





Author’s note

The Romans divided the day into rwelve hours, The firss, &ora prima,
began at sunrise. The last, dora duodecima, ended at nunset.

The night was divided into cighe warches ~ Mupera, Prima fax,
Concwdia and Iniempesia before midaighy Jaclinaiio, Gallicinium,
Contisinium end Diluculum after it

The days of the week were Moon, Mars, Mercury, Jupiter, Venus,
Saten and Sun.

Pompeii takes place over four days.

Sunrise on the Bay of Naples in the founh week of August AD 79

was At approximately 06:30 hours.



'"American superiority in all matters of science, economics, indusary,
politics, business, redicine, engineering, social life, soctal justice,
and of course, the military was ronal and indispurable. Even
Europeans suffering the pangs of wwunded chauvirism kooked on
with awe ot the brillianr axample the United Stares had set for the
world as the third milleonum began.”

Tom Wolle, #ooking Up

‘Tn the whole wodd, whevever the vauh of heaven iens, there is po

land so well adorned with afl chat wins Nature’s crown as laly, the

ruler and second mother of the woeld, with ber men and women,

hey generals and soldiers, her slaves, her pre-eminence in ars and
crafia, her wealth of brillam wlent . . '

Pliny, Natural History
'How can we withhold our respect from a water system thar, in the

ficst century AD, supplied the Gty of Rome with subatantially more
water than was supplied in 198y tv New York Ciry?'

A. Trevor Hodge, authos,
Romen Agreducie & Water Supply



MARS

22 August

Two days before the eruption



Conticinium
[o4:21 hours)

A serong correlarion kas beent found berween the magns-
wde of eruptions and the lengih of the preceding
tnterval of reposs, Almosr all very large, Aistorie erup-
tions Aave come from volcanoes thar Aave been dormans
for cencuries.’
Jacgues-Marie Bardingeff, Alexander R. MeBirnwy,
Volcanology {scrond edizion )

by moenlight into the hills overlooking the port - six

men in single file, the engineer teading. He had rurfed
them our of their beds himself - all stff limbs and sullen,
bleary faces — and now he could hear them complaining about
him behind his back, their voices carrying louder than they
realised in the warm, sall air,

‘A fool’s erramt,” somebody murtzered,

‘Boys should stick 1o their books,' said another.

He lengrhened his seride.

Let them pratdle, he thought.

Already he could feel the hear of the morning beginning
to build, the promise of another day without min. He was
younger than most of his work gang, and shorter than any of
them: a compact, muscled figure with cropped brown hair, The

T hey left the aqueduct rwo hours before dawn, climbing
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shafts of the tools he carried slung across his shoulder — a
heavy, bronze-headed axe and a wooden shovel — chafed agains:
bis sunburnt neck, Still, he forced himself to stretch his bare
legs as far as they would reach, mounting swiltly from foothold
to foothold, and only when he was high 2bove Misenum, a1 a
place where the track forked, did he ser down his burdens and
wait for the others ¢o catch up.

He wiped the sweat from his eyes on the sleeve of his runic.
Such shimmering, feverish heavens thay had here in the sauth!
Even this close to daybreak, a great hemisphere of swrs swept
down to the horizon. He could see the horns of Taurus, and
the belt and sword of the Hunter; there was Sarurn, and also
the Bear, and the constellation they called the Vintager, which
always rose for Caesar on the twenty-second day of August,
following the Festival of Vinalia, and signalled that it was time
to harvest the wine, Tomorrow night the moon would be full.
He raised his hand to the sky, his blunt-tipped fingers black
and sharp aguinst the glittering constellazions — spread them,
clenched them, spread them again — and for a moment it seemed
o him that he was the shadow, the nothing; the light wag the
substzance.

From down in the harbour came the splash of oars as the
night wasch rowed berween the moored triremes. The yellow
larterns of a coupke of fishing boats winked across the bay. A
dog barked and another answerad. And then the voices of the
labourers slowly climbing the path beneath him: the harsh local
accent of Corax the overseer ~ ‘Look, our new aguarius it waving
at the srars/"~ aod the tlaves and the free men, equals for once
in their resentment if nothing else, panting for breath and snig-
gering:

The engineer dropped his hand. ‘At least,” he said, ‘with
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such a sky, we have no need of torches.’ Suddenly he was
vigorous again, stooping 1o collect his rools, hoisting them back
on ta his shoulder. "We must keep moving.' He frowned into
the darkness One path would take them westwards, skirting
the edge of the naval base, The other led north, wwards the
seaside resort of Baiae. '[ chink this is where we wrn.’

‘He thinks,’ snesred Corax.

The engincer had decided the previous day that the best
way to treat the overseer was 10 ignoze him. Wichout a word
he put his back 1o the sea and the stars, and began ascending
the black mass of the hillside. What was Jeadership, after all,
bt the blind choice of one route over another and the confi-
dent pretence that the dacision was based on reason?

The path here was steeper. He had to scramble up it side-
ways, sometimes using his free hand to pull himself along, his
feet skidding, sending showers of loose stones rattling away in
the darkness. People stared at these brown hills, scorched by
summer brushfires, #nd thought they were as dry as deserts,
but the enginee: knew differently. Even 5o, he feit his earlier
assurance beginning to weaken, and he tried 10 remember how
the path had appeared in the glare of yesterday afternoon, when
he had first reconnoitred it. The twisting track, barely wide
enough for a mule. The swathes of scorched grass. And then,
at a place where the ground levelled out, Hecks of pale green
in the blackness — signs of life thar turned out to be shoots of
ivy reaching rowardn 2 houlder,

After going halfway up sn incline and then coming down
again, he stopped and rurned slowly in a full circle. Either his
eyes were geriing used o i, or dawn was close now, in which
casa they were almost out of time. The athers had halted behind
him. He could hear their heavy breathing. Here was another



ROBERT HARRIS

shafis of the tools he carried stung across his shoulder - a
heavy, hronze-headed axe and a wooden shovel - chafed against
his sunburnt neck. Sull, he forced himself ta strerch his bare
legs as far as they would reach, mounving swifdy from foothold
to foothold, and only when he was high above Misenum, at 2
place where the track forked, did he set down his burdens and
wait for the ouhers 10 catch up.

He wiped the sweat from his eyes on the sleeve of his tunic.
Such shimmering, feverish heaveny they had here in the souch!
Even this close ro daybreak, a greal hemisphere of stars swept
down 10 the horizon, He could see the homs of Taurus, snd
the belt and sword of the Hunter; there was Saturn, and also
the Bear, and the consteliation they cilled the Vintager, which
always rose for Caesar on the twenty-second day of August,
following the Festival of Vinalia, and signalled that it was time
to harvest the wine. Tomorrow night the moon would be full.
He raisad his hand 1o the sky, his blunt-tipped fingers black
and sharp against the glitrering constellations — spread them,
clenched chem, spread them aguin —and for a moment it seemed
to him that he was the shadow, the nothing; the light was the
substance,

From down in the harkour came the splash of oars as the
night watch rowed berween the moored triremes. The yellow
lanterns of a couple of fishing boats winked across dhe bay. A
dog barked and another answered. And then the voices of the
Labourers stowly climbing the path beneath him: the harsh loca!
accent of Corax the overseer — Look, our new aquearivg is waving
az the siers/" - and the slaves and the free men, equals for once
in their resentment if nadhing else, panting for breath and snig-
gering.

The engineer dropped his band. ‘Ac least,” he said, “with
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such a sky, we have no need of rorches.” Suddenly he was
vigorous again, slooping to collect his wools, hoisting them back
on to his shoulder. “We must keep moving.’ He frowned into
the darkness. One path would take them westwards, skirting
the edge of the naval base. The other led north, towards the
seaside resort of Baiac. ‘I think this is where we wrn.’

‘He thinks,” sneered Corax.

The engineer had decided the previous day that the best
way (0 treat the overseer was to ignore him. Without 2 word
he put his back ro the sea and the siars, and began ascending
the black mass of the hillside. Whar was leadership, after all,
but the blind choice of one route over another and the confi-
dent pretence that the decision was based on reason?

The path here was steeper. He had to scramble up it side-
ways, sometimes using his free hand ro pull himself along, his
feer skidding, sending showers of loose stones rarding away in
the darkness, People stared at these hrowm hills, scorched by
summer hrushfires, and thought they were as dry as deserts,
but the engineer knew differendy. Even so, he felt his eatlier
assurance beginning 1o weaken, and he tried 10 remember how
the path had appeared in the glare of yesterday afterncon, when
he had first reconnoitred it The cwisting track, barely wide
enough for a mule, The swathes of scorched grass. And then,
at 2 place where the ground levelled o, flecks of pale green
in the blackness — signs of life that urned out ro be shoots of
ivy reaching towards a houlder.

Afrer going halfway up an incline and then coming down
again, he stopped and rumed tlowly in a full circle. Either hi
eyes were gotting used to it, or dawn was close now, in which
case they were almost owt of time. The others had halred behind
him. He could bear their heavy breathing. Here was another
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story for them 1o take back to Misenum — how their new young
aquarius had dragged them from their beds and marched them
into the hilis in the middle of the night, and all on a fool s errand,
There was a taste of ash in his mouth,

"Are we lost, pretty boy?'

Corax's mocking voice again.

He made the mistake of rising ro the bait: ‘I’'m looking for
a rock.’

This time they did not ¢ven try 10 hide their laughter,

"He’s running around like a mouse in a pisspod!’

‘1 know it’s here somnewhere. 1 marked it with chalk.’

More laughter — and ax that he wheeled on them: the squar
and broad-shouldered Corax; Beceo, the long-nose, who was
a plasterer; the chubby one, Musa, whose skill was laying bricks;
and the two slaves, Polites and Corvinus. Even their indistinct
shapes seemed co mock him. "Laugh. Good, But I promise you
this: either we find it before dawn or we shall all be back here
tomorrow might. Including you, Gavius Corax. Only next time
make sure you're sober.’

Silence. Then Corax spar and ook a half-aiep forward and
the engineer hraced himself for a fight. They had been building
up to this for three days now, ever since he had arrived in
Misenum. Not an hour had passed without Corax trying to
undeymine him in front of dhe men.

And if we fight, thought the engineer, he will win ~ it’s
five againse pne —and they will throw my body over the cliff
and say 1 slipped in the darkness, But how will that go down
i Rome - if a second aquarius of the Aqus Augusta is lost in
less thap a formighe?

For a long instant they faced one another, no more than a
pace between them, so close thar the engineer could smell the
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stale wine on the older man’s hreath. But then one of the others
— it was Becco — guve an excired shout and poinred.

Just visible behind Corax’s shoulder was a rock, marked
neatly in it centre by a thick white cross,

A tiitius was the engineer’s name — Marcus Attilius Primus,
to lay it our in full, but plain Auilius would have saris-
fied him. A practical man, he had never had rauch time for all
these [ancy handles his fellow counoymen went in for.
("Lupus’, ‘Panthera’, ‘Pulcher’ - “Wolf”, ‘Leopard’, ‘Bexuty’ —
who in hell did dhey think they were kidding?) Besides, what
name was more honourable in the history of his profession
than that of the gens Auilia, aqueduct engineers for four pener-
ations? Hia great-grandfather had been recruired by Marcus
Agsippa from the ballista section of Legion X1I ‘Fulmirata’
and set tu work building the Aqua Julia. His grandfather had
planned the Anio Novus. His father had completed the Aqua
Claudia, bringing her into the Esquiline Hill over seven miles
of arches, and lnying het, on the day of her dedication, like a
silver carpet at the feet of the Emperor. Now he, at twenty-
seven, had been sent south to Campania and given command
of the Aqua Augusta.

A dymaaty built on water!

He squinted inko the darkness. Oh, but the was a mighty
piece of work, the Augnsta — one of the greatest feas of engi-
neering ever accomplished. [r was going to be an honour 10
command her. Somewhere far our there, on the opposite side of
the bay, high in the pine-forested mountains of the Appenninus,
the aquedkict captured the springs of the Serinus and bore the
water westwards — channelled it along sinuous underground
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passages, carried it over ravines on top of tiered arcades, forced
it across valleys through massive syphons —~ all the way down
to the plains of Campania, then around the far side of Mount
Vesuvias, then south to the coast ar Neapolis, and finalty along
the spine of the Misenum peninsula to the dusry naval 1own, a
distance of some sixry mifes, with a mean drop along her entire
length of just rwo inches every one hundred yards. She was
the longest aqueduct in the world, longer even than the great
aqueducts of Rome and far more complex, for whereas her
sisters in the north fed one city only, the Augusta’s serpentine
conduit — the matrix, as they called it: the motheriine — suckled
no fewer then nine towns around the Bay of Neapolis: Pompeii
first, at the end of a long spur, then Nola, Acerrae, Atella,
Neapolis, Puteol, Cumae, Baiae and finally Misenum.

And this was the problem, in the engineer’s opinion. She
bad 0 do o much. Rome, after all, hed more than half a
dozen aqueducts: if’ one failed the others could make up the
deficit. But there was o reserve supply down here, especially
not in this drought, now dragging into its third month. Wells
thet had provided water for generations had tumed ineo rubes
of dust. Streurns had dried up. River beds had become reacks
for farmers to drive their beasts along to market. Even the
Augusta was showing signs of exhaustion, the Jevel of her
enormous reserwoir dropping hourly, and it was this which had
brought him out on to the hillside in the time hefore dawn when
he ought to have been in bed.

From the leather pouch on bis bele Asilius withdrew a small
block of polished cedar with a chin rest carved into one side
of it. The grain of the wood had been rubbed smocth and
bright by the sxin of his ancestors. His great-grandfather was
said 10 have been given it as 2 mlisman by Vitsuvius, architect
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to the Divine Augusius, and the odd man had maimmained rhar
the spirit of Neprune, god of warer, lived within it. Anilius
had na time (or gods — boys with wings on their feet, women
riding dolphins, greybeards huting bolts of lighming off the
tops of mountains in fits of temper — these were siories for
childeen, not men. He placed his faith instead in stones and
waler, ard in the daily miracle that came from mixing two parts
of slaked slime to five pars of puteclanum — the local red sand
— conjuring up & substance thar would set underwater with a
consistency harder than rock.

But still - it was a fool who denied the existence of luck,
and if chis family heidoom could bring him ther . . . He ran
his finger around its edge. He would try anything once.

He had left his rolfs of Vitruvius behind in Rome. Not that
it martered. They had been hammered inte him since child-
hood, as other boys fearnt their Virgil. He could still recite
entire passages by beast,

"These are the growing things 1o be found whick are signs of
warter: slender rushes, wild willow, alder, chaste berry, ivy, ond
other things of this sorr, whick cannos occur on their ovwn withous
TOMSture . | .

'Corax over there, ordered Attilius. "Corvinus there. Becco,
take the pole and mark the place I tell you. You two: keep your
eyes open.’

Corax gave him a laok az he passed.

‘Later,” said Attilius. The overseer stank of resentment
almost as strongly as be reeked of wine, but there would be
time enough o sertle their quarrel when chey got back 0
Misenum. For now they would have to hurry.

A grey gauze had {ilered owt the stars. The moon had
dipped. Fificen miles to the east, at the mid-point of the bay,
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Vituvius promised, but snagging, close 1o the ground, as if &
hook were caught on a rock and someone were jecking #. It
zig-zagged towards him. And vanished. He yetled and pointed
- *There, Becco, therel” — and the plasterer lumbered towards
the spot. ‘Back. Yes. There. Mark it

He scrambled to his feet and hurried cowards them,
hrushing the red dirt and black ash from the front of his tumic,
smiling, holding the magical hlock of cedat aloft. The three
had gathered arcund the place and Becco was trying ta jam the
pole into the earth, but the ground was 100 hard 1o sink it far
enough.

Ardlius was wiumphant. ‘You saw it? You must have scen
it. You were closer than L.

They stared at him hlankly.

‘It was curious, did you notice® 1t rose like this.' He made
a seriea of horizoneal chopa ac the 2ir with the flac of his hand.
‘Like steam coming off a cauldron thac’s being shaken.’

He looked from one to anather, his smile fixed at firse, then
shrinking.

Corax shook his head. ‘Your eyes are playing tricks on you,
prery boy. There"s no spring up here. ! told you. 1"ve known
these hills for rwenty years.'

‘And I’'m telling you I saw it.’

‘Smoke.” Corax stamped his foot on the dry earth, raising
a ¢ioud of dust. ‘A brush fire can burn underground for days.'

‘I know snoke. I know vapour, This was vapour.’

They were shamming blindress. They had o be. Arilius
dropped to his knees and patted the dry ved earth, Then he
starred digging with his bare hands, working his fingers under
the rocks and tossing them aside, mgging at 2 long, charred
wber which refused 10 come away. Something had emerged
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from here. He wat sure of it. Why had the ivy come back to
life so quickly if there was no spring?
He said, withcut wrping round, 'Fetch the toals.’
‘Aquarius
Ferch the eools/’

hey dug all moming, as the sun climbed dowly above the
blue furnace of the hay, melting fram yellow disc to gaseous
white star. The ground creaked and tautened in the heat, like the
bowstring of one of bis great-grandfather's giant siege engines,

Once, a boy passed them, dragging. an emaciated goat by
& rope haleer coward the town. He was the only person they
saw. Misenum itself lay hidden from view just beyond the eliff
edge. Occasionally irs sounds floated up 1o them - shouts of
command from the milieary school, hammering and sawing
from the shipyards.

Adiling, 2n old straw hat pulled low over his face, worked
hardest of all. Even when the others crepr off occasionaily to
aprawl in whatever patches of shade they could find, he
continued to swing his axe. The shaft was shippery with his
sweat and hard to geip. His palms blistered, His tunic stuck to
him like a second skin, But he would not show weakness in
front of the men. Even Corax shut up afeer 2 while,

The crater they eventually excavated was twice ay deep 25
a man's height, and hroad enough for two of them 1o work in.
And there was a spring there, right enough, but it retreated
whenever they came close. They would dig, The rusty soil at
the bottom of the hole would turn damp. And then it would
bake dry aguin in the sunlight. They would excavate another
layer and the same process would recur.

32
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Only at the tenth hour, when the sun had passed its zenith,
did Actilius at Jast acknowledge defear. He waiched a final stsin
of water dwindle and evaporate, then flung his axe over the kip
of the pit and hauled himself after ir. He puiled off his hat and
fanned his burning cheeks. Corax sat on a rock and watched
him. For the first ame Asilius noticed he was bare-headed.

He said, "You'll boil your hrains in this heat.” He uncorked
his waterskin and tipped a little into his hand, splashed it on to
his face and the back of his neck, then drank. It was hot - as
vnrefreshing as swatlowing blood.

'l was born here. Heat doesn't bocher me. In Campania we
call this cool.’ Corax hawked and spat. He tilted his broad chin
towards the hole. “Whar do we do with this?’

Adiliug glanced ar it — an ugiy gash in the hillside, great
mounds of earth heaped all around it. His monument. His folly.
‘We'll teave it as ic is," be said. ‘Have it covered with planks.
When it rains, the spring will rise. You'll see.’

“When it rains, we won’t need a spring.’

A fair poine, Atdlius had 1o concede.

"We could run a pipe from it," he said thoughtfully, He was
a romantic when it came ro water. [n his imagination, a whole
pastoral idyll widdenly began to take shape. 'We could irrigate
this entire hillside. There could he lemon groves up here.
Olives. It could he terraced. Vines -’

*Vines!' Corax shook his hesd. "So now we're farmers!
Listen to me, young expert from Rome. Let me tell you some-
thing. The Aqua Augusta hasn’t failed in more than a century.
And she isn’t going to fail now. Not even with you in charge.’

'We hope.” The engineer finished che last of his water. He
could feel himself blushing scarlet with humilistion, but the
heat hid his shame. He planted his straw hat firmly on his head
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and pulled down the brim to protect his face. “Al} right, Corax,
get the men together. We've done here for the day.'

He collected his tools and set off without waiting for the
others. They could find sheir own way back.

He had o waich where he put his fees. Each step senc a
scattering of lizards rustling away into the dry undecgrowth.
Ir was more Africa than ftaly, he thought, and when he reached
the corstal path, Misenum appeared beneath him, shimmering
in the haze of heat Like an oasis town, pulsing — or s0 it seemed
0o kim ~ in time with the cicadas.

The headquarters of the western imperial fleer was a
tricunph of Man over Nature, for by rights no town should exist
here. There was no river to support ber, few wells or springs.
Yet the Divine Augustus had decreed that the Empire needed
1 port from which o contro] the Meditetranean, and here she
was, the embodiment of Roman powes: the glitrering silver
discs of her inner and ourer harbours, the golden beaks and
fan-rail seeens of fifty warships glinting in the late afiernoon
sun, the dusty heown parade ground of the militacy school, the
red-tiled roofs and the whitewashed walls of the civilizn town
rising above the spiky forest of masts in the shipyard.

