (*ciling, and a slmrl, casy
jump took him inside the house. Oil lamps flickered
in the shadows below him. So there was life in here! In
the gl()w ol these Iumps. he saw that he was standing
on the summit of a small pumice mountain, whose base
extended almost to the vdgcs ol the vxpansivc atrinm
floor. He carefully edged his way down the steep flank
of the mountain. His hesitant descent quickly turned
into an uncontrolled slide and then a chaotic tumble
amid a minor avalanche of pumice. He landed face
down on the loor, his body by now feeling like one
big bruise.

With a groan, Lucius looked up to see where he was,
and found himsell near the entrance to the tablinum.
The rool had partially collapsed here. A great, dusty
mound ol rool beams, tiles and pumice blocked oll
access to Valens's private study. Perhaps the master of
the house was dead — Ravilla had prevented Atia from
warning him of the danger. Well, if anyone deserved to
perish today, it was Valens. Lucius imagined him dying
alone in his little lair, surrounded by his scrolls full of
other p('oplv's secrets, r(‘a“sing that all the money he'd

vxtm‘lvd from lns vichins over llu' yvears was ullnnulcly
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worth nollling.

Yet some pvoplc must still be alive here — there were
lamps burning in the recesses of the remaining portion
of the room. Lucius pra.\-'vd that the survivors included
Eprius. There was no sound, except for the steady
thunder of rocks above his head. He saw a flicker of
|ig|ll in the passageway that led to the kitchen. |’<~.rllaps
he would find people there. He climbed unsteadily to
his feet and hobbled across the room and down the
corridor. When he reached the kitchen he peered in,
then jcrkvd backwards in shock.

ltving on the floor was Atia. There was blood on
her tunic, and her (‘x!ram'(linary silvvry-l)lu(- eyes
were now still and lifeless. 'l‘lw‘v would see no more
m.\.'slvl‘ivs. Lucius kneeled down and closed them.

Tattle z\lia.' he \’vhispvl‘cd. You saw all this. You
could have saved yoursell’ — couldn’t you?”’

He reflected for a moment on the short, yet amazing
life of this little girl. She had been born for a spm‘ial
purpose she knew what it was, and was content to
fulfil it and then die. For most pvop]v, himsellincluded,
life was a continuous, unfolding mystery, and the
hardest part was to work out what one’s own role
should be.

Lucius was conscious that time was slipping
away. The crescent of fire would return, as Atia had
prcdi('lcd, and this time 1t would sweep l‘iglll over
Pompeii. He had to find Eprius quickly and learn

\\'ll{lt ll("(l (“S(‘()\’(‘l'(‘(l, illl(l ‘II(‘I\ 'll(‘ wo (){‘illt‘lll (‘Ollld
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make their escape.

He walked over to the do()rway on the far side
of the kitchen and peered through it. The rool had
collapsed in the passageway, blocking access to the
slaves’ quarters beyond. Returning to the tablinum,
Lucius noticed that the peristyle was inaccessible from
llu'rv. but could be reached l)_v (*liml)ing llll’()llgll the
window in the triclinium — the colonnade had partially
survived the bombardment, possibly allowing access
to the rear part of the house.

He entered the triclinium and cased himsell through
the window into the peristyle. The garden was, of
course, buried under three metres of pumice, and
all that remained ol the surrounding colonnade was
a narrow passage close to the wall, already hlling up
with stones. Oil lamps had been placed on the window
ledges along the wall, almost like guides to a trail.
This way, he was sure, he would find the remaining
members of the household, whoever they might be.

He followed the peristyle as it bent to the right, then
continued as [ar as the entrance to the marble-floored
hall on his left. There were lamps burning in here and
also in the equipment room adjoining the bath-house,
whose door stood aj:u‘. It was to the furnace room
that I{l‘\’ beneath there that |‘:prius had taken him two
nigllls ago.