Ten chousand sailors and another ten thousand citizens were
crammed into 3 narrow srip of land with no fresh water to
speak of. Oniy dhe aqueduct had made Misenum possible.

He thought again of the curious motion of the vapour, and
the way the spring had scemed 1o run back into the rock. A
strange country, this. He looked ruefully at his blistered hands.

A fool's errend -’

He shook hit head, blinking his eyes to clear them of sweat,
and resumed his weary trudge down to the rown.



Hora undecima

[17:42 houes)

A guestion of practical importance to forecasting is how
much tume elapes benween an infection of new magma
and an ensuing sruption. In meny voloonoes, this time
interval may be measured in weeks or moneks, byur in
others it seams to be much thorter, possibly days or Aowrs.’

t the Villa Hormensia, the great coastal residence on
A the northern outskitts of Misenum, they were
preparing to put a stave to death. They were going
to feed him to the eels.
It was not an unknown practice in that part of Italy, where
50 many of the huge houses around the Bay of Neapolis had
their own elaborate fish farms. The new owmer of the Villa
Hortensia, the millionaire Numerius Popidius Ampliatus, had
first heard the story as a boy — of bow the Augustan ariszo-
eraz, Vednu Pollio, would burd clumay servanes into his ¢l pond
as 3 punithment for breaking dishes — and he ofien referred to
it admiringly as the perfect illustration of what it was to have
power. Power, and imagination, and wit, and a certain seyde.
50 when, many years lager, Ampliatus, (00, came to possess
a fishery — just a few miles down dhe coest from Vedius Pollio’s
ofd place at Pasilypon — and when one of his slaves also
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desroyed something of rare value, the precedent naturally
came back into his mind. Ampliatus had been bomn a slave
hirnself; this was how he thaught an aristocrat ought to behave.

The man was duly stripped to his loincloth, had his hands
tied behind his back and was marched down to the edge of che
sea. A knife was run down both of his calves, to draw an attrac-
tive amount of blood, and he was also doused with vinegar,
which was said t drive the eels mad.

[t was late afternoon, very hot.

The ¢els had their own large pen, built well away from the
other fish ponds 1o keep them segregated, reached by a narrow
concrete gangway extending out into the bay. These eels were
morays, notorious for their aggression, thelr bodies as long as
a man’s and as wide at 2 buman trunk, with flar heads, wide
snouts and razor reeth. The villa’s fishery was a hundred and
fifty years old and nobody knew how many lurked in the
[abyrinth of tunnels and in the shady areas built into the bottom
of the pond. Scores, certainly; probably hundreds. The more
ancient eels were monsters and several wore jewellery. One,
which had a gold earring fitted ro its pectoral fin, was said 10
have been a favourite of the Emperor Nero.

The morayy were & particular terror to this siave becanse
— Ampliatus savoured the jrony — it had long been his respon-
sibilicy to feed them, and he was shouting and struggling even
before he was forced on to the gangway. He had seen the eels
in action every moming when he threw in their meal of fish
heads and chicken entrails — the way the surface of the water
flickered, then roiled as they sensed the arrival of the Mocod,
and the way they came darting out of their hiding-places to
fight ower their food, rearing it to pieces.

At the eleventh bour, despite the sweltering heat, Amplicrus
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himself promenaded down from the villa (o warch, arerded
by his teenaged son, Celsinus, togecher with his bousehold
steward, Scutarius, a few of his business clients (who had
foliowed him from Pompeii and had been hanging around since
dawn in the hope of dinnet), and a crowd of about a hundred
of his other male slaves who he had decided would profit by
witnessing the spectacle. His wife and daughier be had ordered
0o remain indoors: this was not a sight for women. A large
chair was set up for him, with smaller ones for his guests. He
did not even know the errant slave’s name. He had come a3
partof a job Jot with the fish ponds when Ampliarus had bought
the villa, for a cool ten million, earlier in the year.

All manner of fish were kept, at vast expense, along the
shoreline of the house — sea bass, with their waolly-whise flash;
grey mullet, thac required high walis around their pond 10
prevent them keaping to freedom; flarfish and parvot fish and
giltheads; lampreys and congers and hake,

But hy far dhe most expensive of Ampliatus’s aquarc treas-
ures — he trembled to think how much he had paid for them,
and he did not ever much like fish — were the red mullet, the
delicate and whiskered goatfish, notoriously diflicule 1o keep,
whose colours ran from pale pink to orange. And it was these
that the slave had killed, Whether by malice or incompetence,
Ampliatus did not know, nor care, but there they were: chus-
tered together in death as they had been in life, 2 multi-hued
carpet floating on the surface of their pond, discovered earlier
that afternoon. A few had stll been alive whan Ampliatus was
ghown the scene, but they had died even as he warched, mrning
like leavea in the depths of the pool and rising to join the others.
Poisoned, every one. They would have fetched six thousand
apiece at current market prices — one mullet being worth five

i



ROBERT HARRIS

times as much as the miserable slave who was supposed to look
after them — and now they were fic only for the fire. Ampliatus
had pronounced sentence immediaiely: “Throw him to the eels!’

The dave was screaming as they dragged and prodded him
towards the edge of the pool. It was not his fault, he was
shouting. [t was not the food. It was the water. They shoukd
fetch the aquarius.

The aquarius!

Ampliarus screwed up bis eyes againat the glare of the sea,
it was hard to make out the shapes of the writhing slave and of
the two others holding him, or of the fourth, who held a boat-
book like a Jance and was jabbing it into the doomed man's back
— mere stick-fagures, all of them, in the haze of the heat and the
parkling waves. He raised his arm in the manner of an emperor,
his fist clenched, his thumb parallel with the ground. He felt
godlike in his power, yet full of simple buman curiosity. For a
moment he waited, tasting the sensation, then abrupely he rwisted
hds wrist and jammed his thumb upward. Let him have it}

Thepo'ercingcsicsof the slave teetering on the edge of the
¢el-pond carried up from the seafront, across the terraces,
over the swimming poul and into the silent house where the
vomen were liding.

Corelia Ampliatz had run to her bedroom, thrown herself
down on the martress, and pulled her pillow over her head, but
there was no escaping the sound. Unlike her father, she knew
the slave's name — Hipponax, a Greek — and also the name of
his mother, Aua, wbo worked in the kirchens, and whose lamen-
tations, once they started, were even more terrible than his.
Unable to bear the screams for more than a few moments, she
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sprang up again and ran through the deserted vilia to find the
wailing woman, who had sunk against a colamn in the clois-
rered garden.

Seeing Corelia, Atiz clurched at her young mistress’s bem
and began weeping at her slippered feet, repeating over and
over that her son was innocent, thar he had shouted to her as
he was being carried away — it was the water, the water, there
veas something wrong with the warer. Why would nobody listen
to bim#

Corelia stroked Atia’s grey hair and rried ro make such
soothing noises as she could. There was little else that she could
do. Useless to appeal 1o her father for clemency — she knew
tbat. He Listened to nobody, lease of all 10 a2 woman, and leasr
of all women to his daughter, from whom he expected an
unquestioning ocbedience —an intervention from her would only
make the death of the slave doubly certain. To Atia’s pleas she
could only reply chac thare was nothing she could do.

At this, the old woman « in truth she was in her forties, but
Corelia thoughr of slave years as being like dog years, and she
appeared ar least sixty ~ suddenly broke away and roughly
dried her eyes on her srm.

'I must find help.’

‘Atia, Atia," said Corelia gendy, 'who will give it?”’

‘He shouted for the aquarius. Didn't you hear him? | shall
ferch the aquarius.”

‘And where is he?’

“‘He may be at the aqueducr down the hill, where the
watermen work.’

She was on ber feer now, trembling but determined, looking
around her wildly. Her cyes were sed, her dress and bais dis-
ordered. She lackad fike 2 madwoman and Corelia saw ar once
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that no one woukd pay her any auention. They would laugh ar
her, or drive her off with stones.

‘I'll come with you,” she said, and as annther terrible scream
rese from the waterfront Corelia gatheced up her skirts with one
hand, grabbed the old woman’s wrist with the other and together
they fled through the garden, past the empty porter's stool, out
of the side door, and inro the dazzling heat of the public raad.

T he terminus of the Aqua Augusta was a vast underground
reservoir, a few hundred paces south of the Villa
Hortensia, hewn into the slope overlooking the port ard known,
for as long as anyone could remember, as the Piscina Mirabilis
— The Pool of Wonders.

Viewed from the oumide, there was nothing particularly
wonderful abour her and most of «he citizens of Misenum
passed her without 2 second glance. She appeared on the surface
as a low, flat-roofed building of red brick, festcconed with pale-
green ivy, a city block tong and lalf a block wide, surrounded
by thops and storerooms, bars and apartments, hidden avay in
the dusty back streets above the naval base,

Only at night, when the noise of the raffic and the shours
of the radesmen had fallen sllene, was it possible to hear the
kow, subierrancan thunder of falling water, and only if you
went into the yard, unlocked the narrow wooden door and
descended a few steps into the Piscina imself was it possible to
apprecite the reservoir's full glory., The vaulted roof was
supported by forty-eight pillars, each more than fifty faet high
- although most of their length was submerged by the waters
of the reservoir — and the echo of the agueduct hammering

into the surface was enough ro shake your bones.
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The engineer could stand here, listening and lostin thought,
for hours. The percussion of cha Auguswa sounded in his cars
nor as a dull and continwous roas but 29 the notes of a gigantic
water-organ: the music of civilisation. There were air shafts in
the Piscinz's roof, and in the afternoons, when the foaming
spray leapr in the sunlight and rainbows danced berween tha
pillars — ot in the evenings, when he locked up for the night
and the flame of his torch shone across the smooth Mack surface
like gold splashed on ebony — in those moments, he felt himself
to he not in a reservoir at all, but in a temple dedicated to tha
only god worth believing in.

Agtliug's first impulse on coming down from the hills and
into the yard at the end of that afternoon was to check the leve)
of the reservoir. It kad become his obsession, But when he tried
the door he found it was locked and then be remembered thar
Corax was carrying the key on his belt. He waa so rired that
for once he thought no more about it. He could hear the distant
rumble of the Angusia — she was running: that was all chat
counsed — and lacer, when he came 1o analyse his actions, be
decided he could not really reproach himself for any derelic-
tion of duty. There was nothing he could have done. Events
would bave worked out differently for him personally, thar was
true — but chat hardiy mauered in the larger context of the
crisis,

50 he wrned xway from the Piscina and glanced around
the deseried yard. The previous evening he had ordeced chat
the space he tidied and swepr while he was away, and he was
pleased to see that this kad heen done. There was something
resssuring to him about 2 well-ordered yard. The neat stacks
of lead sheets, the amphorae of lime, the sacks of puteclanum,
the ruddy kengths of terracoua pipe - these were the sighes of
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kad had an angwer, oz, if they had, they weren't about 1o pass
iton to him. His enquiries were me¢ by sullen silence. It seemed
that old Exomnius, 2 Sicilian who had run the Augusta for
nearly twenty years, had simply walked sut ope morning more
than two weeks ago and had not been heard of since.
Ordinarily, the department of the Curator Aquarum in
Rome which administered the aqueducts in regions one and
two (Larium and Campania) would have been willing to let
matters lie for a while. But given the drought, and the straregic
importance of the Augnsia, and the fact that the Senate had
visen for jts summer recess in the thisd week of July and haif
its members were ar their holiday villas around tha bay, it kad
been thought prudent 10 dispatch an immediace replacement.
Atilius had peceived the summons on the 1des of Auguar, at
dusk, just as he was finishing off 30me routine maintenance
wotk on the Anio Novus. Conducted into the presence of tha
Curaror Aquarum himself, Acilius Avicla, at his official resi-
dence on the Palatine Hill, he bad been offered the commit~
sion, Attilius was bright, energetic, dedicated — the senator
knew bow to fatter a man when he wanted something — with
no wife or children to detain him in Rome. Could he leave the
next day? And, of course, Attilius had accepted m once, for
thiy was a great opportunity 10 advance his career. He had said
{atewell to his family and bad caught the daily ferry from Osta,
He had started to write a tewer 1o them. It lay on the night-
stand next w tha hard wooden bed. He was not very good at
letters. Routine information — J Azw arrived, the journey was
good, the weatker is Aot — written out in his schoclboy’s hand
was the best he could manage. It gave no hint of tha turmoil
he felt within: the pressing sense of responsibility, his fears
about the water shortage, the isolation of his position. But they



ROBERT HARRIS

were women — what did they know? — and besides, he had been
waught o llve his life according to the Stoic school: to waste
no time on nonsense, to do one’s job withour whining, to be
the same in all circumstances — intense pain, bereavement,
illness — and o keep one's lifestyle simple: the camp-bed and
the cloak.

He sat on the edge of the mattress. His household slave,
Phylo, had put out a jug of water and a basin, some fruit, a
loaf, 4 pitcher of wine and a slice of hard white cheese. He
washed himself carefully, ate all the food, mixed some wine
into the water end drank. Then, 100 exhaunsted even to remove
his shoes and tunic, he Jay down on the bed, closed his eyes
and slipped at once into chac hinterland between sleeping and
waking which his dead wife endlessly roamed, her voice calling
out eo him ~ pleading, urgent: ‘Aquarius! Aquarins!’

is wife had been just twenty-two when he watched her body
congigned to the Bames of her funeral pyre, This woman
wa younger — eighteen, perhaps. Still, there was enough of the
drean dha lingered in his mind, and enough of Sabina 2bout the
girl in the yard for his beart to jump. The same darkness of hair,
The same whiceness of skin. The same voluptucusness of figure.

‘Aquarival’

The sound of raised voices had drawn some of the men
from the shadows and by the time he reached the bottom of
the stairs they had formed a gawping half-circle around her.
S was wearing a loose whire munica, open wide at the neck
and dleeves ~ 4 dress to he worn in private, which showed a
littde more of the milky plumpness of her bare white arms and
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breasts than a respectable lady would have risked in public. He
saw now that she was not alope, A slave anended her —a skinny,
trembling, elderly woman, whose thin grey hair was half pinned
up, half wmbling down lier back.

She was breathiess, gabbling — something about 2 pool of
red muller that had died that aftemoon in her father’s fish
ponds, and poison in the water, and a man wha was being fed
1o the eels, and how he must come at once, Iy was hard 1o catch
all her worda.

He held up his hand to interrupt her and asked her name.

‘T am Corelia Ampltata, daughter of Numerius Popidius
Ampliatus, of the Villa Hortensia.” She announced hersell
impadently and, at the mention of her father, Anilius noticed
Corax and some of the men exchange looks. ‘Are you the
aguarius?’

Corax said, “The aquarius isn't bere.’

The engineer waved him away. 'l am in charge of the aque-
duct, yes.”

“Then come with me.’

She began walking towards the gate and seemed surprised
when Artilius did not immediately follow. The men were
szatting ro Jaugh at ber now. Musa did an impersonarion of her
swaying hips, 1ossing his head grandly: ‘“Oh aquarius, come
withme ... "

She turned, with tears of frustration glinting in her eyes,

*Corelia Ampliata,” said Anilius patiently and not unkindly,
‘T may not be able to afford ro ear red muller, but 1 believe
them o be sea-water fish. And I have no responsidility for che
m‘t
Corax grinned and pointed. 'Do you hear that? She thinks
you'te Neptune!'
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There was more laughter. Attilius told them sharply o be
quiet.

‘My father is putting a man to death. The slave was
screaming for the aquarius. That is all [ kaow. You are his only
hope. Will you come or nor?’

“Wait,” said Actilius. He nodded towards the older woman,
who had her hands pressed to her face and was crying, her
head bowad. *Who is this?’

‘She’s his mother.’

The men were quiet now.

‘Do you see?’ Corelia reached out and tonched his arm.
‘Come,’ she said quietly. ‘Please.’

‘Does your father know where you are?’

"No.’

‘Don’t interfere,” said Corax. “That’s my edvice.’

And wise advice, thought Arilius, for if & man were to ke
a hand every time he heard of a slave being cruelly rreatnd, he
would have ne time 1o eat or sleep. A sea-water pool full of
dead mulle? That was nothing 10 do with him. He looked at
Corelia. Bux then again, if the poor wretch was actually asting
for him.

Omens, portents, auspices —

Vapour that jerked like a fishing lide. Springs that ran back-
ward jneo the earth, An aquarius who vanished into the hot sir.
On the pastured lower slopas of Moune Vesuviug, shepherds
had reported secing giants. In Herculaneum, according to the
men, a woman had given hirth to a baby with fins instead of
feer, And now an entire pool of red mullet had diad in Miseaum,
in the space of a single afternoon, of no apparent cause,

A man must make such sense of it as he could,

He scratched his ear. “How far away is this villap”
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‘Please. A few hundred paces. No distance at alt.” She
ragged at his arm, and hie allowed himsedf 10 be pulled along.
She was nor an easy woman to resist, this Corelia Ampliam.
Perhaps he ought ar feast to walk her back 1o her family? It
was hardly safe for a woman of her age and class 1o he out in
the streets of 2 naval town. He shouted over his shoulder 1o
Corax to follow, hor Corax shrugged — 'Don't interfere!l” he
repeated — and then Aunilius, almoat before he realised whae
was happening, was out of the gate and inro the strect, and the
others were lost from sight.

It was that time of day, an hour or so before dusk, when
the people of the Mediterranean begin emerging fcom their
houses. Not that the cown had lost mucb of irs heat. The
srones were lika bricks from a kiln. Old women sat on stools
beside their porches, fanning themseives, while the men stood
at the bers, drinking and talking, Tbickly bearded Bessians
and Dalmatians, Egyptians with gold zings in theit sars, red-
headed Germans, olive-skinned Greeks and Cilicians, great
muscled Nublans as black as charcoal acd with eyes hloed-
shot by wine — men from every country of the Empire, all of
them desperate enough, or ambitious enough, or stupid
enough, to be willing to trade twenty-five years of their lives
at the oars in return for Roman citizenship. From somewhere
down in che town, near the hatbour front, came the piping
notes of 2 wazer organ.

Corelia was mounting the steps quickly, her skirts gathered
up in either hand, her slippers soft and soundless on the stone,
the slave woman running on ahead. Arilius loped behind them,
"“A {ew hundred pacea,™ he munered to himself, ™no distance
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at all™ — aye, bur every foot of the way uphilll’ His runic was
glued o his back by swear.

They came at last to level ground and before them was a
long high wall, dun-coloured, with an arched gate ser into ir,
surmounted by two wrought-icon dolphins leaping to exchange
a Xiss. The women burried through the unguarded entrance,
and Artilius, after a glance around, followed — plunging at once
from noisy, dusty reality into a silent world of blee that knocked
away his breath. Turquoise, tapis Jazulk, indigo, sapphire — every
jewelled blue that Mother Nawsre had ever bestowad - rose in
layers before him, from erystal shallows, ro deep water, 10 sharp
horizon, 1o sky. The villa imself sprawled below on a series of
rerraces, its back co the hillside, its face o the bay, buile solely
for this sublime panorama. Moored ta a jetty was a twenty-
oared luxury cruiser, painted crimson and gold, with a carpeted
deck to match,

He had lizle time 0 register much else, apart from this
engulfing blueness, before they were off again, Corelia in front
now, leading him down, past statues, fountaing, watered lawns,
across 2 mosaic floor inlaid with a design of sea creatures and
out on 10 a terrace with a swimming pool, alsc blue, framed in
marble, projecting towards the sea. An inflaable hall rurned
geruly against ehe tiled surround, as il abandoned in mid-game.
He was suddenly struck by how deserted the great house
seemed and when Corelia gestured to the balustvade, and he
1aid his hands cautiously on the stone parapet and leaned over,
he saw why. Most of the household was gathered along the
seashore.

It took & while for his mind to assemble all the elements of

the scene, The setting was a fishery, as he had expected, but
much bigger than he had imagined — and old, by the ook of it,
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presumably built in the decadent last years of the Republic when
keeping fish had first become the fashion ~ a series of concrete
walls, extending owi from the rocks, enclosing rectangular poois.
Dead fish dappled the susface of one. Around the most distant,
a group of men was staring at something in the water, an cbject
which one of them was prodding with a boat-hook — Awilius
had 1o shield bis eyes 1o make thern out — and as he studied
them more closely he feht his stomach hollow. Tt reminded him
of the moment of the kill ar the amphitheatre — the stillness of
it — the erotic complicity between erowd and victim.

Behind bim, the old woman starved making a noise - a soft
vlulation of griel and despair. He took a step backwards and
nxened towards Corelia, shaking his head. He wanted 1o escape
frorn this place. He longed to return to the decent, simple prac-
ticalities of his profession, There was nothing he could do here.

But she was in his way, standing very close. ‘Please,” she
said, ‘Help her.’

Her cyes were blue, bluct even than Sabina’s had been.
They seemed to collect the blueness of the bay and fire it back
at him. He hesitated, ser Iis jaw, then turned and reluctanty
looked cut 10 sea again.

He forced his gaxe down from the horizon, deliberately
skirting whatr was happenirg at the pool, lec it travel beck
towards the shore, tried to appraise the whole thing with a
professional eye. He saw wooden stuice-gates, Trom handles to
raise tham. dMeral lattices over some of the ponds to keep the
fish from escaping. Gangways. Pipes. Pipes.

He paused, then swung round again to squint ax the hill-
side. The rising and falling of the waves would wash through
meal grilles, set into the concrete sides of (be fish pools,
beneath the surface, to prevent the pens becoming szagnant.
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That much he knew. But pipes — he cocked his head, beginaing
to understand — the pipes musi carry fresh warer down from
the land, 1o mix with the sea warer, 1o make it brackish. As in
a tagoon. An artificial lagoon. The perfect conditions for
rearing fish. And the most sensitive of fish to rear, 2 delicacy
reserved only for the very rich, were red muller.

He said quiedy, ‘Where does the aqueduct connect to the
bouse?'

Corelia shook her head. ‘t don't know.”

7t would Aawe 1o be big, he thought. 4 place this size -

He knelt beside the swimming pool, scooped up a palmful
of the warm water, tasted it, frowning, swilled it round in his
nsouth like a connoissetar of wine. It was clean, as far as he
could judge. Buc then again, that might mean nothing. He ied
to rememnber when he had last checked the outflow of the aque-
duct, Not since the previous evening, before he went to bed.

‘At what time did the fish die?'

Corclia glanced at the slave woman, but she was lost to
their workd. ‘I don’t know. Perhaps two hours ago?’

Two hosrs!

He vaulted over the balustrade on 1o the lower terrace
beneath and started to stride towards the shore.

own at the water's edge, the entertainment had not lived

up to its promise, But then nowadays, whatr didf
Amplistus felt increasingly thar he had reached some point —
age, was it, or wealth? — when the arousal of anticipation was
imvasiably more exquisite than the emptiness of relief. The
voice of the victim cries out, the blood spurts and then — what?
Just another death,
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The best part had been the beginning; the slow prepara-
tion, followed by the long period when the siave had mevely
floated, his face just above the surface ~ very quiet now, not
waniing [o attract any awention from what was bencath him,
concentrating, treadmg warter. Amusing. Even so, time had
dragged in the heat, and Ampliatus had started to think that
this whole business with eels way overrated and that Vedius
Pollic was nor guite as stylish as he had imagined. But no: you
could always rely on the aristocracy! just as he was preparing
o abandon proceedings, the warer had begun ro twitch and
then — plopl - the face had disappeared, like a fisherman’s
plunging float, only to bob up again for an instant, wearing a
look of comical surprise and then vanish altogether. Thar
expression, in rerrospect, had been the climax. After thar, it had
all becoene rather boring and uncomfortable to watch in the
heat of the sinking afternoon sun.

Ampliatus ok oft his sreaw hat, fanned his face, looked
around ar his son. Celsinus at first appeared o be stsring
straight ahead, but when you Jooked again you saw his eyes
were closed, which was cypical of the boy. He always seemed
to be doing what you wanted. But then you realised he was
only obeying mechanically, with his body: his 2nendon was
elsewhere. Ampliatus gave him a poke in the ribs with his finger
and Celsinus’s eyes jerked open.

What was in his mind? Some Eastern rubbish, presumably.
He blamed himself. When the boy was six — this was twelve
years ago — Ampliatus had built a temple in Pompeii, at his
own expense, dedicated 1o the culs of Txs. As a former slave,
hie would not have been encouraged 1 build a vesmple to Jupiter,
Best and Greatest, or wo Mother Venus, or to any of the other
most sacred guardian deities. Bur Tsis was Egyprian, a goddess
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switable for women, hairdressers, actors, perfume-makers and
the like. He had presented the building in Celsinus’s name, with
the aim of gerting the boy on to Pompeii's ruling council. And
it had worked. What he had not anticipated was that Celsinus
werald take it serionsly. But he did and that was what he would
be broeding about now, no doubt — about Osiris, the Sun God,
hisband to Isis, who is slain each evening at sundown by his
treacherous brother, Set, the bringer of derkness. And how all
men, when they die, are judged by the Ruler of the Kingdom
of the Dead, and if found worthy are granted eternal life, to
rise egain in the morning like Horus, heir of Osiris, the
avenging new sun, bringer of light. Did Celsinus ceally believe
all this gilish twaddle? Did he really think rhac chis half-eaten
slave, for example, might return from his death at sundown to
wreak his revenge ar dawn?

Ampliatus was turning 10 ask him exactly tha: when he was
distracted by a shour from behind him. There was 3 stir among
the assembled slaves and Ampliatws shifted further round in his
chair. A man whom he did nor recognise was striding down
the steps from the vills waving his arm above his head and
calling out.

Tbe principles of engineering were simple, universal,
impersoral ~ in Rome, in Gaul, in Campania — which was
whar Amilius liked about them. Even 25 he ran, he was envis-
aging what be could rnot see. The main line of the aqueduct
would be up in that hill at the back of the villa, buried a yard
beneath the surface, running on an axis north-to-south, from
Baize down o the Piscina Mirabilis. And whoever had owned

the villa when the Aqua Angusia wes built, more than a century
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ago, would 2lmost certainly have run two spurs off ir. One
would disgonge into 2 big cisteen 10 feed the house, the swim-
ming pooi, the garden fountains: if there was contamination
on the matrix, it might take as long as a day for it 10 work
thzough the system, depending on the size of the tank. Bue the
other spur would channel a share of the Augusta's water directly
down to the fishery to wash through the varicus ponds: any
problem with the aqueduct and the impact there would be
immediate.

Ahead of him, the mblexu of the kill was beginning to
assurne an equally clear shape: the master of the household —
Ampliatus, presumably — rising in astonishment from his chair,
the spectators now with their backs turned 10 the pool, all eyes
on him as he sprinted down the final flight of steps. He ran on
to the concrete ramp of the fishery, slowing as he approached
Ampliatus but not Ropping.

“Pull him oud’ he said as he ran past him.

Ampliarus, bis thin face Jivid, shouted something at his back
and Actilius rurned, stifl running, trotting backwards now,
holding up his palms: 'Please. Just pull him ouc.’

Ampliatus’s mouth gaped open, but then, sall staring
incently at Atrilivy, be slowly raised his hand — an enigmardc
gesture, which nevertheless se1 off a chain of activiry, as though
everyone had been waiting for exacily such a signal. The
steward of the bouschold pur rwo fingers to his mowth and
whistled at the glave with the boat-hook, and made an upwards
morion with his hand, at which the slave swung round and lung
the end of his pole towards the surface of the eel pond, hocked
someching and began 1o drag it in.

Antilius was almost at the pipes. Closer to, they were larger
than they had looked from the terrace. Terracorra. A pair. More
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than a fooe in diameter. They emerged from the sfope, traversed
the ramp together, parted company at the edge of the water,
then ran in opposite directions along the side of the fishery. A
crude inspection plate was set into each —a loose picce of pipe,
two feet Jong, cut crossways —~ and as he reached them he could
see that one had been dismurbed and not replaced properly. A
chisel lay nearby, as if whoever had been using it had been
dismrbad.

Artilius knelt and fammed the tool into the gap, working it
up and down uniil i1 had penetrated most of the way, then
twisted it, 5o thas the flat edge gave him enough space 1o fir
his fingers undarneath the cover and lever it off. He lifted it
away and pushed ic aver, not caring how heavily it feil. His
face was directly over the running water and he smelr it at once.
Released from the confined space of the pipe, it was stcong
enough to make him want to retch. An unmistakable smell of
rottenness. Of rotten eggs.

The breath of Hades.

Sulphur,

Thcsiawwasdud.mtl‘md!wsobviws,cvenfma
distance. Aetilius, crouching beside the open pipe, saw the
remains havled out of the eel pond and covered with a sack.
He saw the sudience disperse and begin waipsing back up 1o
the villa, at the same time as the grey-haired slave woman
threaded her way between them, heading in the opposite direc-
tion, down towards the sea. The others avoided looking at her,
left a space around her, as if she had some virulent disease. As
she reached the dead man she flung up her hands to the sky
and began rocking silently from side 1o side. Ampliatus did not
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notice her. He was walking purposefully wwards Attilius,
Carelia was behind him and a young man who looked just like
her — her brother, prasumably ~ and a few others. A couple of
the men had knives at their beles.

The engineer returned his attention to the water. Wag it his
imagination or was the pressure slackening? The smell was
certainly much less obvious now thar the surface was open to
the air. He plunged his hards into the fow, frowning, rying
to gauge the sirength of it, as it ewisted and Rexed beneuth his
fingers, like a muscle, like a living thing. Once, when he was
a boy, he had seen an elephant killed ar the Games — hunted
down by archers and by spearmen dressed in leopard skins. But
what he remembered chiefly wat nat the hunt hur rather the
way the eiephant’s trainer, who had presumably aecompanied
the giant beast from Africa, had crouched at its ear as it bay
dylng in the dust, whispering to it. That was how he felt now.
The aqueduct, the immense Aqua Augusts, ssemed to he dying
in his hands.

A voice said, ‘You are on my properry.’

He looked up 1o find Ampliatus staring down 2t him. The
vitla’s owner was in his middle fifties. Shorr, but broad.
shouldered and powerful. ‘My property,' Ampliatus repeated,

‘Your property, yes. But the Emperor's water.’ Actilius
st00d, wiping his hands on his tunic. The waste of 36 much
precious liquid, in the middle of a drought, 10 pamper 2 rich
man"s fish, made him angry. ‘You need to close the sluices 10
the aqueduct. There's sulphur in the matrix and red mutlet
abominate all impurisiez. That =" he emphasised the word ‘- is
what killed your precious fh.'

Ampliatus tilted his head back slightly, sniffing the insult.
He had a fine, rather handsome face. His eyes were the same
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shade of blue as his daughter’s. "And you are who, exactly?’

‘Marcus Attilius. Aquarius of the Aqua Augusia.’

‘Attitius?* The millionaire frowned. “What happened o
Exomnius?’

1 wish J knew.’

"But surely Exommius is still the aquarius®’

‘No. As 1 said, T am now the aquanius. The engincer was
in no mood to pay his respects. Contempiihle, stupid, cruel —
on another occasion, perhaps, he would be delighted to pass
on his compliments, but for now he did not have the time. ‘I
must get back to Misenum. We heve an emergency on the aque-
duct.’

"What sort of emergency? Is it an omen?’

“You could say that.’

He made 10 go, but Ampliatus moved swifily to one side,
blocking his way, ‘You insult me,’ he s2id. ‘On my propenty.
In fromt of my family. And now you try to leave withaut
offering any apology?” He brought his face s0 close to Ayilins’s
thar the engineer could see the swear beading above his thin-
ning haidline. He smelled sweetly of crocus oil, the most expen-
sive unguent. ‘Whao gave you permission to come here?”

‘If I have in any way offended you ~' began Artilius. But
then he remembered the wreiched bundle in its shroud of
sacking and the apology choked in his throat. "Get our of my
way.’

He tried to pash his way past, but Ampliams grabbed his
arm ard someone drew a knife, Another instant, he realised —
a single thrust ~ and it would all be over.

'He came because of me, father. T invited him.'

“Whae?*

Amplizws wheeled round on Coreliz. What he might have
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done, whather he wouid have struck her, Anilius would never
know, for at that instant a terrible screaming started. Advancing
along the ramp came the grey-headed woman. She had smeared
her face, het arms, her dress with her son’s hlaod and ber hand
was pointing straight ahead, the first and tast of her bony hrown
fingers rigidly extended. She was shouting in a language
Attilius did not underseand. But then he did not need to: a curse
is a curse in any tongue, and this ane was directed straight at
Ampiiatus.

He let go of Artifius's arm and rarned wo face her, absorbing
the full force of it, with an expression of indifference. And
then, as the torrent of words began to slacken, he laughed.
There was silence for a moment, then the others bagan to laugh
as wall. Aeilius glanced at Corelia, who gave an almost imper-
eeptible nod and gestured with ber eyes o dhe vilta — F skl be
oll right, she seemed 10 he saying, go ~ and thet was the last
that he saw or heard, as be turned his back on the scene and
started mounting the path up 10 the house — o steps, three
stepa ar a time — running on legs of lead, like a man escaping

in a dream.
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of Natmre. The engineers might rap a spring and

divert it from irs intended course, buc once it had
begun to flow, ir ran, ineluctable, remorseless, at an average
speed of two and a half miles per hour, and Atrilius was power-
Jess to prevent # polhuting Misenum's water.

He siill carried one faint hope: that somehow the sulphur
was confined to the Villa Hortensia; that the leak was in the
pipework beneath the house; and that Ampliarus's property was
merely an isclated pocker of foulness on the beauriful curve of
the bay.

That hope lasted for as long as it ook him to sprint down
the hill to tbe Piscing Mirabilis, co roust Corax from the
barracks where he was playing a game of bones with Musa and
Becco, to explain what had happened, and to wait impatientdy
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while the overseer unlocked the door to the reservoir — ar which
moment it evaporated completely, wafted away by the same
rank smeil chat he had derected in the pipe 2t the fishery.

‘Dog's breach!” Corax blow our his cheeks in disgust. "This
must have been building up for hours.’

*Two hours.”

‘Two hours?' The overseer could not quite disgaise his
satisfaction. *When you had us up in the hills on your fool’s
ervand?'

'‘And if we had been here? What difference could we bave
made?

Attilius descended a couple of the siaps, the back of his
hand pressed to his nose, The light was fading. Out of sight,
beyond the piltzrs, he couid hear the aqueduc: disgorging into
the reservoir, but with noching like its normal percussive foree,
It was as he had suspected at the fishery: the pressure was drop-
ping, fast.

He called up to the Gresk slave, Polices, who was waiting
at the top of the steps, that he wanted 2 few things fetched —
a torch, a plan of the aqueduct’s main line and one of the stop-
peeed botiles from the storercom, which they used for taking
water samples. Polires rrorred off obediently and Ardlius peered
into the gloom, glad that the overseer coukd nol see his expres-
sion, for a man was his face; the face the man.

'How long bave you worked on the Augusta, Corax?’

*Twenty years.”

‘Anything like this ever happened before?’

‘Never. You've hrought us all bad luck.'

Keeping onc hand on the wall, Attilius made his way
cautiously down the remaining steps to the reservoir’s edge.
The splash of water falling from the mouth of the Angusta,
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together with the smell and the melancholy light of the day’s
[ast hour, made him feel as if he were descending into hell.
There was even a rowing hear moored at his feet: 2 suitable
ferey 10 carry him acvoss the Seyx.

He tried to make a joke of it, ro disguise the panic that was
fastening hold of him. ‘You ¢an be my Charon,' he said to
Corax, ‘but I don't have a coin to pay you,’

“Well, then — you are doomed to wander in hell for ever.’

That was funny. Arilius tapped his fist against his chest,
his habit when thinking, then shouted back up towards the yard,
‘Polites] Get 2 move on!’

‘Coming, gl

The slim cudine of the slave appeared in rthe doorway,
holding a taper and a torch. He ran down and handed them o
Attilius, who touched the glowing tip 1o the mass of tow and
pitch. It ignited with a wumpk and a gust of cily heat. Their
shadows danced on the concrete walls,

Artilius stepped carefully into the boat, holding the rorch
aloft, then turmed o collect the rolled-up plans and the glass
bottle. The boat was light and shallow-bortomed, used for
maintenance work in the reservoir, and when Corax ¢limbad
aboard it dipped low in the water,

[ must fight ry panic, thought Atilius, I must he the master.

*If this had happened when Exomnius was here, what would
he have done?"

'l don't know. But I rell you one thing. He knew this water
better than any man alive, He would have seen this coming.'

‘Perhaps he did, and that was why he ran away.’

‘Exomnius was no coward. He didn’t run anywhere.’

"Then where it he, Corax?’

‘I've told you, preity boy, 2 hundred times: I don’t know.’
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The overseer leaned across, untied the rope from irs
mooring ring and pushed them away from the szeps, then rumed
to sit facing Anilius and rook up the oars. His face in the rorch-
light was swarthy, guileful, older than his forty years. He had
a wife and a brood of children crammed into an apartment
across (he street from the reservoir. Arilius wondered why
Corax hated him so much. Was it simply that he had coveted
the post of aquarius for himself and resented the arival of a
younger man from Rome? Or was there something more?

He told Corax to row them towards the cente of the Piscina
and when they reached ir he handed him the torch, uncorked
the bortde and rolied up the sleeves of his tunic. How often had
he ssen his father do this, in the subterranean reservoir of the
Claudia and rhe Anio Novus on the Esquiline Hill? The old
man had shown him how each of the matrices had its own
flavour, as distinet from another 23 different vintages of wine.
The Aqua Marcia was the sweetest-nasting, drawn {rom the
three clear springs of the River Anio; the Aqua Alsietina the
foulest, a gritty lakewater, fit only for irmigating gardens; the
Aqua Julis, soft and tegid; and s0 on. A good apuarius, his
father had said, should know more than just the solid laws of
architecture and kydraulics — he should have a tasts, a nose, a
fee for vrater, and lor the rocks and soils through which it had
passed 00 irs journey to the surface. Lives might depend on
this skill.

An image of his father flaghed into his mind. Kilied before
he was fifty by the lead he had worked with ali his life, leaving
Attiling, a teenager, as head of the family. There had not been
much left of him by the end. Jusr a thin shroud of white skin
strerched taut over sharp bone.

His facher would have known what w do.
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Holding the boude so that its top was face down 1o the
water, Actilius stretched over the side and plunged it in as far
as he could, then slowly mmed it underwater, lening the air
escape in a stream of bubbles. He recorked it and withdrew
it.

Settled back in the boar, he opened the hoctle again and
passed it back and forth beneath his nose. He took a mouchful,
gargied and swallowed. Bimer, but drinkable, just about. He
pased it ro Corax who swapped it for the torch and gulped
the whole Jot down in one go. He wiped his mouth with the
back of his hand. 1"l d," he said, if you mix it with enough
wibe.’

The boar bumped against a piltar and Awtilius noticed the
widening line berween the dry and damp concrete — sharply
defined, already a foor above the surface of the reservoir. She
was draining away faster than the Angusa could fill her.

Partic agatn. Fight i.

‘Whar's the capaciry of the Piscina?*

“Two hundred and ¢ighty quinarige.’

Attilius raised the torch towards the roof, which disap-
peared into the shadows about fifiwen feet above them. So that
meant the warer was perhaps thirty-five feet deep, the reser-
voir two-thirds full, Suppose it now held rwo hundred
quinarize. At Rome, they worked on the basis that une quinaria
wis roaghly the daily requirement of two hundred people. The
naval garrison at Misenum was ten thousand swoag, plus, say,
another ten thousand civilians.

A simple encugh clculation.

They had water for two dayz. Assaming they could ration
the flow to perhaps an bour az dawn and another at dusk. And
assuening the concentration of sulphur at the bottom of the

PP



POMPE]I

Piscina was as weak as it was at the top. He tried to think.
Sulphue in a natural spring was warm, and therefore rose o
the surface. Bur sulphur when it had cooled to the sume ternpez-
ature as the surrounding water — what did dhat do? DM i
disperse? Or float? Or sink?

Atrilius glanced towards the northern end of the reservoir,
where the Augusta emerged. “We should check the pressure.’

Corax began 1o row with powerful strokes, steering them
expertly around she labyrinth of pillars rowards the falling
warer. Attilius held the rorch in one hand and with the other
he unrolied the plans, fatcening dhem out across his knees with
his forearm.

The whole of the western et of the bay, (rom Neapolis
10 Cumae, was sulphurout - he knew that much. Green rranshu-
cent fumps of sulphur were dug from the mines in the
Leucogaei Hills, two miles narth of the aqueduct's main line.
Ther there were the bot sulphur springs around Baize, oo which
convalescents came from across the Empire. There was a pool
cafled Posidian, named after a freedman of Claudius, that was
hot enough to cook meat. Even the sez at Baiae occasionally
steamed with sulphur, the sick wallowing in its shallows in the
hape of velief. Lt muse he somewhere in this smouldering region
~ where the Sibyl had her cave and the burning hales gave
access 1o the Underworld — that the Augusta had becone
polluted.