Of course! It must have been Eprius who had laid
the oil-lamp trail. He was leading Lucius back to their

secret meeting pl;u"('! His heart bcating faster now,
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Lucius ran across the hall, then along the length of
the equipment room and down the narrow spiral steps
at the end. He removed his helmet and crouched as
he passed into the low-ceilinged furnace room. By the
light of the fire burning in the brazier, he was overjoyed
to see his [riend l‘:pl‘ius.

But then his eyes took in the three people with him,
seated on stools or basketsin the (‘ramp(-d undvrgronnd
space. There was Marcipor the porter, and the tall,
thin boy who had poisoned Quin the previous night...

I\Il(l llwrv was Val(.-ns.
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CHAPTER XII

25 AUGUST
12 bours after the start of the eruplion
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cleome, Lucius!” Valens greeted him,

smiling. “We've been expecting vou!’
~- L

Lucius stared at him, aghast. He

llmugln ol the oil l.'unps laixd out

like a trail, leading him down to
this room. Was this whole llling a lrup'.’

‘As yvou can see, my houschold is somewhat
(“lninislw(l al pn'svnl.' ('(mlinm'(l \"';llvns. ‘as 1s my
ability to olfer you my customary level of hospitality,
but we Im\'v a linlv \\'nn(lvn l)().\' .'l“ n'.'ul_\‘ '.()l’.\’()ll Iu'n'.
Please do sit down.”

You were expecting me?’ spluttered  Lucius,
remaining on his feet. He turned to his friend. "What's
going on, |‘:prins?'

|".p|‘ins bowed his Il(‘.‘l(l, not nu'('ling his evVes.
.- .
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T'm sorry, Lucius. He lorced me to write that note.
He was going to tell my parents everything if I didn't.’
‘Do you know where my father is?’ cried Lucius.

Eprius looked up, then shook his head, his eyes full
of tears. 'I'm so sorry to have given you hope.’

"The lure worked,” chuckled Valens. "And here you
are, as | knew you would be. Not even a blizzard of
stones is enough to keep you from your quest to find
your beloved father.’

Lucius tried to get his breathing under control.
‘Why?" he shouted at Valens. "Why did you bring
me here?’

'l should have thought it was quite obvious,” said
Valens placidly. "You overheard my conversation with
vour uncle the other night, then blabbed about it to
yvour brother and Crassus. I can’t tolerate that sort of
behaviour, Lucius. Much as [ like you, I have certain
responsibilities to my clients. I vowed to Ravilla that
[ would protect his secret. I wasn't worried so much
about your telling Crassus. He's part of my protected
circle, and his loyalty to Ravilla virtually guarantees his
discretion. Your brother, however, was a different kind
of beast. Hot-headed, prone to emotional outbursts
I'm alraid I had no choice but to kill him.’

‘Well, he survived.” Lucius smiled.

‘alens raised his (.“\-'t‘l)l‘()\\"s and gl;uu‘cd at the lu“.
thin boy. The boy shook his head. 'He's lying,” he
msisted. ‘His brother drank c'nmlgh of that stulf to kill

’
o I 101'SC.
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‘Quintus is dead,” said Valens mildly. ‘"Accept it,
Lucius. And accept also that you must share the same
fate. I'm afraid 1 simply can’t trust you. You're too
much like your father — virtuous to a fault.’

“You told me that my lhlhcl‘t;tllglnl you about virtue,’
said Lucius. "Was that another ()[‘yom‘ lies?’

‘Not at all,” Valens replied, chuckling. “Your father
was a great teacher llmugh the lesson I learned from
him may not have been the one he intended to teach. He
taught me that virtue has nothing to do with status or
appearance —a noble exterior too often hides a wicked
heart. In his investigations here, he exposed many a
villain among the most respected in our community.
For your father, the answer was to punish them and
thereby create a more virtuous society. But | saw
dilferent possil)ililivs. With all this vi“nin_v sv('rull_v
bubbling away beneath the surface of our public life,
wh.\-' expose it? Far better to prnﬁl from it. Your father
would never have understood that, and I can tell that
vou can't either — I'm sorry about that, and I'm sorry
that it means that you will have to die.’

He nodded at the tall, thin boy. "Albinus, it is time.’