They had reached the aqueduct’s unnel, Corax let the boat
glide for a moment, then rowed a few deft strokes in the oppo-
site direction, bringing them to halt precisely beside a pillar.
Auilius faid aside the plans and rised the torch. It flashed on
an emerald sheen of green mould, then lit the giant head of
Neptune, carved in stone, from whose mouth the Augusta
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Holding the borde so that its top was face down to the
water, Attilius stretched over the side and plunged it in as far
as he could, chen slowly rurned it inderwarer, letting the air
escape in a stream of bubbles. He recorked it and withdrew

it.

Settled back in the boat, he opened the bottle again and

passed it back and forth beneath his nose. He took a mouthful,
gargled and swallowed. Biner, but drinkable, jus: about. He
passed it to Corax who swapped it for the torch and gulped
the whola lot down in one go. He wiped his mouth with the
back of his hand. 'Ir"ll do,’ he said, “if you mix it with enough
wine.
The boat humped agaimst a piliar and Anilius noticed the
widening line hetween the dry and damp concrete — sharply
defined, already a foot above the sarface of the reservoir. She
was drainivg zway faster than the Augwsea could fill her.

Paric aggin. Fight ir.

‘“What’s the capacity of the Piscina?’

"Two lnmdred and eighry quinarise.’

Auifiuz raised the torch towards the roof, which disap-
peared into the shadows about {ifteen feet above them. So rhat
meant the water was perhaps thitty-five feet deep, the reser-
voir two-thirds full. Suppose it now held two hundrad
guirariae, At Rome, they worked on the basis that one quinaria
was roughly the daily requirement of two hundred people. The
naval garrison at Misenwn was ten thousand strong, plus, say,
another ten thousand civibans.

A simple enough calculation.

They had water for two days. Assuming they could ration
the flow to perhaps an hour at dawn and anodher at dusk. And
assuming the concentration of sulphur at she bottom: of the
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Piscina was as weak as it was at the top. He tried to think.
Sulphur in a nareral spring was warm, and therefore rose ro
the surface. But sulphur when 11 bad cooled to the same temper-
amice as the surrounding water ~ what did that do? Dad it
disperse? Or fioat? Or sink?

Antilius glsmced towards che northern and of the reservoir,
where che Augusta emerged. ‘We should check the pressure.”’

Corax began to row with powerful strokes, steering them
experty around the labyrinth of pillars towards the falling
water. Actilius held the torch in one hand and with the other
he unrolled the plans, Aattening them out across his knees with
his forearra.

The whole of the western end of the bay, from Neapolis
to Cumae, was sulphurous — he knew cthat much. Green tranalu-
cene tumps of sulphur were dug from the mines in che
Leucogaei Hills, two miles north of the aqueduct’s main Ene.
Then there were the hot sulphur springs around Baize, w which
convalescents came from acress the Empire. There was a pool
called Posidian, named after a fveadman of Claudius, that was
hot encugh 1o cook meat. Even the sea ac Baize occasionally
steamed witch sulphur, the sick wallowing in its shallows in the
hope of relief, It must be somewhere in this smouldering region
— where the Sibyl had her cave and the burning holes gave
access to the Underworld — that the Augusta had hecome
polluted.

They had reached the aqueduct ‘s tunnel, Cosax let the boat
glide for a moment, then towed a few deft strakes in the oppo-
site direction, bringing them to halt precisely beside a piliar.
Attilivs Jaid aside the plans and rajsed the torch. i flashed on
an emerald sheen of green moudd, then lit the giant head of
Neptune, carved in stone, from whose mouth the Augusta
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normally gushed in a jet-black torrent. But even in the time it
had mken to row from the steps the flow had dwindled. It was
scarcely more than a trickle.

Corax gave a soft whisdle, | never thought I'd live to see
the Augusea dry. You were right to be worried, prezy boy.” He
Jooked at Anilivs and for dhe first time there was a flash of fear
across ltis face, ‘5o what stars were you borm under, that you've
hrought this down on us?

The engincer was finding it difficult to breathe. He pressed
ka3 hand to bis nose again and moved the torch above the surface
of the reservoir. The reflection of the light on the snll hlack
water suggested a fire in the depths.

It was pot possible, he thought. Aqueducis did not jusi fail
~ not like thix, not in 2 marter of hours. The matrices were
walled with brick, rendered with waterproof cement, and
surrounded by a concrete casing a foot and 2 half thick. The
usual problems — structura! flaws, leaks, lime deposits that
narrowed the chanpet — atl these needed months, even years to
develop. It had taken the Claudia a full decade gradually to
close down.

He was interrupted by a shout from the slave, Polites:
‘Aquarius?

He balf nurned his head. He could not see the steps for the
pillars, which seemed to rise bike petrified oaks from some dark
and foul-smelling swamp. “Whar is it?"

*There's a rider in the yard, aquerius! He has a message
that the aquednct has failed!"

Corax muttered, “We can see that for curselves, you Greek
fool.'

Attilius reached for the plans again. *Which town has he
comse from?’ He expected the slave to shout back Baiae or
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Cumae. Pureoti at the very worst. Neapolis would be 2 disaster.
But the reply was like a punch in the stomach: ‘Nola!’

The messenger was so rimed with dust he looked more
ghost than man. And even 35 he wld his story - of how
the water had failed in Nola"s reserwoir at dawn and of how
che failure had been preceded by a sharp amell of sulphur that
had started in the middle of she night ~ a fresh sound of hooves
was heard in the road outside and a second horse mroed inro
che yard.

The rider dismounted smartly and offered a rolled papyrus.
A message from the city fathers at Neapolis. The Augusta had
gone down there at noon.

Amilius read it carefully, managing o keep his face expres-
sionless. There was quite a crowd in the yard by now. Two
horses, a pair of riders, surrounded by the gang of aqueduct
workers who had abandoned their evening meal 1o listen to
what was happening. The commotion was beginning 1o attract
the attention of passers-by in the street, as well as some of the
local shopkeepers. ‘Hey, waverman!® shouted the owner of the
snack bar opposite. "Whar's going on?’

it would not ke much, thoughs Anilius — merely the
slightest breath of wind — for panic o take bold like a hillside
fire, He could feel a fresh spark of it within himself, He called
to a conple of slaves to close the gates to the yard and wld
Polites ta see o it that the rwo messengers were given food
and drink. "Musa, Becco «- get bold of a cart and start loading
it. Quicklime, puteclanum, tools — everything we might need
to repair the mawrix. As much as a couple of oxen can pull.’

The two roen looked at one another, “But we don’t know
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what the damage is," objected Musa. “One cartload may rot be
enoagh.’

“Then we"ll pick up exrra material as we pass throngh Nola.'

He strode towards the aqueduct’s office, the messenger
from Nola a¢ his heels.

“But what am [ ¢o tell the aediles?’ The rider was scarcely
more than a boy. The hollows of his eyes were the only part
of his face nor caked with dire, the soft pink discs erephasising
hia fearful look. “The priests want 1o sacrifice to Neptune. They
say the sulphur is a carrible omen.’

“Tell them we are aware of the problem.” Attilius gestured
vaguely with the plans. ‘Tell them we are organising repairs.’

He ducked through the low entrance inte the small cubicle.
Exomnius had left the Augusta’s records in chaos. Bills of sale,
receipts and invoices, promissory potes, legal stipulations and
opimons, engineers' reports and $1oreroom inventories, lentars
from the depanment of the Curator Aquarum and orders from
the naval commander in Misenum —~ some of them twenty or
thirty years old — spilled out of chests, across a rable and over
the concrete foor. Artiliug swept the table clear with his elbow
and unrolled the plans.

Nola! How was this possible? Nola was 2 big town, thirty
miles to the cast of Misenum, and nowhere near the sulphur
fielfs. He used his humb w0 mark ous the dismnces. With a
car and oxen it would take them che best part of two days
merely to reach it, The map showed him as clearly 25 a painting
borw the calamity must have spread, the matrix emptying with
mathernarical precision. He traced it with his finger, his lips
moving silertly. Too and a half miles per hourl If Nola had
gone down at dawn, then Acerrae and Aretla would have
followed in the middle of the morning. If Neapolis, twelve
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miles sound the coast from Misenum, had Jost it supply at
noon, then Putecli's must have gone ar the cighth hour,
Cumae’s at the ninth, Baiae"s at the tenth. And now, at last,
inevitably, at the twelfih, it was their um.

Eight rowns down. Only Pompeii, 2 few miles upstream
from Noia, so far nnaccounted for, But cven without it more
than two hundred thousand people without water.

He was aware of the entrance behind him darkening, of
Corax coming up and leaning against the door frame, watching
him.

He rolled up the map and tcked it under his arm. 'Give
me the key to the sfuices.’

“Why?’

‘Isn't it obvious? I'm going to shut off the reservoir.’

‘But that"s the Navy's water. You can't do thar. Not withour
the authority of the admiral.”

“Then why doa’t you get tw authoriry of the admiral?® I'm
closing chose sluices.’ For the second time thar day, their faces
were barely a hand's breadth apart. ‘Listen to me, Corax. The
Piscina Mirabilis i3 a strategic reserve. Understand? Thae's
what it’y there for — 1o be shut off in an emergency — and every
moment we waste arguing we lose more warer. Now give me
the key, or you'll answer for it in Rome.”

‘Very well. Have it your way, preuty boy.” Withour taking
bis eyes from Anilius’s face, he removed the key from the ring
on his belt. ‘Ill go and sec the admira) all dghe. I'll li him
what’s been going on. And then we'll see who answers for what.”

Attilivs grabbed dhe key and pushed sideways past him, out
into the yard, He shouted to the nearest slave, ‘Close the gates
after me, Polites. No one is to be let i withour my permission.”

*Yes, aquarius.’
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There was still a crowd of curious onlookers in (he street
but they cleared a path to ler him through. He taok no notice
of their questions. He turned Jeft, then left again, down a steep
flight of steps. The warer organ was still piping away in the
disance. Washing hung above his head, sirung between the
walle. People murned to seare at him as he jostled them out of
his way. A girl prostiwte in a saffron dress, ren years old at
most, chutched at his arm and wouldn't et go until he dug into
the pourch on his belr and gave her a couple of copper coins.
He saw her dent through the crowd and hand them o a far
Cappadocian ~ har owner, obvicusly — and as he hurried on
he cursed his gullibility.

The building thar housed the sluice-gate was a small
redbrick cabe, barely wller than & man. A statue of Egeria,
goddess of the water-apting, was set in a niche heside the door.
At her feet lay a few stems of withered fiowers and some
mouldy tumps of bread and fruic — offerings left by pregnant
women who believed that Egerin, consort of Numa, the Prince
of Peace, would ease their delivery when their time came.
Another warthless superstition. A waste of food.

He nuned the key in the lock and rugged angrily at the
heavy wooden door.

He was level now with the floor of dbe Piscina Mirabilis.
Water from the reservoir poured under pressure down a tunnel
ic the wall, theough 2 bronze grille, swiried in the open conduit
at his feer, and then was channelled into three pipes that fanned
our and dissppeared under the flagatones behing him, carrying
the supply down to the port and town of Misenum, The flow
was controlled by a sludce-gate, set flush with the wall, worked
by a wooden handle artached 0 an iron wheel. It was sti¥ from
lack of use. He had to pound it with the heel of his hand to
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loosen it, but when he put his back into it, it began ¢ turn. He
wound the handle as fast as he could. The gate descended,
racting like a porrcullis, gradually choking off the flow of water
until at last it ceased altogether, leaving a smell of moist dust,

Only a puddle remained in the stone channel, evaporating
so rapidly in the heat he could see it shrinking, He bent down
and dabbed his fingers in the wet patch, then touched them ro
his tongue. No taste of sulphur.

He had done it now, he thought. Deprived the Navy of is
waret, in & drought, withour authority, three days ioto his fiest
command. Men had been stripped of theijr rank and sent to the
treadmills for lesser csimes. [t occurred to him thet he had been
a fool 10 let Corax he the firse to gee 1o che admiral. There was
certain to be a court of inquiry. Even now the overseer would
be making sure who gor the blame.

Locking the door to the sluice chamber, he glanced up and
down the busy streer. Nobody was paying him sny attention.
They did not know what was 2bout to happen. He felt himself
to be in possession of some immense secrer and the knowledge
made him fortive. He haeded down a narrow alley towards the
harbouz, keeping close 1o the wall, eyes on the guter, aveiding

people’s gaze,

he admiral’s villa was on the fac side of Misenum and to

reach is the engineer had 10 travel the best part of half «

mile ~ walking, mostly, with occasional panicky bursts of

running — across the narrow causeway and over the revelving

wooden bridge which separated the rwo natural harbours of
the naval base.

He had been warned about the admiral before he left Rome.
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“The commander-in-chief is Gaius Plinius,’ s2id the Curacor
Agquarum. ‘Plliny. You'll come across him sooner or later. He
thinks he knows everything shout everything, Perhaps he does.
He will need carefil stroking. You should rake a look at his
latest book. The Nawmral History. Every known fact about
Mother Natuce in thirty-seven volumes.’

There was a copy in the public library ar the Porticus of
Octavia, The engineer bad rime to read no further than the
eble of contents.

The world, its shape, ies modion, Eclipses, solar and lunar.
Thundesbolts, Music from the sears. SRy poritents, recorded
instances, Sky-deams, sky-yawning, colours of the sky, sky-flames,
sky-wreatks, sudden rings. Eclipres. Showers of stomes . . .’

There were other hooks hy Pliny in the library. Six volumes
on oratory. Eight on grammar, Twenty volumes on the wae in
Germany, in which he had commanded a cavalry unit. Thicry
volumes on the recent history of the Empire, which he had
served as procurdtor in Spain and Belgian Gaul, Attilius
wondered how he managed 1w write so much and rise so high
in the imperial administration at the same time. The Cuorator
said, ‘Because be doesn’t have a wife.' He laughed at his own
joke. 'And ha doesn't sleep, either. You warch he doesn’t catch
you ous”

The sky was red with the sering sun and dbe large lagoon
t0 his right, where the warships were buile and repaired, was
deserted for the evening; a few seabirds calied mournhully
among the reeds. To his Jeft, in the ourer harkour, 2 passenger
fesry was approaching through the polden giow, her sails furled,
a dozen oars on cither side dipping slowly in unison as she
sieered berween the anchored triremes of the imperial fleet.
She was o [ate 10 be the nighdy arrival from Ostia, which

0



PONMPEII

meant she was probably a local service. The weighe of the
passengers crammed on her open deck was pressing ber low to
the surface.

‘Showars of mitk, of blood, of flesh, of irom, of wool, of
Bricks. Porsenzs. The earth at the centre of the world. Earthguakes.
Chasms. Air-holes. Combined marvels of fire and wazer: minernl
pitchs napthas rigions consanly glowing: Harmonic principle of
the world . . .*

He was moving more quickly than the water pipes were
emptying and when he passed shrough the triumphal arch that
marked the entrance to the port he could see that the big public
fountain at the crossroads was still Bowing. Around it was
grouped the usual rwilight crowd - sailors dousing theis befud-
dled heads, ragged children shrieking and splashing, a line of
women and slaves with earthenware pois at their hips and on
their shoulders, waiting to collect their water for the night. A
marble stae of the Divine Augustus, carefully positioned
beside the busy intersection 1o remind the citizens who was
responsible for this blessing, gazed coldly above them, frozen
in perpetual youth.

The overloaded ferry had come alongside the quay. Her
gangplanks, fore and aft, kad been thrown down and the timber
was already bowing under the weight of passengers scrambling
azhore. Luggage was tossed from band to hand. A raxi owner,
surptized by the speed of the exodus, was running around
kicking his bearers o get them on their feet. Anilius called
across the street 1o ask where the ferry was from, and the axi
owner shouted back over his shoulder, *Neapolis, my friend ~
and before that, Pompeii.’

Pomperi.

Attiliug, on the point of moving off, suddenly checked his
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stride. Odd, he choaght. Odd thar they bad heard no waord from
Pomgpeii, the first town on the matrix. He hesicared, swung
tound and stepped into the path of the oncoming crowd. ‘Any
of you from Pompeii?’ He waved the rolled-up plans of the
Augusia to artract ateention. 'Was anyone in Pompeii this
moraing?’ But nobody took any notice, They were thirsty after
the voryage — and, of course, they would be, he realised, if they
had come from Neapolis, where the water had failed at noon.
Most passed to either side of him in their eagemess to reach
the fountain, all except for one, an clderly holy man, with the
_conical cap and curved sff of an augur, who was walking
sowly, scanning the sky.

"l was in Neapolis this afternoon,” be said, when Amilius
stopped him, ‘but this moming | was in Pompeii. Why? Is there
something I can do to help you, my son?” Hig cheumny eyes
took on a crafty lock, his voice dropped. “No need to be shy-
1am practised in the interpretaticn of all the usual phenomena
— thundetbolrs, entrails, bird crens, unnaral manifestations-
My rates are rexsonable.’

‘May 1 sk, holy facher,’ said the engineer, ‘when you left
Pompeif?’

‘Ae first light.”

'And were the fountsina playing® Was there water?’

So much rested on his answer, Atilius was almost afraid 10
hear it

“Yes, there was water.” The augur frowned and raised his
saff o the fading light. ‘But when ! arrived in Neapolis the
streets were dry and in the baths [ smefled sulphur. That is why
I decided to resurn to the ferry and to come on here.” He
squinted again ar the sky, searching for hirds. 'Sulphur is 2
terrible omen.’
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‘True enough,’ agreed Attilius. ‘But are you certain? And
are you sure the water was running?’

‘Yes, my son. I’'m sure.’

There was a commotion around the fountain and both men
turned to look. It was nothing much to start with, just some
pushing and shoving, but quickly punches were being thrown.
The crowd seemed to contract, to rush in on itselt and become
denser, and from the centre of the melee a large earthenware
pot went sailing into the air, turned slowly and landed on the
quayside, smashing into fragments. A woman screamed.
Wriggling between the backs at the edge of the mob, a man in
a Greek tunic emerged, clutching a waterskin tightly to his
chest. Blood was pouring from a gash in his temple. He
sprawled, picked himself up and stumbled forwards, disap-
pearing into an alleyway.

And so it starts, thought the engineer. First this fountain,
and then the others all around the port, and then the big basin
in the forum. And then the public baths, and then the taps in
the military school, and in the the big villas — nothing emerging
from the empty pipes except the clank of shuddering lead and

the whistle of rushing air —
The distant water organ had become stuck on a note and

died with a long moan.

Someone was yelling that the bastard from Neapolis had
pushed to the front and stolen the last of the water, and, like
a beast with a single brain and impulse, the crowd turned and
began to pour down the narrow lane in pursuit. And suddenly,
as abruptly as it had begun, the riot was over, leaving behind
a scene of smashed and abandoned pots, and a couple of women
crouched in the dust, their hands pressed over their heads for
protection, close to the edge of the silent fountain.
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Earthquakes may oceur i swarms af areas of stress
concentrorions — such ax nearby faults — and in the
oecursing.’
Hentdr Sigundsron fedicor,
Encyclopaedia of Volcanoes

side ovedooking the harbour and by the time Auilius

reached it and was conducred on 1o the terrace it was
dusk. All around the bay, in the seaside villas, torches, oil lamps
and braziers were being lit, so that gradually a broken thread
of yellow light had begun to emerge, wavering for mile afeer
mile, picking out the curve of the coast, before vanishing in
the parple haze towards Capri.

A marine cenmrion in full wiform of breastplate and
crested helmet, with a sword swinging at his belt, was hurrying
away as the engincer arrived. The remains of a large meal were
being cleared from a stone table beneath a trellised pergola. At
first be did not se¢ the admiral, but the insranr the slave
announced him — ‘Marcus Adilius Primus, aquarius of the Aqua
Angustal' — a stocky man in his middle fifties at the far end of
the terrace turned on bis heet and came waddling towazds him,

Theadmiu!’soﬂ'idllwddmoemml'ﬂ@onthel'ﬂll-
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trailed by what Auilius sassumed were the guests of his aban-
doned dinner pasty: four men sweating in togas, at feast ooe
of whom, judging by the purple stripe on his formal dress, was
a sepator. Behind them — obsequious, malevolent, inescapable
-~ came Corax.

Atrilius had for some reason imagined that the famous
scholar would be thin, but Pliny was fat, his belly protruding
sharply, like the zamming post of one of his warships. He was
dabbing at his for¢head with his napiin.

‘Shall I arrest you now, aquarius? T could, you kaow, thar’s
already clear encugh.” He had a far man's voice: a high-pitched
wheeze, which became even hoarser as he counted off the charges
oo his pudgy fingers. "Incompetance w0 start with — who can
doubt thar? Negligenoe - where were you when the sulphur
infected the water? Inribordination — on what authority did you
shait off our supply? Treason - yes, 1 could make a charge of
treason stick. What about fornenting rebellion in the imperial
dockyards? I've had to order out a century of marines - fifty
to break some heads in the town and try o restore public order,
the other fifty to the reservoir, to guard whatever water’s left,
Treason -~

He broke off, short of breath. With his puffed-out checks,
pursed lips and sparse grey curls plastered dowm with perspi-
ration, he had che appearance of an elderly, furious cherub,
fallen from some painted, peeling ceiling. The youngest of his
Buests — a pimply lad in his Lage teens — stepped forward to
suppert his arm, but Pliny shrugged bim away. At the back of
the group Corax grinned, showing @ mouthful of dark teeth.
He had been even more affective ar spreading polson than
Attilius had expected. What a politician. He could probably
show the senator a trick or two.

55



AOREAT HARRIS

He noticed that @ star had come out above Vesuviug. He
had never really looked propecly at the mountain before,
cereginly not from this angle. The sky was dark bus the moun-
tzin was darker, almost black, rising massivaly ahove the bay
to a pointed summit. And there was the source of the trouble,
he thought. Somewhere there, on the mountsin. Not on the
seaward side, but round to landward, on the norrh-eastern
siope.

‘Who are you anyway?’ Pliny eventually managed o rasp
out. I don’t know you. You're far too young. What's happened
to the proper aquarie? What was his names’

‘Exomnius,’ said Corax,
‘Exomnius, pracitely. Where's he? And what does Acilius

Aviole think he’s playing at, sending us boys to do men's work?
Well? Speak up! What bave you to say for yourself?

Behind the admiral Vesuvius formed a perfect natunal
pyramid, with just dvat linle cruse of lighr from the waterfront
villas mning arcund its base, In 2 couple of places the line
bulged slightly and those, the engineer guessed, must be towns.
He recognised them from the map. The nearer would be
Herculaneum; the more distant, Pompeii.

Atilivs strajghtened his back ‘T peed,” he said, ‘o borrow
# ship.’

Heapmdmhismpmﬁeublein Pliny's library,
weighing down either side with & couple of piecea of
magnetive which he took from n display cabiner, An eldedy
stave shuffled behind the admiral’s back, lighting an elaborate
bronze cmdeialrum. The walls were lined with cedaswood
cabinets, packed with rolls of papyri stacked end-on, in dusty
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honeycombs, and even with the doors to the terrace pushed
wide open, no breeze came off the sea to dispel the hear. The
olly black srands of smoke from the candles rose undisturbed.
Anilius could feel the sweat trickling down the sides of hia
belly, itritating bim, like a crawling ingect.

"Teli the ladies we shall rejoin them directly, seid the
admital. He rurned away from the slave and nodded at the engje
neer. ‘Al right. Let's hear it.'

Atuliug glanced arcund at the faces of his sudience, intent
in the candlelight. He had been told their names before they st
down and he wanted ta make sure he remembered them: Pedius
Cascug, a senior senator who, be dimly recalled, had been a
consul years ago and wha ¢wned a big vills along the coast &
Herculaneum; Pomponianius, an okl Army comrade of Pliny,
rowed over for dinner from his villa ac Smbise; and Antius,
captain of the imporial fagahip, the Picsoria. The pimply youth
wis Pliny's nephew, Gaius Plinius Caccilius Secundus.

He put kis finger on the map and they 2l leant forvard,
even Corax.

“This is wbere I chought originally thes the break must be,
admiral — here, in the burning fields sround Cumae. That
would explain the suiphur. But then we learnt that the supply
had gone down in Nola as well ~ over here, to the east. Thae
was at dawn. The timing is crucial, because according to a
witness wbo wans in Pompeii at first light, the fountains there
were still running this morning. As you can see, Pompeii 1
some distance back up the marrix from Nola, so logically dhe
Augusta should bave failed there in the middle of the nighe.
The fact that it didn’t can only mean one thing. The break has
to be here’ — he circled the spot — ‘somewhere here, on this
five-mile stretch, where she mns close to Vesuvius.
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Plisy frowned at the map. ‘And vhe ship? Where does that
come ind’

‘1 believe we have two days’ worth of water left. If we set
off overland from Misemum to discover what's happened it will
zake us at least thar dong simply to find where the break has
occutred. Bue if we go by sea 1o Pompeii — if we travel bight
and pick up most of what we need in the rown — we should be
able 10 start repairs comorrow.”

[n the ensuing silence, the engineer could hear the steady
drip of the water clock beside vhe doors. Some of the gnats
whirling arcund the candles had become encrusted in the wax.

Pliny said, ‘How many men do you have?”

‘Fifey airogether, but most of those are spread our along
the lengdh of the matix, mainzaining the settling anks and the
reservoirs in the towns | have a dozen altogrether in Misenum.
I'd zake half of those with me. Any odher labour we need, I'd
hire Jocally in Pompeii.’

“We could let him have a liburnian, admiral,’ said Antius.
“tf be left ar fisst light be could be in Pompeii by the middle
of the morning,’

Corax scemed to be panicked by the mere suggestion. ‘But
with respect, this is just more of his moonghine, admirat. I
wouldn't pay much attention to any of this. For a start, I'd like
to know how he’s 50 sure the warer’s still running in Pompeii.”

‘i met 2 man on the quayside, admiral, on my way here.
An augur. The local fervy had just docked. He told me he was
in Pompeii this morning,’

‘An augur!’ mocked Corax. “Then it's a pity ke didn’r see
this whole thing coming! But all right — let’s say he's relling
the truth. Let’s say chis is where the break is. I know this part
of the matrix becter than anyone — five miles long and every
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foot of her underground. Ft will take us more than a day just
to find out whare she’s gone down.’

“That’s nor true,’ objected Adtilins. “With that much water
escaping from the marrix, a blind man could find the break’

“With that much water backed up in the nmnel, how do we
get inside it to make the repairs?’

‘Listen,’ said cthe engineer. "When we get to Pompeii, we
splitinto three groups.' He had not realiy thought this through.
He was having to make it up as ke went along, But he could
sense that Antius was with him and the admiral had yet to ke
his eyes from the map. “The first group goes out to the Augusea
— follows the spur from Pompeii to its jurction with the marrix
and then works westwards, I can assure you, finding where
the break is will not be a great problem. The second group
stays in Porapei] and purs rogether enough men and marerials
to carry out the repairs. A third group rides into the moun-
tains, 1o the springs at Abellinum, with instructions to shut off
the Augusta.’

The senator looked up sharply. ‘Can that be done? In Rome,
when an aqueduct has 1o be closed for repairs, it stays shut
dowm for weeks.”

‘According to the drawings, senaror, yes - it can be done.’
Attibius had only just noticed it himself, but he was inspired
now. The whole operation was mking shape in his mind even
23 he described it. ‘F have never seen the springs of the Serinus
myself, but it appears from this plan that they flow into a basin
with two channels. Most of the water comes west, to us. Buta
smaller channe! runs porth, to feed Benevennm. If we send
all the water north, and Jet the western channel drain off, we
can get ingide 1o repair it. The point is, we don’t have to dam
it and build a temporary diversion, which is whar we have 10
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do with the aqueducts of Rome, before we can even start on
tha maintenance. We can work much more quickly.’

The senator transferred his drooping eyes to Corax. ‘Is this
e, overseer?’

‘Maybe,’ conceded Corax grudgingly. He seemed 10 sense
he was besten, buz he weuld not give up without a fight.
‘However, 1 s¢ill maintain be's talking moonshine, admiral, if
he thinks we can get all this done in 2 day or cwo. Like I said,
I know this strecch. We had problems here nearly twenty years
ago, at the time of the great earthquake. Exomnius was the
aquarius, new in the job. He'd just arrived from Romne, his first
command, and we worked on it together. All tight — it didn"
block the matrix complerely, I grant you that — bur it still took
us weeks to render all the cracks in the wnnel.

“What great earthquake?’ Adtilius bad never heard mention
of it

‘Actually, it was sevenzeen years ago.” Pliny’s nephew piped
up for the fizst time. 'The carthquake took place on the Nones
of February, during the consuiship of Regulus and Verginius.
Emperor Nero was in Neapolis, performing on stage at the
dme. Scntca describes the incident. You must have read it,
uncle? The relevant passage is in Netural Quersions, Book six.’

‘Yea, Garus, thank you,’ said the admiral sharply. ‘1 have
read it, although obvionsly I'm obliged for the reference.” He
stared at the map and puffed out his cheeks. ‘I wondar —' he
mutzered. He shifted round in his chair and shouted at the slave.
'‘Dromal Bring me my glass of wine Quicklyl’

‘Are you ill, uncke?”

‘No, oo’ Pliny propped his chin on his fists and returned
b artention to the map. ‘So iy this what has damaged che
Augusta? An easthqueke?”
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“Then surely we would have fele it objected Anriue. “Fhat
kast quake brought down a good part of Pompeii. They‘re sl
rebuilding, Half the own i a building site. We've had no
reporzs of anything on thar scale.’

‘And yet,” continued Pliny, almost to himeelf, ‘this is
certainly earthquake weather. A flar sea. A sky so breathless
the birds can scarcely fly. in normal times we would anticipate
a storm, But when Satumn, Jupiter and Mars are in conjuncticn
with the sun, instead of occurring in the air, the thunder is
sometimes unieashed by Nature underground. That is the defin-
ition of an earchquake, in my opinion ~ a thunderbolt hurled
from the inerior of the world.”

The stave had shuffled up beside him, carrying a tray, in
the cemtre of which stood a large goblet of clear glass, three-
quarters full. Pliny grunted and lifted the wine 1o the candle-
light,

'A Caecuban,” whispered Pomponianus, in awe, 'Forty years
old and still drinking besutifully.” He ran his vongue round his
fat lips. 'I wouldn't mind another glass myzelf, Pliny.’

‘In a moment. Watch.' Pliny waved the wine back and forth
in front of them. 1t was thick and syrupy, the colour of honey.
Auilias caught the sweer mustiness of its scent as it passed
beneath his nose. ‘And now warch more closely.” He set the
glass carefully on the wble.

At first, the englneer did not see whar point be was brying
10 make, but a3 he studied the glass more closely he saw that
the surface of the wine was vibrating stightly. Tiny ripples radi-
ated out from the centre, like the quivering of a plucked string,
Pliny picked up the glass and the movement ceased; he replaced
it and the modion resumed,

‘I noriced it during dinner. T have trained myself o ke alert
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to things in Namre, which other men might miss. The shaking
i3 not continuovs. See now ~ the wine is sll.”

“That’s veally remarkable, Pliny,” said Pomponianus. ‘I
congratulate you. 1'm afraid once I have a glass [n my hand, 1
don’t eend to put it dowm until it'y empty.”’

The senator was less impressed. He folded his arms and
pushed himself back in the chair, as if ke had somehow made
himself Jook a fool by watching a childish mick. ‘I don't know
what’s significant about that, So the table trembles? It could
be anything. The wind -’

‘There ia no wind.’

‘= heavy footsteps somewhere. Or perbaps Pomponianus,
bere, was stroking one of the ladies under the rable.'

Laughter broke the tension. Only Pliny did not smile. *We
know that this world we stand on, which scems o us so adll,
isin fact revolving etemmally, at an indescribable velocity. And
it may be that this mass hurtling through space produces 2
sound of such volume thar it is beyond the capacity of our
haman ears to detect. The stars out there, for example, might
he tiskding like wind chimes, if anly we could hear them. Could
ik be that the patterns in this wineglass are the physical expres-
sion of that same beavenly barmony?’

“Then why does it stop and starr?’

‘T have no answer, Cascus. Perhaps at one moment the earth
glides silendy, and ar another it encounters resistance. There
182 school which hnids that winds are caused by the earth trav-
elling in ooe direction and the stars in the other. Aquarius —
what do you think?"

T'm an engineer, admiral,” said Actilius tactfully, ‘not a
philosopher.” In bis vicw, they were wasting time. He chought
of mentioning the strange behaviour of the vapour on the
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hillside chat morning, but decided againat it. Tinkling stars! His
foot was tapping with impatience. ‘Al 1 can rell you is that the
marrix of an aquedhset it built 10 withstand the most extreme
forces. Where the Augusta nuns underground, which is most
of the way, she’s six feet high and three feet wide, and she reas
on 2 base of concrete one and a half feet thick, with walls of
the same dimensions. Whatever force breachied that must have
been powerful.’

‘More powerful than tha force which shakes my wine?” The
sdmiral kooked at the senator. "Unless we are not dealing with
a phenomenon of nature ar all. In which case, whae is it? A
deliberace act of sabosage, perhaps, to strike ar the fleet? Bun
who would dare? We haven't had a foreign enemy set foot in
this part of Iealy since Hannibal.’

‘And saborage would bhardly explain the presence of
sulphur.’

‘Sulphr,’ said Pomponianus suddenty. “That's the stuff in
thunderbolrs, isn't it? And who throws thunderbolis®* He
looked around excitedty. ‘Jupiter! We should sacrifice a white
bull 10 Jupiter, a5 a deity of the upper air, and have the hesus-
pioes inspect the entrails. They'll tel] us what to do’

The engineer laughed.

“What’s so funny bout that?* demanded Pomponianas. ‘It's
N0t so funny as the idea that the world is flying through space
~ which, if 1 may say so, Pliny, rather begs the question of
why we don't all fall off’

‘It's an excellent suggestion, my friend,’ said Pliny sooth-
ingly. ‘And, as admiral, I also happen e be the chief priest of
Misenum, and I assure you, if 1 bad a white bull to hand I
would kill it on the spot. But for the tme being, a more prac-
tical solution may be needed.” He sat back in his chair and
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wiped his napkin across his face, then unfolded and inspected
it, as if it might contain some viral clue. “Very well, aquarius.
I shall give you your ship.” He turned to the capmin. ‘Antius —
which is the fastest liburnian in the feet?’

“That would be the Mixerve, admiral, Torquatus's ship. Just
back from Raveona.’

‘Have ber made ready to sail at first lighe.'

“Yes, acdrniral.’

‘And I want notices posted on every founiain telling the
titizens that ratoning is now in force. Water will only be
allowed to flow rwice each day, for one hour exactly, at dawn
and dusk.’

Antius winoed. ‘Aren't you forgetting that romomrow is 2
public holidey, admiral? It's Vileanalia, if you recall?

'T'm perfectly aware it's Volcanalia,”

And 50 it is, thought Anilius. In tha rush of leaving Rome
and fretting about the aqueduct he had completely lost erack
of the calendar. The twenty-third of August, Vulcan’s day,
when live fish were thrown on to bonfires, as a sacrifice, to
appease the god of fire.

"But what about the public bathe?* persisted Anrius.

‘Closed until further notice.’

“They won't tike that, admiral,’

‘Well, it can't be helped. We'we all groem far too soft, in any
case.” He glanced briefly at Pomponisnus, “The Empire wam’t
buiit by men who lazed around the bathe all day. 1t wilt do some
people good 1o have a taste of how life used 1o he. Gainy — draft
a Jetter for me 10 sign 1o the aediles of Pompeti, asking them 1o
provide whatever men and materials may be necessary for the
repair of the aqueduct. You know the kind of thing. “In the
nane of the Emperor Titus Caesar Vespasianus Augustus, und
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in accordance with the power vested in ype by the Senate and
People of Rome, blah blah”™ ~ something to make them jump.
Corax - it's clear ¢hat you know the tervain asourd Vesuvius
bemer than anyone else. You shoukd be the one ta ride cut and
kocaze the fault, while tha aquarius assembles the main expedi-
sion in Pompei.

The overseer’s mouth flapped open in dismay.

“What's the matter? Do you disagree?’

‘No, admiral.” Corax hid his anxiety quickly, but Actilius
bad noticed it. ‘I don’t mind looking for the break. Even so,
would it not make more sense for one of us to remain at the
reservoir to supervise the rationing -’

Pliny cut him off impatiently. ‘Rationing will be the Navy's
responsibility. It’s primarily a question of public order.’

For 2 mament Corax looked as if he might be or: the point
of arguing, but then he bowed his head, frowning,

From the rerrace came the sound of female voices and 2
peal of laughter.

He doesn't want me to go to Pompeii, thought Antitius,
wddenly. This whole performance ronight — it's been 1o keep
me away from Pompeii.

A woman's elaborately coiffeured head appeased at the
doorway. She must have been about sixty. The pearts at her
throar were the largest Astiliuy had ever seen. She crooked her
finger at the senator. *Cascus, daring, how much fonget are
you planning to keep us waiting?'

‘Forgive us, Rectina,” said Pliny. "We've almost finished.
Does anyone have anything else to add?” He glanced at each
of them in msm. "No? In that case, I for one propose to finish
my dinner.’

He pushed back his chair and everyone stood. The ballast
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of his belly made it hard for him to rise. Gaius offered his arm,
but the admiral waved him away. He had w rock forwards
several tmes and the strain of finally pushing himself up on
to his feet left him him hreathless. With one hand he clurched
at the table, with the ther he reached for his glass, then stopped,
his ousstrewched fingers hovering in mid-air,

The wine had resumed irs harely perceptible membling.

He blew our his cheeks. “1 think perhaps I shall sacrifice
that white bull after all, Pomponianus. And you,” he said 1o
Attilius, ‘will give me back my water within two days,” He
picked up the glass and took a sip. “Or — believe me - we shall
all bave need of Jupiter’s prorection.”



Nocte intempesta
[23:22 hours]

Magma movement may eiso disturb the local waser
tabls, and changus in flow and remperarcre of grownd-

water may be detected.’
Encyclopaedia of Vokanoes

wo haurs later — deepless, naked, stretched out on

his narrow wooden bed — the engineer lay waiting

for the dawn. The familiar, hammering lulkaby of the
aqueduct had gone and in its place erowded all the diny noises
of the night — the creak of the sentries' hoots in the street
ocutside, the rustle of mice in tha rafters, the hacking cough
of one of the slaves downstairs in the barracks. He closed his
eyes, only 10 open them again almost immediaely. In the panic
of the crisis he had managed to forget the sight of the corpse,
dragged from the pool of eels, but in the darkness he found
himself replaying the whole scene — the concentrated silence
at the warer’s edge; the hody hooked and dragged ashore; the
blood; the screams of the woman; the anxious face and the pale
white limbs of the givi.

Too exhausted to rest, be swung his bare feet on to the
warm floor. A small oil lamp flickered on the nighestand. His
uncompleted lerter home lay beside it. There was no point now,
be thought, in finishing it. Either he would repair the Augusta,
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in which case bis mother and sister would hear from bhim on
his reurn. Or they would hear of him, when he was shipped
back to Rome, in disgrace, to face a court of inguiry — a
dishonour ro the family name,

He picked up the lamp and took it to the shelf at the foot of
the bed, setting it down among the litde shrine of figures that
represented the spirits of bis ancestors. Kneeling, he reached
across and plucked out the effigy of his great-grandfather. Could
the old man have been one of the original engineers on the
Augusta? It was not impassible. The records of the Curator
Aquarum showed that Agrippa had shipped in a workforee of
forty thousind, slaves and legionanies, 2nd had built her in
eighteen months. That was six years after be buiit the Aqua
Julia in Rome and seven years before he built the Virgo, and
his great-grandfacher had certeinly worked on both of those.
It pleased him to imagine that an earlier Awilius might have
come south to this sweltering land — might even have sat on
this very spot ws the slaves dug cut the Piscina Mirabilis. He
felt his courage sirengthening. Men had built the Augusta; men
would fix her. He would fix her.

And then his facher.

He replaced one figure and 100k up another, running bis
thumb tenderly over the smooth head.

Yonwr forker was a brave man; make sure you are, too.

He had been 2 baby when his father bad finished the Aqua
Claudia, but so often had he been told the story of the day of
its dedication — of how, at four months old, he had been passed
over the shoulders of the engineers in the great crowd on the
Esquiline Hifl - that it sometimes seemed 10 him he could
remember it all at first hand: dhe eldery Claudius, twitching
and stammering 38 he sacrificed to Neptune, and then the water

68



POMPERN

appearing in the channel, as if by magic, at the exact momen
that he raised his hands 1o the sky. But that had had nothing
to do with the intervention of the gods, despite the gasps of
those present. That was because his father had known the laws
of engineering and had opened the sluices at the head of the
aqueduct exactly eighteen hours before the ceremony was due
to reach its climax, and had ridden back into the city fascer than
the water could chase him.