The l)o_v rose to his fv('l. s!ooping to avoid the low
ceiling, and drew a knife from his belt. Lucius backed
away from him, tripping on the lowest step of the
spiral stairway and falling onto his back.

"Wait!”" eried Lucius, shrugging ofl' the boy's attempt
to grab hold of him. "Think, Valens! Why are you

doing this? We're all going to die here anyway!’
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‘Nonsense!” said Valens sharply. "We will rebuild
this town. We did it belore, alter the (‘arlhqnal{('.
Pompeii will rise again!’

Albinus now had Lucius in his clutches. He pulled
him to his feet and placed the edge of the blade close
to Lucius's neck.

‘Have you seen what's happening up there?’ cried
Lucius desperately. “There are waves of fire sweeping
down the mountain, incinerating everything in their
path. Herculaneum is already destroyed. One of them
will soon hit Pompeii. This city is doomed, and we are,
too, 1l we stay here!’

‘Shall T kill him now?’ growled the boy.

Valens was no longer smiling. He stood up and
came very close to Lucius. He pointed up the stairwell
and whispered: "While that little girl lives, Pompeii
will survive. That's what she told us.’

Lucius stared at him, eyes popping from his head.
“Then you don’t know?’

T'll kill him!" shriecked Albinus, and Lucius felt the
sharpness of the blade pressing into his throat.

‘Wait!" yelled Valens, pulling back the boy's arm.
‘What don't I know?’

‘Atia i1s dead!’ said Luctus.

‘What?' cried Valens, his face paling. "You're lying!”’

‘I found her body in the kitchen,” murmured Lucius,
‘Ravilla killed her.’
‘Is this true?’ demanded Valens, seizing Albinus l)_v

ﬂl(‘ (‘()”ill’ illl(l pllSllillg llilll ilgilillSl 'll(' \\’{l“.
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Y-yes, sir,” admitted Albinus.

‘"Why wasn't I told?’

‘1 didn’t want to upset you, sir.’

Valens puslwd him to the grmmd.

‘We have to go now!” said Lucius.

Valens didn’t move. He was staring at the fire.
Eventually he turned and faced the others: "We're
not leaving,” he said flatly. ‘If we go up there, we
could be hit l)'v the wave of fire as we Iry to escape.
We'll be safe down here. Let Vesuvius do its worst.
These walls are thick.” He nodded towards some
baskets in the corner of the room. "We have enough
food and water for a few days. When the mountain’s
fury is spent, we'll dig ourselves out. We'll move to
another city and start again. Maybe to Rome. There's
plvn!y ol p()lvmial proﬁl for the likes of me in that nest
ol vipers.'

He went and sat down on his stool. ‘For now, we
stay here!”

Lucius made for the stairwell. "You stay il vou

\’\'iSll!’ ll(‘ S&li(l. ‘I'lll I(‘il\"illg.’ II(‘ llll'll(‘({. ‘l':pl‘ills. arce

. s B4
you coming?

Eprius looked uncertain. He glanced sheepishly
at Valens.

‘1 thought I had made mysell clear,” said Valens.
‘Eprius is not going anywhere, and neither are you.’

"Why do you care?’ Lucius challenged him.

'l care because if, by some miracle, you do survive,

. ’ - -
IJlI(‘IlIS, l (l()ll L want yougoing ill‘()llll(l l(‘“lllg everyone
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Ravilla’s secret — he may be my only surviving client,
alter all.’

Lucius shot him a hateful look. He grabbed Eprius’s
arm and pulled him up from his box. ‘Come on!’

'Slop tlwln. A“\;ll‘('ipol‘!' ordered Valens.

The l)ig, fair-haired porter stood in [ront ol the
stairwell, blocking the way.

'If vou want to survive this, Marcipor, come with
us, said Lucius.

The porter didn't move.

‘Come with us,” said Eprius soltly.

Lucius turned in surprise. Eprius was breathing
quickly. His eyes were still fearful but they possessed
a glittering hardness Lucius hadn't seen before.

‘Do vou care for your life, Eprius?’ snarled Valens.