He contemplated the piece of clay in his palm.

And you, father? Did you ever come to Misenum? Did you
know Exomnius? The squarii of Rome were slways a family
— a3 close as a cohoit, you used to say. Was Exomaius one of
those enginsers on the Esquiline on your day of triueph? Did
he swving roe in his arms with the rest?

He stared a: the figure for a while, then kissed it and put
it carefully with the others.

He sat back on his haunches,

First the aquarius disappears and then the water. The more
he considered it, the more convinced be was that these must
be connected. But how? He glanced around the roughly plas-
rered walls. No clue here, thar was for sure. No trace of any
roan ‘s character left behind in this plain cell. And yet, according
to Corax, Exomnius had run the Augusta for twenty years

He retrieved the lamp and went out into the passage,
shielding the flame with his hand. Drawing back the rurtain
opposite, he shone the light into the cubicle where Exomnivs's
possessions were stored. A couple of wooden chears, a pair of
bronze candelabra, a cloak, sandals, a pisspot. 1t was not much
to show for a lifedme. Neither of the chests was Jocked, be
noticed.

He glanced rowards the staircave, but the only sound
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coming from below was snoring. Sull holding the lamp, he
lifted the Jid of the nearest chest and began to rummage
through it with his free hand. Clothes — old clothes mostly -
which, as he disturbed them, refeased a strong smell of swle
sweat. Two nunics, loincloths, a toga, neatly folded. He closed
the lid quietly and raised the other. Not much in this chear,
sither. A skin scraper for removing oil in the baths. A jokey
figure of Priapus with a vastly extended penis. A clay heaker
for throwing dice, with more penises inlaid around its nim.
The dice themselves. A few glass jars coneaining various herbs
and unguents, A couple of plates. A small bronze goblet, hadly
urnizhed.

He rolled the dice as gendy as he could in the beaker and
threw them. His Juck was in. Four sixes — the Venus chrow. He
tried again and threw another Venus. The third Venus ssrled
it. Loaded dice.

He pust away the dice and picked up the goblet. Was it really
bronza? Now he examinad it more closely, he was not so sure.
He weighed it in his band, tarned it over, breathed on it and
rubbed the botrom with his thumb. A smear of gold appeared
and part of an engraved lemer 2 He rubbed again, gradually
increasing the radius of gleaming metal, until he could make
out all the inizials.

NENLA

The { st00d for Sbertis and showed it 1o be the property of
4 freed slave.

A slave who had been freed by an owner whose family name
began with a B, and who was rich enough, and vulgar enough,
© drink his wine from a gold cup.

Her voice was suddenly as clear in his mind as if she had
been starwding baside him.
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Ampliaras, owner of the Villa Horensia . .\’

be moonlight shone on the smooth black stones of the
narrow street and silhouetted the lines of the fat roofs.
It felt almost as hot as it had been in the fate afternoon; the
moon as brighe as the sun, As he mounted the steps between
the shuttered, silent houses, he could picture ber darting before
him — the movement of bher hips beneath the plain white dress.

A few kundred paces — aye, dut every one of them uphilil®

He came again o the level ground and o the high wall of
the great villa. A grey car ran along it and disappesred over
the other side. The glinting metal dalphins teapt and kissed
above the chained gate, He could hear the sex in the distance,
moving against the shore, and the throb of the cicadas in the
garden. He rattled the iron bars and pressed his face to the
warm metal, The porter’s room was shurtered and barred.
There was not a light to be seen,

He was remembering Ampliarus’s reaction when be turned
up on the seashore: ‘What's Aappened to Sxomnsxs? Bus survly
Exomnius ir sall ke aguarius?’ There had been surprise in his
voice and, now be came 1o think abous ic, possibly something
more: alarm.

‘Corelial” He called her name softly. “Corelia Amphiatal’

No response. And then a whisper in the darkness, 30 low
he almost missed it: 'Gone.’

A woman's voice. It came from somewhere o bis left. He
stepped back from the gare and peered into the shadows. He
could make out nothing except a small mound of rags piled in
a drift against the wall. He muved closerand saw that the shreds
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of cloth were moving slightly. A skinny foot protruded, like a
bone. 1t was the mother of the dead slave. He went down on
one knee and camiously touched the rough fabric of ber dress.
She shivered, then groaned and murtered something. He with-
drew his hand, His fingers were sticky with blood.

‘Can you stand?”

‘Gone,’ she repeated.

He lifted ber carefully untif she was sitting, propped againat
the wall. Her swollen head dropped forward and he saw that
her matted hair had left a damp mark on the stone. She had
been whipped and badly beaten, and thrown out of the house-
held o die,

N. PN, L d: Numerizs Popidins Numeris libarcus dmpliatus.
Granted his freedom by the family Popidii. ft was a fact of life
thar there wai no crueller master than an ex-alave.

He pressed his fingers lighdy to her neck 10 make sure she
was szl alive, Then be chreaded one arm under the crook of
her knees and with the other grasped her round her shaulders.
It cost him no effore w0 rise. She was mere ragy and hones.
Somewhere, in the sweets close to the harbour, the night-
watchman was calting the fifth division of the dackness: ‘Media
poctis inclinatio’ — midnight.

The engineer straightened his back and set off down the
hill as the day of Mars turmed into the day of Mercury



MERCURY
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to get laid, Pompeii’s the place. Even Beceo can give his hand
a rest for a change. Hey, aquariust’ he shouted, as Atilius drew
closer. *Tell Becco he can get himself laid)

The dockside stank of shir and gurted fish. Anilius could see
a purrid melon and the bloated, whitened carcass of a rat lapping
at his feer berween the pillare of the wharf. So much for poers!
He had a sudden yearning for one of those oold, northern seas
be had heard abour — the Adantic, perhaps, or the Germanicum
- a Jand whare a deep tide daily swept the sand and rocks; some
place heshhier than this tepid Roman Jake.

He said, ‘As long 2s we fix the Augusta, Becco can screw
every girl in Italy for all  care)’

"There you go, Beeco. Your prick witl soon be as long as
your nose '

The ship the admiral had promised was moored before
them: the Mingva, named for the goddess of wisdom, with an
owl, the symbal of her deiry, carved into her prow. A liburnian.
Smnller than the big criremes. Built for speed. Her high stern-
post reared oat behind her, then curled across her low deck like
the sting of & scorpion preparing to serike. She was deserted.

‘~ Cuculls and Zmyrina. And then there’s this red-haired
Jewess, Martha, And u little Greek girl, if you like that kind of
thing — her mother’s barely twenty -

‘What use is a ship withour a craw?’ mustered Actilius. He
was frecting already. He could not afford to waste an hour.
‘Polives — run 10 the barracks, there's 2 good lad, and find out

The young slave got to kis feer.
‘No need,’ said Corvinus, and gestured with his bead
towards the entrance to the port. “Here they come.'
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Anilius said, “Your ears must be sharper than mine —" buc
then he heard them, toa A hundred pairs of feet, doubling
along the road from the military school. As the marchers
crossed the wooden bridge of the causeway, the sharp rhythm
became a continuous thunder of leather on wood, then a couple
of torches appeared and the unit swung into the street leading
to the harhour front. They came on, five abreast, three offi-
¢ers wearing body armour and crested helmers in the lead. Ar
a first shout of command the column baled; at a second, it
broke and he sailors moved towards the ship. None spoke.
Atilius drew back 10 ber them pass. In their slesveless wanics,
the misshapen shoulders and hugely muscled arms of che
carsmen appeared grotesquely out of proportion to their Jower
bhodies,

‘Look atr them,” drawled the ullest of the officers. “The
cream of the Navy: human oxen” He turned to Attilius and
taised his fisr in saluce. 'Torquatus, captain of the Mixern,’

‘Marcus Artilius. Engineer. Leg’s go.”

It did not take long to load the ship, Attilivs had seen no
point in dragging the hesvy amphorae of quicklime and
sacks of puteolanum dowm from the reservoir and ferrying
them across the bay. If Pompeii was, as they described her,
swarming with builders, he would use the adminl’s letwer to
commandeer what he needed. Tools, though, were a different
matter. A man should always use his own tools.

He arranged a chain 10 pass them on board, handing each
in turn to Musa, who threw them on ta Corvinua — axes, sledge-
hammers, saws, picks and shovels, wooden trays to hold the
fresh cement, hoes to mix it, and che heavy flas-irons they used
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w0 pound it into place — until eventually ithad all reached Beccn,
standing on the deck of the Mnerve. They worked swiftly,
without exchanging a word, and by the time they had finished
it was light and the ship was making ready to =ail.

Astilivs walked up the gangplark and jumped down 10 the
deck. A Ene of marines with boathooks was waiting 10 push
her away from the quay. From his platform beneath che srern-
post, next i the bebmsman, Torquatus shoured down, ‘Are you
veady, engineer?’ and Awmilius called back that he was. The
sooner they left, the becter.

‘But Corsx 30’t here,” objected Becea

To hell with him, thought Attilius. It was almost a relief,
He would manage the job alone. "That’s Corax's look-out.’

The mooring ropes were cast off, The boathooks dropped
like lances and connected with the dock. Beneath his feet,
Attilius fekt the deck shake as the oars were unshipped and the
Minerva began 1o move. He leoked back towards the shore. A
water to appear. He wondered if he should have stayed at the
reservoir long enoagh to supervise the opening of the sluices
But he had lefi six alaves behind to run the Piscina and the
bailding was ringed by Pliny’s marines.

“There he is" shouted Becco, ‘Look! It's Corax!” He started
waving his arras above his head. 'Corax! Over herel’ He gave
Attilius 2n accusing look. “You see! You should have waited!’

The overseer had been slouching past the fountain, a bag
across his shoulder, secmaingly deep in thought. Bur now he
looked up, saw them, and ararted to run. He moved fast for a
roan i hit fordes. The gap beeween the ship and the quay was
widening quickly — three faet, four feet— and it seemed to Actilius
impossible that he could make it, but when he reached the edge
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ke threw his bag and then leapt after it, and a coupke of the
marines strerched out and caughe his arms and hauled him
aboard. He: landed uprigit, cdlose 1o the stern, glared at Anilius
and jerked his middle finger at him. The enginter tarned away.

The Minerva was swinging out froym the harbous, prow first,
and sprouting oars, two dozen on eithei side of her namow
tull. A drum sounded below deck, and the blades dipped. 1t
sounded again and they splashed the sueface, two men pulling
on each shafr. The ship glided forwards — imperceptibly 1o
begin with, but picking up speed as the tempe of dhe dium
beats quickened. The pilot, keaning out sbove the ramming post
and staring straigin ahead, poinzed to the right, Torquarus
ealled out an order, and the helmsman swung hard on the buge
oar that served as a rudder, steering a course between two
anchored uriremes. For the first time in four days, Anilius fek
a slight breeze on his face.

“You have an audience, engineer!® shoured Torquaius, and
gestured towards the hill above the port. Anilius recognised
the long white terrace of the admiral’s villa set amid the oyrtle
groves, and, leaning against the balustrade, the corpulent figure
of Pliny himself. He wondered what was going theough the
old man’s mind. Hesiranty, he maised his arm. A moment larer
Pliny responded. Then the Minerve passed between the rwo
great warships, the Concondia and the Nepame, and when he
looked again the terrace was deserned.

In the distance, hehind Vesuvins, the sun was starting to
sppear.

Plinymwhedtbclilmmimgalhuqmdmshchadcd
towirds open water. Against the grey, her oars stroked

79



HONEHRT HARRIS

vivid fashes of white, stirring somewhere a long-forgouen
memory of the leaden Rhine at daybreak — at Vetera, this moat
have been, thicty years ego — and the wroop-ferey of Legion ¥
‘The Larks' saking bis cavalry 10 the far bank. Such rimes! What
be would not give 1o embark again on a voyage at first light,
or beuter &ill 0 command the flees in action, a thing he bed
never done in lis rwo years as admiral. Bu the effort of simply
coming our of his library and on ro the rerrace o see the
Minerve go - of rising from his chair and taking a few short
steps ~ had lefi him breachless, and when he lifted his arm to
acknowledge the wave of the engineer he felt as if he were
hoisting an exercise weight.

Warre Aar granted man mo bewter gift than rhe shormest of
&ife. The senses grow dull, che limbs are numb, sighe, hearing, gait,
¢evin the seerh and alimentary organs die Sefore we do, and yat this
period 15 reckoned ¢ porsion of life.”

Brave wonds. Easy to write when one was young and death
was still skniking over a distanz hill somewhere; less easy when
one was fifty-six amd the enemy was advancing in full view
across the plain

He leaned his fat belly against the balustrade, hoping that
neither of his secretaries kad noticed his weakness, then pushed
kimself away and shuffled back inside.

He had always had a fondness for young men of Anilius's
kind. Noz in the filthy Greek way, of course — he had never
had time for any of that ralarkey, although he had seen plenty
of it in the Army ~ but rather spirinally, as the embodiment
of the muscular Roman virtnes. Senasors might dream of
empires; soldiers might conquer them; but it was the engineers,
the fellows who lzid down the roads and dug our the ague-
dects, who actually duifs them, and who gave 10 Rome her
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global reach, He promvised himseff thai when the aquarius
returned he would summon him 1o dinner and pick his brains
to discover exactly whar had happened 10 the Augusna. And
then together they would consulr some of the texts in the
edmiral’s library and he would reach him a few of the mysteries
of Narure, whose surprises were never-ending. These inter
mitrent, harmonic tremors, for example — what were these? He
should record the phenomenon and inchude it in the next edition
of the Notural History. Every month be discovered something
new that required explanation.

His two Greck slaves stood waiting patiendy beside the
table — Aleman for reading aloud, Alexion for dictation. They
hed been in artendance since soon after midnight, for the
sdmiral had long age disciplined himaelf 10 function without
much rest. *To be awake is to be alive,’ that was his metto. The
only man he had ever known who could get by on less sleep
was the late Emperor, Vespasian. They used to meet in Rome
in the middle of the night to transsct their official business.
That was why Vespasian had pur him in charge of the flect:
‘My ever-vigilant Pliny,’ he had called bim, in that country
bampkin's accent of his, and had pinched his check.

He glanced around the room at the treasures accumulared
during hit journeys across the Empire. One bundred and sixty
nakebooks, In which he had recorded every interesting fact he
had ever read or heard (Larcius Licinius, the governor of
Hispania Tarraconensis, had offered kim four hundred thou-
sand sesterces for the lot, but he had not been tempted). Two
pieces of magnetite, mined in Dacia, and locked together by
their myseerious magic. A lump of shiny grey rock from
Macedonia, repured to have fzllen from the stars. Some
German amber with an ancient mosquito imprisoned inside
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its translucent cell. A piece of concave glass, picked up in
Africa, which garhered together the sun's rays and simed them
to a point of such concentrated heat it would cause the hardest
wood to darken and smoulder. And his water clock, the most
accueate in Rome, buill according te the specifications of
Ctesibius of Alexandria, inventor of the water organ, its aper-
tares bored through gold and gems to prevent corrosion and
plugging.

The clock was what he needed. It was said that clocks were
like philosophers: you could never find rwo that agreed. But a
¢lock by Cresibius was the Plawe of timepieces.

‘Aleman, fetch me a bow) of water, No ~* He changed his
mind when she slave was halfway 10 the door, for had not the
grographer, Straba, described the Juxurious Bay of Neapolis
2 ‘the wine bowl"? ‘On second thoughes, wine would be more
sppropriste. But something cheap, A Surrentum, perhaps.’ He
sat down beavily. ‘Al right, Alexion — where were wer’

'Drafting a signal 10 the Emperor, admiral.’

‘Ah yes, Just so.’

Now that it was light, be would have 10 send z dispatch by
fash w0 the new emperor, Titus, to alert him ro the problem
on the aqueduct. e would shoot, from signal tower to signal
tower, all the way up 10 Rome, and be in the Emperor’s hands
by noon. And what would the new Master of the World make
of diat, he wondered?

“We shall signal the Emperor, and after we have done that,
I think we shall start a new notebook, and record some scien-
tific abservations. Would that interest you?’

‘Yes, admira),” The slave picked up his stytus and wax wablet,
struggting to suppress a yawn, Pliny pretended not ro see it-
He tapped his finger against his kips. He knew Tirus well. They
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had served in Germania together. Charming, cultivated, clever
— and completely ruthfess. News that a quarter of 2 million
people were withour water could easily tip him over the edge
into one of his leshal rages. This would require some careful
phrasing,

“To His Most Eminent Highness, the Emperor Titus, from
the Commander-in-Chief, Misenum,’ he began. ‘Greetings!’

TheMbumpassedbemdwg:utmmmoludm
protected the enrance 1o the harbour and out ino the
expanse of the bay. The lemony light of early morning glit-
tered on the water. Beyond the chicket of poles that marked
the ayster beds, where the seagulls swooped and cried, Attilius
could see the fighery of the Villa Horeensia, He got to his feet
forabmervicw,hndnghimdfmimﬁemﬁouohhe
boar. The verraces, the garden paths, the slope where Ampliatus
had set up his <haiv 10 watch the execution, the ramps along
the shoreline, the gantries beeween the fish-pens, the big el
pond set away from the rest — all deserted, The villa's crimson-
and-gold cruiser waa no longer moored at the end of the jetey.

[¢ was exactly as Atia had said: they had gone.

The ¢ld woman had still not recovered her senses when he
left the reservoir before dawn. He had Lin her on a straw
Matiress in one of the rooms beside the kitchen, and had told
the domestic stave, Phylo, to summon a doctor and o see that
she was cared for, Phylo had made a face, bur Attilius had sold
him gruffly 10 do as be was told. If she died — well, thar might
be a merciful release. If she recovered - then, as far 23 he was
concerned, she could stay. He would have 2o buy another slave
in any case, 10 look afeer his food and clothes. His needs were
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few; the work would be light. He had never pai! much 21en-
tion to soch marters. Sabina had looked after the househeld
when he was married; after she had gone, his mother had maken
aver.
The great villa looked dark and shuttered, as though for a
funeral; the sceeams of the gulls were like the cries of mourners.

Musz said, ‘1 hear he paid cen million for it.’

Anilius acknowledged the remark with a grunt, withowt
taking his eyes off the house. ‘Well, he’s not there now.’

‘Amplatus? Of course be’a noz. He never is. He has houses
everywhere, that one. Mostly, he’s i Pomgpeii.'

"Porpeii?’

Now the engineer Jooked round. Musa was sitting cross-
legged, his back propped against the 100ls, eating a fig. He
always seemed 10 be eating. His wife sent him 10 work each
day with enough food ro feed half a dozen. He swffed the last
of the fruit into his mouth and sucked his fingers. "That’s where
he comes from. Pompedi's where he made his money.’

"And yet he was born a slave.’

‘So it goes these days,” said Musa bitrerly. “Your slave dines
off sitver plate, while your honest, free-born citizen works from
dawn till nighifall for a pittance.”

The other men were sitting towards the stern, gathered
around Corax, who had his head bunched forwards and was
talking quietly — tefling some seory ther required a lot of
emphatic band gestures and much heavy shaking of his head.
Airiling guessed he was describing the previous night’s meeting
with Pliny.

Musa uncorked his waterskin and wok a swig then wiped
the top and offered it up to Artillus. The engincer took it and
squatied beside him. The water had a vaguely biteer taste.
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Sulpbur. He swallowed a lictle, more to be friendly than because
he was thiraty, wiped it in return and handed it back.

“You're right, Musa,’ he said carcfully. *How old is
Ampliatus? Not even fifty. Yet be’s gone from slave w0 master
of the Villza Hottensia in the time it would take you or I 10
scrépe together enough to buy some bug-infested apariment.
How could any man do thae honesdy?’

‘An honest millionaire® As rare 2s hen's tecthl The way I
hear it,’ said Musa, looking over his shoulder and icwering his
woice, ‘he really started coining it just after the arthquake,
He'd been left his freedom in old man Papidivs's will He was
a good-locking lad, Ampliatus, and there was nothing he
woulda't do for his master. The old man was a lecher — I don"
think he’d leave the dog alone, And Ampliams Jooked after his
wife for him, too, if you know what I mean.’ Mus winked.
‘Anyway, Ampliatus goc his freedom, and 2 bit of money from
somewhere, and then Jupiter decided to shake things up a bit.
This was back in Nero’s time. It was a very bad quake — the
wurst anyone could remember. I was in Nola, and I thought
tny days were up, I can tell yoti.' He kissed bis backy amulet -
a prick and balls, made of bronze, which hung from a leather
thong around his neck. “But you know what they say: one man's
loss is anothet’s gain. Pompeii caught it worst of all. Buz while
everyone else was getting out, talking about the own being
hold of some of those big villas for next o nothing, fixed them
ug, divided them into three o four, then okl them off for a
fortune.’

‘Nothing illegal about that, though.’

*‘Maybe not. But did he really owm them when be sold them?
That's the thing,' Musa tapped the side of his nose. ‘Owners
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dead, Owners missing. Legal heirs on the other side of the
Empire, Half the e was rubble, don’t forget. The Emperor
sent 2 commissioner down from Rome to sort cut who owned
what. Suedius Clemens was his name.’

‘And Ampliatus bribed him?’

‘Let’s just say Swedius left a richer man than be arrived. Or
so they say.’

‘And what aboutr Exomnius? He was the aquarius ar the time
of the earthquake — he must have known Ampliatus.’

Andlius could see at once that be had made a mistake, The
eager light of gomip was immediarely extinguithed in Musa's
eyes. ‘1 don't know anything abour thar,” he muttered, axt
busicd himself with his bag of food. ‘He was a fine man,
Exomnius, He was good to work for.”

Was, thoaght Ausilius. Was a fine man. #as good to work
for. He tried to make a joke of it. ‘You mesn he didn’t kesp
dragging you out of bed before dawn?’

'No | mean be was straight and would never oy to wick
an honest mam inte saying more than he oughe.’

‘Hey, Musal' shouted Corax. "What are you going on
sbout over there? You gossip like a2 womanl Come and have
a drink!'

Musa was on his feet at once, swaying down the deck to
join the others. As Corax threw him the wineskin, Torquatus
jumped down from the stern and made bis way towards the
centre of the deck, where the mast and sails were stowed.

“We'll have no need of those, I fear.” He was a big man.
Arms akimbo he scanned the sky. The fresh, sharp sun glinted
on biy breastplate; already it was hot. "Right, engineer, Let's
see what my oxen can do.” He wwung his feee ot to the Indder
and descended down the hatch to the lower deck. A moment
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later, dhe tempo of the drum increased and Arilius felt the ship
lurch slightly. The cars flashed. The silent Villa Hortensia
dwindled further in the distance behind them.

TbcMéwvapmhedonssudi]yasdleImtofdnmom
sertled over the bay. For twn hours the osrsmen kept up
the same remorseless pace. Clouds of steam curled from the
terraces of the open-air baths in Baise. In the hills above
Pateoli, the fires of the sulphur mines burned pale green,
The engineer sat apart, his hands clasped around his koees,
his hat pulled low to shicld his eyes, watching the coast slide
by, searcbing the landscape for some cloe as to what had
happened on the Augusta,
Everything about this parv of Italy was strange, he thought.
Even the rust-red soil around Puteoli possessed some quality
of magic, so that when it was mizred with lime and flung into
the sea it tarned 10 rock. This pureolanum, as they called it, m
honour of its birthplace, was the discovery that had rans-
formed Rome. And it had also given his fumily their profess.
iom, for what had once needed laboricus construction in stone
and brick couid now he thrown up overnight. With shuttering
and ¢cement Agrippa had sunk the great wharves of Misenum,
and had irvigated the Empire with aqueducts — the Augusta
bere in Campania, the Julia and the Virgo in Rome, the
Nemausus in southern Gaul. The world had been remade.
But nowhere had this hydraubic cement been wsed to greater
effect than in the land where it was discovered. Piers and jetdes,
terraces and embankments, breakwaters and fish-farms had
transfornved the Bay of Neapalis. Whole villas seemed 20 thrust
themselves up from the waves and to float offshore. What had
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once been the realm of the super-rich ~ Caesar, Crassus,
Pompey — had been flooded by a new class of millionaires,
men Jlike Ampliatus. Artilius wondered how many of the
owpers, relaxed and torpid as this sweltering August strerched
and yawned and seuded imself into is fourth week, would be
aware by now of the failure of the agueduct. Not many, he
would guess. Water was something thar was carried in by glaves,
or which appeared mirsculously from the snozzde of one of
Sergius Orana's shower-baths. But they would know soon
enough. They would know once they had to atart drinking their

The further east they rowed, the more Vesuvius dominated
the bay. Her lower slopes were 2 mossic of cultivated fields
and villas, but from ber halfway point rose dark green, virgin
forest. A few wisps of cloud hung morcnless around her
tapering peak. Torquatus declared thar che hunting up there
was exoellent — boar, deer, hare. He had been out many times
with his dogs and net, and also with his bow. But one had to
look out for the wolves. In winter, the top was snow-capped.

Squaring next 10 Attilius he took off his helmet and wiped
his forehead. ‘Hard 00 imagine,” be said, ‘snow in this beat.”

And is she easy to climb?”

‘Not 100 hard. Easler than she looks. The twop’s fairly fla
when you get up there, Spartacus made it the camp for his rebel
army. Some natural fortress thae must have been. No wonder
the scum were able to hold off the legions for so [ong. When
the skies a7¢ clear you can see for fifty miles."

They had passed the city of Neapolis and were parallel with
asmailer wouwn which Torquatus said was Horculaneum, although
the cozst was such a contimious ribbon of development — ochre
walls 1xd red roofs, cccasionally pierced by the dark green spear-
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thrusts of cypresses— thax it was not always possible 10 tell where
one 1own ended and another began. Herculaneum locked stately
and well-pleased with herself ar the foor of the Iunsrisnt moun-
rain, her windows facing out to sea. Brightly coloured pleasure-
craft, some shaped like sea~cresmres, bobbed in the shallows.
There were parasols on the beaches, people casdng fishing lines
from the jetties. Music, and the shouts of children playing ball,

‘Now that's the greatest villa ou the Bzy,” said Torquats
He nodded rowards an immense colonnaded property that
sprawled along the shoreline and rose in terraces above the sea.
"Thar’s the Ville Calpumnia. I had the honour 1o wake the new
Emperor there last month, on & visit to the former consul,
Pedius Cascus.’

‘Cascus?” Adtilius pictured the lizard-like senator from the
previous evening, swaddled in his purple-striped toga. ’I had
no idea be was so rich.’

‘Inherited through his wife, Recting. She had some connec-
tion with the Piso clan. The admiral comes here often, to use
the library. Do you see that group of figures, reading in the
shade beside the pool? They arc philosophers.’ “Torquatus
found this very funny. ‘Some men breed birds as a pastime,
others have dogs. The senarar keeps philosophers!’

‘And what species are these philosophers?’

'Followers of Epicurus, According 10 Cascus, they hold
that man is mortal, the pods are indifferent to his fate, and
therefore the only thing o do in life is enjoy oneself”

T ¢could bave wld hitn that for nothing'

Torquarug laughed again ther put on his helmet and tight-
ened the chin-srap. ‘Not long 1o Pompeii now, engineer,
Another half-hour should do it."
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He walked back towards the stern.

Attifius shielded his eyes and contemplated the ville. He
had never had much use for philosophy. Why one human being
should imberie sach a palace, and anacher be corn apart by eels,
and = third break his back in the stifting darkness rowing 2
fiburnian ~ a man cculd go mad trying to reason why the workt
wits 30 arranged. Why bad be had to watch kis wife die in front
of him when she was barely older than a girl® Show him the
philosophers who could answer that and be would start 10 see
the point of them.

She had always wanted to come on holiday to the Bay of
Neapolis, and he had always put her off, saying he was to0
busy. And now it was oo late. Grief at whart he had lost and
reggres ar what be had failed to do, his twin assailanes, caught
bim unawares again, and hollowed him, as they always did. He
felt 2 phynical empriness in the pit of his stomach. Looking ar
the coast be remembered che letzer a friend had shown him on
the day of Sabina’s funeral; be had learnt it off by heart. The
jurist, Servius Sulpicus, more than a century earlier, had been
sailing back from Asia to Home, lost in grief, when he found
himself contemplating the Mediterranean shore, Afterwards he
described his feelings to Cicera, who had also just lost his
daughter: “There behind me was Aegina, in front of me Megara,
to the right Piracas, to the |eft Corinth; once flourishing rowns,
now iying Jow in ruins before one’s eyes, and I began 10 think
to myself: “How can we complain if one of us dies or is killed,
ephemecal creatures as we are, when the corpses of so many
towns lie abandoned in a single spot. Check yourself, Servius,
and rerpember that you were born a mortal man. Can you be
5o greatly moved by the doss of one poor lirde woman’s frail
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To which, for Atilius, the answer still remained, more than
two years later: yes.

Helet the warmeh soak his body and face for a while, and
despite himself he must have Boated off 1o sleep, for when
he next opened his eyes, the own had gone, and there was yet
another huge villa stumbering beneath the shade of irs gianr
umbrellz pines, with slaves warering the lawn and scooping
leaves from the surface of the swimming pool. He shook his
head 10 clear his mind, and reached for the learher sack m wiich
he carried what be needed — Pliny’s letter to the aediles of
Pompeii, a small bag of gold coins and the map of the Augusta.

Work was always his consolation. He unrolled the plas,
vesting it against bis knees, and felt a sudden stir of anxiety.
The proportions of the sketch, be realisad, were not axall accu-
rate. 1t failed 10 convey the immensity of Vesuvius, which sill
they had not passed, and which must surely, now he looked at
it, be seven or sight miles across What had scerned a mere
thumb's~width on the map was in reality half a moming’s dusty
trek in the boiling heat of the sun. He reproached himsetf for
his naivety — boasting to a cliens, in the comfort of his library,
of whar could be done, without first checking the actual bie of
the land. The rookie’s classic error.

He pushed himself to his feet and made his way over 10
the men, who were crouched in a circle, playing dice. Corax
had his hand cupped over the beaker and was shaking it hard.
He did not lock up as Auilius's shadow fell across him. ‘Come
on, Fortuna, you old whore,” be muitered and rolied the dice.
He threw all aces — a dog — and groaned. Becco gave a cry of
joy and scooped up the pile of copper coins.
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"My fuck was good,” said Corax, "until he appeared.” He
jabbed his finger at Atdilius. 'He's worse than a raven, lads.
You mark nyy words — he'll lead us gll ro our deaths.”’

'"Not like Exomnius,” said the engineer, squatting beside
them. ‘1 bet he afways won.” He picked up the dice. "Whose
are these?'

‘Mine,” said Musa.

‘I'll tefl you what, Let's play a different game, When we
get to Pompeii, Corax iz going out first to the far side of
Vesuvius, to find the hreak on the Augusta. Somecne must go
with him. Why don't you throw for the privilege?”

‘“Whoever wins goes with Corax!" exclaimed Musa.

‘No,' said Actibius ‘Whoever loses.”

Everyone kughed, excepr Corax.

“Whoever loses!” repraced Becco. “Thar"s 2 good onel’

They toak it in turas ro roll the dice, each man clasping
kis hands around the cup as he shook it, each whigpering his
own particular prayer for luck.

Musa went last, and threw a dog. He [ooked crestfallen,

*You Jose!’ chanted Becco, “Musa the loser!’

‘All right,’ swid Actilius, “the dice settle it. Corax and Musa
will locate the faule’

‘And whae abour the others?’ grumbled Musa.

‘Becoo and Corvinus will ride to Abellinum and close the
shuices.’

"I don"t sce why it takes rwo of them to go to Abellinum.
And what"s Polites going to do?’ )

‘Polites stays with me in Pompeii and organises the tools
and wanspore.”

‘Oh, that’s feir)’ said Musa, bivetly. “The free man sweats
out his gurs on the mountain, while the slave gers to screw the
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whores in Pompeis? He snached up his dice and harled them
into the sea. "That's whaz I think of my hickl®

From the pilot ar the from of the ship came a warning shour
— ‘Pompeii ahead!’ — and six heads turned as one to face ber.

Shecmneinwvicwslowlyﬁomhehhdahudhnd,andabe
was not ar all whar the engineer had expacred — no
sprawling resort like Baiae or Neapolhs, strung our along the
coastline of the bay, but a fortress-city, built t0 withstand a
siege, set back a Quarter of a mile from the seq, on higher
ground, her port spresd cut beneath her.

It was only as they drew closer dhar Anilivs &w that her
walls were no longer contimowus — thar 1he long years of the
Roman peace had persuaded the city fathers to drop their guard.
Houses had been allowed to emerge above the ramparts, and
to 2pill, in widening, palm-shaded terraces, down tawards the
docks. Dominating the line of flat roofs was a temple, looking
out to sea. Gleaming marble pillars were surmounted by what
at first appesred ¢o be » frieze of ebony figures. But che frieze,
he realised, was alive. Craftsmen, almost nakad and blackened
by the sun, were moving back and forth aggine the white stone
~ working, even though it was a public holidsy. The ring of
chisels on stone and the rasp of saws carmied clear in the warm
air.
wall and working in the gardens that looked out to sea. People
swarming along the road in front of the town ~ on foct, on
borseback, in chariows and on the backs of wagons — throwing
1p a haze of dust and clogging the steep paths that led up from
dnponwmembigdzygamﬁsnhemwm
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the namrow entrance of the harbour the din of the crowd grew
louder - a holiday crowd, by the look of it, coming into town
from the countryside to czlebrate the festival of Yulcan, Addlius
scanned the dockvide for fountaing but could see none.

The men were all silent, standing in line, cach with his own
thoughts.

He aurned o Corax, 'Where does the warer come into the
towns’

‘On the other side of the city,’ said Corax, staring intendy
at the cown. ‘Beside the Vesuvius Gate. /=" he gave heavy
emphasis 10 the word ‘~ it" still fflowing.’

That would be a joke, dhonghe Attilius, if it rurmed out the
water was not runqing afeer afl and he had hrought them all
this way merely on the word of some oid foot of an augur.

“Who works there?”’

Tust some town slave. You won't find him much help.’

Gwmr?.

Corax grinned and shook his head. He would not say. A
private joke,

'All right. Then the Vesuvius Gate is where we’ll start
from.” Attilius clapped his hanids. ‘Come on, lads. You've seen
a town before. The cruise is over.’

They were inside the harbour now. Warehounses and cranes
crowded against the water’s edge. Beyond them was a river —
the Saroug, according to Awtilius’s map ~ choked with barges
waiting 30 be unloaded. Torquatus, shouting ordera, strode
down the length of the ship. The drumbears sfowed and ceased.
The oars were shipped. The helmsman turned the rudder
dightly and they glided alongside the wharf at walking-pace,
0 more than a oot of clear water betweesn the deck and the
quay. Two growps of ssilors carrying mooring cables jumped
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ashore and wound them quickly arcund the stone posts. A
moment tater the ropes snapped taut and, with a jerk thar almost
knocked Arilius off his feee, the Mnerve came 0 rest.

He saw it as he was recovering his balance. A big, plain
stoge plinth with 3 head of Naptune gushing warer from hia
mouth into & bow] that waa shaped like an oyster-shell, and the
bowl overflowing — this was whar he would never forget -
cascading down to rinse the cobbles, and wash, unregarded,
into the sea. Nobody was queuing to drink. Nobody was paying
it any artention. Why should they? It was just an ordinary
miracte, He vaulted over the low side of che warship and
swayed towards it, feeling the strange solidity of the ground
after the voyage across the bay. He dropped his sack and pac
his hands ipto dthe clear arc of water, capped them, raised them
b0 his lips. It tasted sweet and pure and he 2imost Langhed alowd
with pleasure and relief, then plunged his bead beneath the
pipe, and lez the warer run everywhere - into his mouth and
nostrils, his ears, down the back of his neck — heedless of the
people staring at him as il he had gone insane.
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suggesting chat the ressrvorr G58't one consinuous moleen
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man could buy anything he needed in the harbour of
Pompeii. Indian parrots, Nubian staves, nitrum salt
from the poots near Cairo, Chinese cinmsmon, African
monkeys, Oriental slave-girk famed for their sexoal tricks . . .
Horses were a1 easy to come by & flies. Half & doeen doalers
bung around outside the customs shed. The nearest sat on a
stool beneath & crodely drawn sign of the wingad Pegasus,
beating the slogan ‘Baculus: Horses Swift Enough for the
Gods'.
‘f need five,” Atifius told the dealer. ‘And none of your
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with his back 0 the boat, peering towards the town, occasion-
ally rising on tiptoe to see over the heads of the crowd.

He noticed Attilivs and stopped. ‘So the water rums,' he
said, and folded his arms. There was something almost heroic
aboat his stubbomnass, his unwillingness to concede he had
been wrong. It was then that Anilius knew, beyond questian,
that once all this was over he would have 1o get rid of him.

‘Yes, she nms,” be agreed. He waved to the others to srop
what they were doing and to gather round. It was agreed that
they would leave Polites to finish the unloading and to guard
the rools on the dockside; Attilius would send word to him
about where 1o meet up lacer. Then the remaining five set off
tewards ihe nearest gate, Corax railing behind, and whenever
Attitius looked back it scemed that he was searching for
someone, his head craning from side to side.

The engincer led them up the ramp from the harbour
towards che cizy wall, beneath the half-finished temple of Venus
and into the dack cunnel of the gate. A cusroms official gave
thern 2 cursory glance to check they were not carrying anything
they might sell, then nodded them inte the town.

The streer beyond the gare was not as steep as the ramp
outside, or aa slippery, bue it was narrower, so that they were
almost crushed by the weight of bodies surging into Pompeii.
Attilius foand himself borne along past shops and another big
temple — this one dedicated to Apollo — and into the blinding
open space and swarming activity of the forum.

It was imposing for a provincial rown: basilica, covered
macket, more temples, a public library — afl brilliantly coloured
and shimmering in the sunlight; three or four dozen statues of
empetors and local worthies high vp on their pedestals. Not all
of it was finished. A webwork of wooden seaffolding covered
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some of the large buildings. The high walls acted to trap the
noise of the crowd and reflect it back at chem — the flures and
drums of the buskers, the cies of the begpars and hawkers,
the sizzle of cocking food. Fruit-setlers were offering green
figs and pink slices of smelon. Wine merchanis crouched beside
rows of red amphorae propped in nests of yellow straw. Ar the
foot of a nearby statwe a snake-charmer sae cross-legged,
playing a pipe, 2 grey serpem: vising groggily from the mar in
front of him, another draped round his neck. Small pieces of
fish were frying on an open range. Slaves, bowed under dhe
weight of bundles of wood, were hureying in relays to pile
them on (o the big banfire being buil in the centre of the forum
for the evening sacrifice to Vulcan. A barber advertised himoetf
s an expert in pulling teeth and had a foor-high pile of grey
and black stumps to prove it.

The engineer rook off his hat and wiped his forchead.
Already there was something abour tha place he did not much
like. A hustler’s towm, he thought. Full of people on the make.
She would welcome a visitor for exactly as long as it took o
fleece him. He beckoned to Corax t0 ask him where he would
find the mediles — he had to cup his hand to the man’s ear 1o
oake himself heard ~ and the averseer pointed towards 2 row
of three small offices lining the southemn edge of the square,
all closed for the holiday. A lang notice-board was covered in
proclamasians, evidence of a chriving bureaucracy. Attitius
cursed ro himself. Nothing was ever ¢y

“You know the way ro the Vesuvius Gare,” be shouted to
Corax. ‘You lead.

Water was pumping through the city. As they fought theic
way wowards the far end of the fonum he could bear it washing
clear the big public latrine beside the Temple of Jupiter and
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bubbling in the streets beyond. He kept in close behind Corax,
and once or twice he found himself splashing through the litde
torrents that were running in the gutters, bearing away the dust
and rubbith down the slope towards the sea. He counted seven
fountains, all overflowing. The Augusta's loss was clearly
Pompeii’s gain. The whoke force of the aqueduct had nowhere
te run except here. So while the other towns around the bay
were baking dry in the beat, the children of Pompeii paddled
in the streets,

Tt wat hard work, oiling up the hill. The press of people
was mainly moving in che opposite direction, down towards
the attractions of the {orum, and by the time they reachad the
big northern gate Baculus was already waiting for them with
their horses. He had hirched them to & post beside a small
building that backed on ro the city wall. Asiliny said, ‘“The
castellum aquae?” and Corax nodded.

The enginesr took it in ar a glance — the same redbrick
construction as the Plscing Mirabilis, the same muffled sound
of rushing water. It Jooked to be the highest point in the town
and thac made sense: invariably an aqueduct entered heneath a
ciry's walls where the clevation was geeatest, Gazing back down
the hill he could see the water rowers which regulared the pres-
sure of the flow. He sent Musa inside the castellum (o fetch out
the water-slave while he turned hiz artention o the horses. They
did not appear too bad. You would not want to enter them for
a rage 2t the Circus Maximus, but they would do the job. He
counted out a small pile of gold coins and gave them ro Baculus,
who vested each one with his teeth. ‘And the oxen?’