‘I don’t think so!’ answered the l)o_\-'. ‘It's not much
of a life, is it, Valens? Not since I met you, anyway.’

Marcipor’s normally impassive face was now
frowning uncertainly.

‘I am your master, Marcipor,” said Valens, his voice
a mixture of velvet and steel. "You will obey me.’

Marcipor appeared to hesitate for a moment, then
he moved aside. "My place is here, with iy master,” he
said to Eprius. ‘But you go. Enjoy your life, my friend.’

Lucius began running up the steps. He could hear
Eprius coming up behind him.

‘Slop llwm!' v(‘lmv_(] \"ill(‘llS'S voi(‘v l‘l‘()lll l)(‘low. l)ul
i\'\ar(‘ipor must have blocked any attempt l).v Albinus

1o obcy tllis ()l'd(_‘l‘.
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'l‘l)(‘._\’ ran lln‘ough the vquipmvnl room and out
mto the ha“wa.\.' l)(-_vond. then pi(‘kvd their way as
qui(‘kly as lln"v could Illl’()llgll the broken remains of
the peristyle. Very soon they were back in the atrium,
where llu-'\" launched themselves at the mountain of
pumi('c that would take them up 1o the rool. It was
very hzll’(l o gain pm'('lmsv on tlu' Sl()p(‘. as lll(‘. stones
kept slipping and tumbling beneath their hands and
feet, but alter several attempts the pair neared the
top of the mound. By this time, the pumice pile had
rv;wlu‘d almost to the very top ol the ('ciling, ]c;wing
them a liny gap to squeeze throngh.

Finally, they emerged onto the roof, and Eprius
gasped when he took in the changed landscape. He
flinched and cried out as the stones pelted him. "Here,’
cried Lucius, lumding him the shield. ‘Put this over
yvour head.’

‘Which way?’ yelled Eprius from under the shield.

Na\.’igaling from the fires on Vesuvius, Lucius
swivelled himsell to a pnsili(_m that he thougln must
face the harbour. "This way lo the sea!” he called. "We
can try and take a sllip!'

Eprius nodded, and the two boys one i a
Murmillo’s  helmet, the other (‘rou(‘hing beneath
a Secutor’s shield -~ began wading through the stones.

'l‘lwy moved slowl'v Iln‘ougln the dusk‘v brown
wasteland. I,ighlning [lashed above them and in its
glow thqv pi(‘kod out, here and there, the huddled

slmpcs ul'pvoplc lruvv“ing in the same direction — and
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that gave Lucius hope that they were indeed heading
for the harbour. Another shimmer of |ig|1lning lit the
underside of the clouds ahead of them, revealing in
silhouette the city wall and its watchtowers. A series
of pillars stuck up like broken teeth — the remains of a
temple, perhaps?

They sensed growing numbers ol people around
them as they neared the base of the city wall. A low-
roofed tunnel loomed out of the twilight, and they saw
it was the nearly buried remains of one of Pompeii's
great arched gateways. Its vaulted rool now rose less
than a metre above their heads. They were shouldered
roughly aside as lines of pedestrian trafhic converged
on this single exit point. But eventually Lucius and
Eprius managed to join the general flow ol refugees
into the tunnel. Shouts and complaints echoed loudly
in the congested darkness as people were jostled or
trodden on.

The l)n.vs ('ln(‘rg('d at the top ol a g(‘nll(* sl()p('.
Lucius squinlvd into the dusty gloom, trying to make
out the harbour. e could hear the sound of waves in
the distance and could make out shapes in the pumice
that might be wharves and quaysides - but where was
the sea? With a shock, he realised he was looking at
it. The masts of ships stuck up through the stones like
the drowning arms of sailors. The pumice storm had
('ovcrvd even the sea the stones were so |ig]1|, lllv._v
floated! There was no chance of an escape from the

city l).\" shi p-
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There were groans ol despair as this awareness
dawned on the people around them. The crowd
gradually dispersed, some to the north, heading
up the coast towards Herculaneum, others south,
and still others turned back the way llu‘.v had come.
Lucius, recalling that Crassus had led the gladiators
southwards, decided to join the refugees heading
in that direction. At some point they must have
crossed the River Sarnus, submerged like everything
else by the blanket of stones. As they walked, Lucius
noticed that the hail of pumice was casing once more.
This provoked several sighs of reliel from those
around them.

‘It seems to be easing,” panted Eprius.

‘Come on!’ said Lucius, quickening his pace. "This
means the mountain's gvlting I‘(‘il(]'\" Lo spi! out another
ol those ﬁ('r_v snrgvs.'

‘Tdon’t know if | can go any further,” gasped Eprius.

Lucius gave him a worried glance. The boy looked
done in, barely able to raise his knees above the stones
1o kvcp going.

“You go on!’ Eprius told him. 'T'll be fine here.’

Lucius tried pulling him forward, but he, too, was
close to exhaustion, and found himsell’ subsiding
back into the stones. He looked back towards the city
walls and the ﬂickvl‘ing torches of the lost souls now
wandvring the ruimns. He looked bc_vond. towards the
fire-speckled crest of Vesuvius, rising above the city

like a ln‘ooding titan.
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Perbaps we'll be safe here, he thought. We may be
far enough away.
As Lucius watched, he saw a cloudy star appear on

the mountain pt-ak. The star swelled and do(-pmwd to

a rosy orange [lecked with black, then tipped out of

the cavernous mouth like a giant lolling tongue. It
seemed to cxpand as 1t rolled down the side of the
mountain. As it advanced, it curved into a merciless
smile. It was coming straight for them, as Lucius knew
it would.

[ have veen a crescent of fire that will cut uo down like a
bright sword.

The incandescent wave raced down the mountain
into the plain. It was a grey, seething mass pulsing
with orange, like a glowing cloud, and it moved faster
than an‘vllling ilnaginal)lc as it closed in on the (‘.il‘v.
Lucius watched it strike the northern walls and crash
upwards like a breaking wave of flame and foaming
gas. He saw walls shatter and rools explode before it.
He saw tiny black spccks. that lnigln be pvoplc, hurled
backwards. The fl‘ollling tide rolled l]n‘(mgll the (*il_\'.
smothering it in a carpet of smoke and flame, engulling
and obliterating everything in its path. Lucius thought
of Valens, Albinus and Marcipor, cooked alive in their
little hideout beneath the ground. He prayed that Quin
had made it out of the city safely.

The blast of hot air hit Lucius and Eprius seconds
lm(‘r; it was “kc l)cing struck m th(* fa(‘(- l).v a S(‘m‘(‘lling

brick wall. It lifted both of them clear of the stones and
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high into the air. Burned, wind-battered and barely
(‘onsci()ns, lll(‘_\’ (‘rasl)('d (lown (‘losv to Ih(' stone-

cove l’(‘(l su rf.

After what seemed like many hours, Lucius
blinked and opened his eyes. The stones beside him
swayed and sloshed, and he thought at first that he
must be dead and on the banks of the River Styx.”
Gradually, it occurred to him that he was lying beside
the sea — it was the waves that were m(wing the stones.

This had to mean that he was alive  he had survived!

The stones had stopped falling from the sky, and the
world was filled with a hazy vellow light. Somewhere
high above him, in the dust-choked air, the sun was
(loing its best to shine.

[t hurt him to move his head, even slightly, but
he managed it eventually, and there, next to him, sat
Eprius. His toga was in rags, his face dirty and his hair
singed, but he was smiling.

"We made it, Lucius,” he said.

Eprius climbed tenderly to his feet, then put his
hand out to help Lucius up. Eprius pointed to the
southwest. "What is that place?’ he asked.

Lucius saw that the expanse of pumice continued as

far as Slal)i;w. a wvall ll_v resort on lll(‘. coast. B(‘_vond 1"

¥ River Styx: in € sreek and Roman Ill_t/f/)a'/u_(jy, a river which the dead must
crove Lo react the wnderwvorld,
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he could see erystal-clear blue sea, and, basking in the
sunlighl, the long arm ol land that formed the southern
end of the bay. Near the end of this promontory, he
glimpsed the red-tiled roofs and white walls of a seaside
town. It was towards this that Eprius was pointing.

‘I think that must be Surr('ntum.' said Lucius.

‘Shall we go?’

Lucius smiled and nodded. He put his arm around
l‘:prins's S'l()lll(l(‘l’, and tl\(' Two l)o.vs l)(‘gan 1O |ilnp

their way along the shore.

END OF BOOK 11
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m‘ins hml spt'nl lln' vnlil't' nmrning
ll‘.\'ing 1O Ccoax an vlvplmnl 1O km'('l
l)vl‘orv a statue ()l‘ llw cmperor Ti!us.

l l(‘ Wwas llil\'illg no lll(']i. l l(‘ l'{liS('d llii\'

(III:(’H-' <k |l'illlllllg Sll(’l{ as ]()llg as a

man's arm and shd it down the back of the greal
beast'’s l'm'vlvg, but the vlvplmnl remained .\'tnl)l)m‘nl.\'
upright. She had knelt happily just a few minutes
carlier and received a bucketlul of lasly roots for her
p;lins. But, for some reason, when faced with the
squ:nrv-j:n\'vd features ol the most pm\'vrf'ul man
in the known \\'m‘ltl. she ;ul\\'u.\v's nplml to stand.
Personally, Lucius found it hard to blame the
creature lor rcl‘using to show the man respect, Alter

c'.l”. il was |li.\' illl})(‘l'iill ilg(‘lll.\‘ \\'l)() llc’l(l S[()I(‘ll ll('l' I‘l'()ll)
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her homeland in Africa and brought her here to this
strange and [rightening city. The elephant, so Lucius
had been told, had been driven into a pit by Numidian
hunters, then fed only barley juice for days to subdue

llvl‘. In lwr wcukmwd state, shc ||u(| l)ovn lr;mspm‘tcd

ill M Sllll"(‘l'l?(l cage ACTross Iilll(] illl(l sca lo lll(‘ p()l'l 0['

()stia, then lakcn on a l)argv up the River Tiber to
Rome. How terrilyving must the crowded, noisy docks
have seemed to this g(*nlh' animal reared in the lmnquil
expanses of the African plains?

Since then she had spent her days here at the
vivarium in the Trans Tiberim* district of the (‘il.\'. on
the western bank of the Tiber. She had been trained to
do tricks - to throw spears in the air, stand on upturned
buckcts. and ﬁgln bulls. And she’d had to ael used to
a much more crowded and nois_v world than her old
home. Her enclosure was a cage ol (*|oso|'v spac(-(l
bars, just ten paces to a side. It was one of hundreds
of similar cages in the vivarium, ('ontaining beasts
from across the empire. To the elephant, it must seem
a loud, smelly and terribly alien place. Did she ever
think about what she had lost — the rorvsls, the mm{d_v
|akvs, the wide open spaces, and the herd she had lelt
behind?

Lucius checked himself. It was a fault in him to
get sentimental about the animals in his care. He had

~ . A '
cven g()l)(‘. S0 lill' as to 8’1\"(' some 0‘ 'll('ln Nnames. (l l(‘ (l

* vivarium: a place where live animals are kept and raised. Trans Tiberim:
Acrows the Tiber; the area w called Trastevere in modern ltalian.
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(lvcidv(l l||v vlcpll;ml was (';l“vd A‘\ugnvnliu.) IHe
wished he could be more hard-hearted. Alter all, there
were to be no happy endings for any of these beasts
and he'd best get used to it. They had been brought
here to Rome for one reason only: to perform, to light
and ultimately to die in the arena. In four days’ time,
the lnaugm‘al Games ol the Flavian j\lnpl)illwatrv
were due to begin. The night before, the animals of
the Trans Tiberim Vivarium, and all the other vivaria
dotted around the outskirts ol the cit.\-', would be
loaded into reinforced wagons and transported to
uudm‘ground vaults beneath the ;lmpllillwalrv to await
their debut in the show.

[Lucius was about to give Magnentia another gentle
prod when the door to the enclosure sud(l(fn[\! burst
open. Silus, Lucius’s boss, strode in. The beast master
was a large, thickset man with a gleaming bald head,
a thick beard and dark, angry eves. As always, he
clutched a coiled length of rope in his right hand
a bullwhip ready to flick at any animal he felt
like hurting at that particular moment. Silus enjoyed
hurting animals or so it secemed to Lucius. He
used his whip randomly and without reason. He
was violent, unpredictable, and all the animals were
scared of him. As he came in, Magnentia trumpeted
fearfully and bolted towards the far corner of the cage.
In so doing, she knocked over the statue of Titus. It
fell with a clatter to the floor and broke into half a

dozen pieces.
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‘Stupid creature!” bawled Silus. e unfurled his
whip and lashed her with it. The iron tip made a loud
crack as it landed on her side. Magnentia bellowed
with pain. He lashed her once again, and then a third
time. Each time she roared her pain and tried to wedge
hersell further into the corner. Lucius (‘ringcd as he
saw the dark red marks left on her skin.

Seemingly satisfied with the punishment he'd
inflicted, Silus wiped the sweat [rom his brow, gathered
up the whip and stuck it in his belt. “The dumb brute
has no idea how much it cost to gel hold of that statue

nor what a crime she's just committed in breaking
it.” He turned to Lucius. "You, my lad, are going to
have to rvpair il, even 1f 1t t:ll(t‘s_vml llw rest of the da.\.'.
Understood? Have you got her to kneel before it yet?’
‘Er... no, sir.’

Silus’s nostrils flared impatiently. "What in Jove's
name is wrong with the animal? Those Numidians
swore she was the most inl(-‘"ig('m ol the herd. And
it's true she hurls weapons like no elephant we've ever
had. And I've seen her kill two bulls with a singlv
thrust ol her ivories. So why won't she kneel?’

‘She does kneel, sir,” said Lucius. ‘Before you
m;magcd to hind that statue, I'd gl numkqu 1o
crouch in front of her, and she'd kneel before them
cvery time.’

‘So she's prvparcd to submit to a monkq\.’. but not
to our emperor, is that what you're saying?’ growled

Silus. His hand moved to his wllip his automatic
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response to anything that annoyed him. "Maybe she
needs to learn the price ol such disrespect...’

‘No, sir,” pleaded Lucius. I think she’s learned that
lesson already today. Just give me a bit more time. I'm
sure | can get her to do this.”

‘We don't have much more time, boy,” snarled
Silus. “In four days’ time, the emperor will appear on
his podium at the opening ceremony of the games,
and this elephant must kneel before him. This is my
gift to him, and if she doesn’t do as I demand, 1 will
personally disembowel her with a blunt knife and turn

ll(‘l' lllSkS illl() l()()‘llpi(‘k.\'. Undcrslo()d?'

TOBECONTINULED..
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Eques, ‘the Horseman'
Weapons: lance,
short sword
Sheeld: civcular cavalry shield
Helmet: with brim, and decorated
with feathers
Armour: shoulder guard
Opponent: another Eques
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FIGHTERS IN THE
GLADIATORIAL
ARENA

Secutor, ‘the Chaser’

Weapons: gladius (short sword);
dagger as back-up

Shield: large wooden rectangle

Helmet: full-face, smooth, egg-shaped.

Armour: padded or armoured guard
on sword arm

Opponent: Retiariug; chasing the

nimble Retiarius gives the Secutor

his name

Paegniarius, ‘the Comedian’

Weapons: whip, wooden sword

tql)‘.(/": 5"]-'.]] \\'l’(xl(’ll l)().'ll'd Sll.;ll)')ﬂj
to arm

Helmet: none

Armeour: padded leg wrappings

Opponent: another Paegniarius; they
are not serious fighters and always
live to fight another day

Provocator, ‘the Challenger’

Weapon: gladius

Shield: large, rectangular; superior
version of legionary issue

Helmet: all-encompassing, with grille-
covered eveholes for visibility

Armour: protective sleeve, greave
protecting the forward leg,
chest protector

Opponent: another Provocator

223