These, Baculus promised, with much solemn pressing of
his handa to his heart and rolling of his eyes to bexven, would
be ready by the seventh bour. He would attend to it imroedi-
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ately. He wished them all the blessings of Mercury on their
journey, and took his leave — but only as far, Atilis noticed,
as the bar across che streec.

Hz assigned the horses on the basis of their strength. The
bext he gave to Becoo and Corvinus, on the geounds thas they
would have the most riding to do, and he was still explaining
his reasons ro an aggrieved Corax when Musa reappeared to
snnounce that the castelium aquac was deserted.

‘Whar?” Attilius wheeled round. "Nobody there at &ll?”

‘It’s Vulcanalia, remember?’

Corax said, *I told you he’d be so help’

‘Public holidaysl” Attilius could have punched the brick-
work in frustration. ‘Somewhere in this town there had better
he people willing to work.” He regarded his puny expedition
uneasily, and thought again how unwise he had been in the
admiral’siibrary, mistaking what was theoretically possible with
what actually could be achieved. But there was nothing else for
it now, He cleared his throat. ‘All righe. You all know what you
have 10 do? Beeco, Corvinus — bave either of you ever been
up to Abellinum before?'

‘T have,’ said Becco.

“What’s the set-ups’

“The springs rise beneath a cemple dedicated 1o the water-
goddesses, and flow into a basin within the nymphseum. The
aquarius in charge is Probus, who also serves as priest.”

‘An aquarius as priest]’ Aniliug laughed bitterly and shook
his head, “Well, you can tell this heavenly engincer, whoever
he is, that the goddesses, in their celestial wisdom, require him
to close his main sluice and divert all his water 1o Beneventum.
Make sure it’s done the moment you amive. Becoo — you are
to remain behind in Abellisnum and see it stays closad for rwelve
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bours. Then you open it again. Twelve bours ~ as near exact
as you can make it. Have you got thar’'

Becco nodded.

‘And if, by any remxe chance, we can't make the repairs
in twelve hours,' said Corax sarcastically, *what then?”

T've thought of that. As soon as the water is closed off,
Corvinus leaves Beoco at the basin and follows the course of
the Augusta back down the mountains until he reaches che rese
of us north-east of Vesuvius. By that time it will be clear how
much work needs to be done. If we can’t fix the problem in
twelve hours, he can take word back to Beceo to keep the shuice.
gare closed until we've finished. That’s a lot of riding,
Corvinus. Are you up to i’

‘Yes, aquarius.’

‘Good man.’

“Twelve hours!" repeated Corax, shaking his head. 'That's
gomg 10 Mean working through the night.’

‘"What's the matter, Corax? Scared of the dark?’ Once
agxin, he managed to coax a laugh from the ather men, “When
you locate the problem, make an astessment of how much mat-
erial we'll need for the repair job, and how much Lhour. You
stay there and send Musa back with 2 reporr. 1'll make sura |
requisition enough torches along with everything else we need
from the sediles. Once I've loaded up the wagons, I'l] waiz here
at the castellum aquae 1o bear from you.'

‘And what if I don"t docate the problem?”

it occurred to Antilius that the overseer, in his birterness,
might even try 1o sabotage the sntire mission. ‘Then wa'll a2t
cut anyway, and get to you before nighifall." He smiled. ‘So
don’t try to screw me around,”

‘I'm sure thete are plenty who'd ke to screw you, pretty
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boy, but I’'m not one of them.’ Corax ieered back at him. “You're
2 long way from home, young Marcus Anilius, Take my advice,
In this town ~ warch your back. If you know whar I mean.'

And he thrust his groin back and forth in the same obscens
gesture be had made out on the hillside the previous day, when
Attilius had been prospecring for the spring.

Hcsawmemoﬁfrommepmoemm,' the sacred boundary
just beyond the Vesuvius Gate, kept clear of buildings in
honour of the city's guardian deities.

The road ran around the town hkz a racetrack, passing
beside a bronze works and through a big cemetery, As the men
mounted their horses Arilius felt be cugin to say scmething -
some speech like Caesar's, on e eve of bartle — but be could
tnever find those kinds of words. "When this is done, F'll Iy
wine for everyone. In the finest place in Pompeii,' he added
lamely.

‘And a woman,” said Musa, pointing at him. ‘Don’t forget
the women, aquariusl’

“The women you can pay for yourself.'

'If he can find a whore who'll have him!'

‘Serew you, Becoo, See you later, cocksuckers!’

And before Adtilius could think of anything else 10 s2y they
were kicking cheir heels into die sides of their borses and
wheeling eway through the crowds thronging into the aity -
Corax and Mussa to the left, w pick up the trail to Nola; Beceo
and Corvinus right, towards Nuceria and Abellinum. As they
tretied into the necropolis, only Corax looked back — not at
Attilius, but over his head, towards the walls of he city. His
Blance sweps along the ramparts and waechtowers for a final
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time, then be planted himself morce firmly in the saddle and
turned in the direction of Vesuvius

The engineer followed the progress of the riders as they
disappeared behind the 1ombs, leaving only a blur of brown
dust above the white sarcophagi 1o show where they had passed.
He swod for a few moments — he barely knew them, yet so
many of his hopes, s0 much of his funare went with them! -
then he retraced his steps towards the city gate.

Je was only as he joined the linc of pedestrians queuing ar
the gare that he noticed the shight humg in the ground where
the tunnel of the aqueduct passed bemeath the city wall. He
stopped and swivelled, following the line of it towards the
nearest manbole, and saw to his surprise that its course pointed
direcdy at the sunomit of Vesuvius. Through the haze of dust
and best the mountain loomed even more massively over the
countryside than it had above the sea, but less distinedy; more
bhuish-grey than green, It was impossible that the spur should
scrually tun all the way on to Vesuviua itself. He guessed it
ozt swerve off to the east at the edge of the lower slopes and
travel inland to join up with the Augusra’s main line. He
wondered where exactly. He wished he knew the shape of the
land, the quality of rock and scil. But Campania was a mystery
to him.

He went back through the shadowy gete and into the glare
of the small square, acutely aware suddenly of being alone in
a strange town. What did Pompeii know or care of the crisia
beyond ics walls? The heedless activity of the place seenved
deliberately 1o mock him. He walked around the side of the
castellum aquae and afong the abort alley thae led ro its entrance.
‘Is anyone there?’

No answer. He could bear the rush of the aqueduct much

104



POMPEILI

more cleatly here, and when he pushed open the low wooden
door he was hit ar once by the drenching spray and that sharp,
coarse, sweer smell — twe smell thar had purswed bim all his life
— of fresh water on warm stone.

He went inside. Fingers of light from two small windows
set high above his head pierced the cool darkness. But he did
not need light 1o know bow the castelhum was arranged for he
had seen dozens of them over the years — all identical, al] lnid
out according 10 the principles of Vitruvius. The tunnel of the
Pomgpeii spur was smaller than the Augusta’s main matrix, bat
stll big enough for a man w squeeze along it to make repairs.
The water jected from jts mouth through a bronze mesh sereen
into a shallow concrete reservoir divided by wooden gates,
which in tuen fed a set of three big lead pipes. The central
conduit would carry the supply for the drinking foummains; that
10 its left would be for private houses; that w its right for the
public baths and theatres. What was vnusual was the force of
the flow. It was not only drenching the walls. It had atso swept
a mass of debris along the mnnel, crapping it againse the meml
screen, He could make out leaves and rwigs and even a few
small rocks, Slovenly malnrenance. No wonder Carax had mid
the water-slave was useless.

He swung one leg over the concrete wall of the reservoir
and then the other, and lowered himself inw the swirling pool,
The water came up almost to his waist. It was like stepping
into warm silk. He waded the few paces to tha grille and ran
his hands underwarer, around the edge of the mesh frame,
feeling for its fastenings. When he found them, be unscrewed
them. There were rwo more at the top. He undid those 25 well,
ifted away the grille, and stood aside to les the rubbish switl
past him.

10§



ROBERT HARRIS

‘Is somebody there?'

The voice searted him. A young man stood in the doorway.
‘Of course there's somebody here, you fool. Whar does it Jook
like?’

“What are you doing?”’

“You're the water-slave? Then I'm doing your fucking job
for you ~ thars what I'm doing. Wait there.” Arrilius swung
the grille back into place and refastened it, waded over to the
side of the reservoir and hauled himseif out. ‘I’m Marcus
Anilivs. The new aquarius of the Augusta. And what do they
call you, apart from a lazy idior?’

*Tiro, aquarius.” The boy's eyes were open wide in alarm,
kis pupils darting from side 20 side. ‘Forgive me.’ He dropped
to his knees. ‘The public holiday, aquarius — 1 slepr late — [ -’

‘All right, Nevermind that.' The boy was only abour sixteen
~ a scrap of humanity, ay thin ay a stray dog — and Autilius
regretted his roughness. ‘Come on. Get up off the floor. I need
you to take me to the magistrates. He held our his hand but
the slave ignored i, his eyes suill flickering wildly back and
focth. Aailius waved his pelm in front of Tiro's face. ‘You're
blind?’

‘Yes, squarivs.’

A blind guide. No wonder Corax had smiled when Atsilius
bad asked about him. A blind guide in an unfriendly diryl ‘But
how do you perform your duties if you can’r see?’

‘1 can hear berter than any man.” Despite his nervousness,
Tiro spoke with a trace of pride. ‘1 can tell by the sound of
the warer how well it flows and if it's obstructed. I can smell
it. | can taste it for impurities.” He lifted his head, sniffing the
air. ‘This moming there’s no need for me to adjust the gates.
I've never heard the flow so stroag.’
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“That’s rue.” The engineer nodded: he had underestimated
the boy. ‘The main line is blocked somewhere berween here
and Nok. Thar's why 1've come, to get help ¢o repair it. You're
the property of the town?” Tiro nodded. “Who are the magis-
trages?’

'Mazcus Holconius and Quintus Brittius,” smid Tiro
promptly. “The aediles are Lucins Popidius and Gajus Cuspius.”

‘“Wkich is in charge of the water supply?’

‘Popidius,’

“Where will | find hims"

“t's a holiday -

“Where's his house then?'

‘Steaight down the hill, aquarius, towards the Stabian Gate.
On the left. Just past the big crossroads” Tire serambled o bia
feec eagerly. ‘I can show you if you like.’

‘Surely | can find it by mysal?’

‘No, no." Tiro waa already in the alley, snxious 1o prove
himsetf. 't can take you there, You'll see.’

Tbcyducended into the town together. It umbled sway
below them, a jumble of terracora roofs thoging down to
2 sparkling sea, Framing the view to the feft was the blue ridge
of the Surrentum peninsula; co the right was the wee-covered
flank of Vesuvius. Attilius found &t hard to imagine 2 more
perfect spot in which 1o build a dity, high enough above the
bay to be wafted by the occasional hreeze, close enongh to the
thore 10 enjoy the benefits of the Mediteranem trade. No
wonder it had risen again so quickly after the earthquake.
The straet was lined with houses, nat the sprawling apart-
ment blocks of Rome, but oatrow-fronted, windowless
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dwellings that seemed to bave turned their backs on the
crowded maffic and to be looking inwards upon thetnselves.
Open doors revealed an ocasional flash of whar lay heyond -
cool mosaic hallways, & sunny garden, a founain — but apant
from these glimpses, tha only relief from the monotony of the
drab walls were elecdon stogans daubed in red paint.

‘THE ENY?IRE MASS HAVE APPROVED THE CANDIDACY OF
CUSPIUS FOR THE OFFICE OF AEDILE.’

“THE FRUIT DRALERS TOGETHER WETH HELYIUS VESTALIS
UNANIMQUSLY URGE THE ELECTION OF MARCUS HOLCONIUS
PRISCUS AS MAGISTRATE WTTH JUDICIAL POWER,”

"THE WOBRSHIPFERS OF I51S UNANIMOUSLY URCE THE ELZC-
TION OF LUCIUS POPIDIUS SECUNDUS AS AEDILE."

“Your whole town appears to be obsessed with elections,
Tiro. It's worse than Rome.'

‘The free men vote for the new magistrates each March,
aquarine’

They were walking quickly, Tiro keeping a lirtle ahead of
Atdlius, threading along the crowded pavernent, occasionally
stepping into the gutter to splash dhrough the running stream.
The engineer had 10 23k him to stfow down. Tirce apologised.
He had been blind from birth, he aaid cheerfully: had been
dumped on the refuse vip outside the city walls and left 10 die
But someane had picked him up and he’d lived by running
errands for the town since he was six years old. He knew his
way by instinet,

“This asdile, Popidius,’ said Attilius, as they passed his name
for the third time, ‘his must have been the family which once
had Ampliatus 8s a slave.’

But Tito, despite the keenness of his ears, seemed for once
not to have heard.
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beneath his leather soles. The sensation made him jumgizr than
he cared o admis. Il you couldn't tritst the ground you rod
om, what ¢ould you trase?

The slave waited for him. His blank eyes, endlessly
searching for what he could not see, gave him a look of constant
unease. ‘Don"t worry, aquarins. It happens all the dme this
summer. Five imes, ten times, even, in the past two days. The
grownd is complaining of the heatl’

He offered his hand but Attlius ignored it — he found it
dereaning, the blind man reassuring the sighted - and mounted
the high pevement unaided. He said imritably, "Where's this
bloody house?" and Tiro gesrured vaguely to a doorway across
the pireet, a little way down,

1t did not look much. The usual biank walls. A bakery on
one side, with a quene of customers waiting 10 enter 2 confec-
tonery shop. A stink of urine from the laundry opposite, with
pots left on the pevement for passers-by 10 piss in {nothing
cleaned clothes as well as human piss). Next to the Lundry, a
theaire. Above the big door of the house was another of the
ubiquitous, red-paiated slogans: ‘HIS NEACHBOURS URGE THE
ELECTION OF LUCIUS POPIDIUS SECUNOUS AS AEDILE. HE WILL
FROVE WORTHY.” Attilius would never have found the place on
his owm.

‘Aquarius, may I ask you something?’

l’wh.e’

"Where is Exoranius?’

‘Nobody knows, Tiro. He's vanished.’

The slave absorbed this, nodding slowly. ‘Exomnius was
like you. He could not get used to the shaking, either. He ssid
it reminded him of the time before the big earthquake, many
years ago. The year I was born,’

1o
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He seemed w he on the edge of cears. Anilius pur a hand
on his shoulder and srudied him inrendly. *‘Exomnius was in
Pompeii recentlys'

*Of course. He lived here.’

Attilius rightenad his grip. ‘He lived Aere? In Pompeii?”

He felr bewildered and yet he also grasped immediately thar
it must he wmue. It explained why Exomnius's quarters at
Misenum had been 50 devoid of personal possessions, why
Corax had not wanted him t¢ come here, and why the over-
seer had hehaved so strangely in Poropeii — all that Jooking
around, searching the crowds for & familiar (ace.

‘He had rooms at Africarus’s place,’ said Tiro. ‘He was not
here ail the ime. But often.’

‘And how long ago did you speak to him#'

‘1 ¢an’t remember.’ The youth really waa beginning to scem
Frightened now. He turmed his head as though trying to look a¢
Attiliug’s hand on his shoulder, The engineer quickly released
him and patred his arm reassuringly.

“Tty t0 remember, Tiro. It could be important.”

‘I don"t know.

‘After the Fesdval of Neptune or before?' Nepacnalia was
ofn the twenty-third day of july: the most sacred date in the
calendzr for the men of the aqueducas.

‘After. Definitely. Perhaps two weeks ago.”

"‘Two weeks? Then you must have been one of the last 1o
tlk w him. And he was worried abous the wemors?’ Tiro
nodded again, ‘And Amgpliatus? He was a great friend of
Ampliatus, was he not? Were they ofien together?'

The alave gesmred to his eyes. ‘I cannor see -~

No, thought Aitiliug, but T bet you heard them: not much
escapes those eara of yours He glanced across the street at the
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bouse of Popidius. ‘All right, Tiro. You can go back to the
castellum. Do your day’s work. I'm grateful for your help.’

‘Thank you, aquarivs.” Tiro gave a little bow and took
Attilius’s hand and kissed it. Then he turned and began climbing
back up the hill cowards the Vesuvius Gate, dancing from side
to sile through che holiday crowd.
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he house had a double door - heavy-studded, bronze-
hinged, firmly closed. Atnlius hammered on it a
couple of tmes with his fisr. The noise he made
seemed too feeble to he heard above the racket of the streee.
But aimost ax once It opened slighady and the porrer appeared
— a Nubian, immensely tall and broad in a sleeveless erirason
tanic, His thick black arms and neck, 21 solid as ree gunks,
glistened with oil, like some polished African hardwood.
Attilius said lighdy, ‘A keeper worthy of bis gate, 1 see,’
The porter did not smile. ‘Sare your butiness.”
‘Marcus Attilius, aquarius of the Aqua Augusta, wishes o
Present his compliments to Lucius Popidius Secundus.’
'It’s a public holidwy. He's not at bome.'
Attilius put his foor agsins the door. “He is now.' He
opened his bag, and pulled our the admiral’s letter. ‘Do you
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sce this seal? Give it 10 kim. Tell him it"s from the commander-
in-chief ac Misenum. Tell him I need to see him on the
Emperor's business.’

The portes looked down ar Auiliuss foor. If he had
slammed the door he would have snapped it ike a twig. A
man’s voice behind kim cut in: “The Emperor’s business, did
he just say, Massavo? You had bewrer let him in." The Nubisn
hesitared — Massavo: thar was the right name for him, though:
Adtilius - then stepped backwards, and the engincer slipped
quickly through the opening. The door was closed and locked
behind him; the sounds of the city were extinguished.

The man who had spoken wore the same crimsen uniform
as the porter. He had 2 bunch of beys attached o hiz belt —~ the
household steward, presumably. He 100k the letter and ran his
thnerub across the seal, checking 10 see if it was broken. Sasisfied,
he saudied Auilius. ‘Lucus Popidius is entertaining guests for
Vuleanslia. But I shall see that he receives ic,'

‘No," suid Attilius, ‘I shall give it to him myzelf. immediazely’

He held out his hand. The sreward tapped the cylinder of
papyrus against his teeth, irying to decide what to do. 'Very
well.’ He gave Ailius dhe [ezter. "'Follow me.’

He led the way down the narrow corzidor of the vestibule
towards a sunlit atrium, and for the first fime Awilfus began
appreciate the immensity of the old house. The narrow facade
was an illusion. He could see beyond the shoulder of the
steward straight through inte the interior, a bundred and fifty
feet or move, successive vistas of light and eolour — the shaded
passageway with its black and white mo=aic floor; the dazzling
brilliance of the atrium with is marble fountain; a tablinum for
receiving visitors, guarded by twe bronze busts; and then a
colonnaded swimming pool, its pillars wrapped with vines. He
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vapour from the dim interior, then stood aside 10 [et the engj-
neer pass through.

[t was bard at first to see very much in the caldanium. The
only tight came from a couple of rorches mounted on the wall
and from the glowing coals of z brazier, the source of the steam
which filled the room. Gractually Amilizs made out a iarge
sunken bath with three dark heads of hair, seemingly disem.
bodied, floaring in the greyness. There was a ripple of warter
as ane of the heads moved and a splash as 2 hand way mised
and gencly waved.

‘Over here, aquarius,” said a languid voice. ‘You have a
message for me, I believe, from the Emperor? I don’t know
these Flavians, Descended from & tax-collector, 1 believe. But
Nero was a great friend of mine.’

Another head was sticring, ‘Fetch us atorch!’ it commanded.
‘Let us at least sec who dissurbs us on » feasc day.’

A slave in the comer of the room, who Astilive had not
poticed, took down one of the torches from the walt and held
it edose to the engineer’s face s0 thae ho eould be inspected. Al
three beads were now urned rowards him. Atlius could feel
the pores of his skin opening, the sweat running freely down
his body. The mosaic floor was baking hor beneath his bare
feer —2 hypoczuse, he reahised. Luxury was certainly piled upon
huxury in the house of the Popidit. He wondered il Ampliatus,
in the days when he was a slave here, had cver been made to
sweat over the furnace in midsummes,

The heat of the torch on his cheek was anbearable, *This
Is no pleee 1o conduct the Emperor’s business.” he mid and
pushed the slave’s arm away. "To whom am I speaking?’

‘He’s certainty a mde enough fellow,” declared dhe third
bead.
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‘t am Lucius Popidius,’ said the languid voice, ‘snd these
gentlemen are Gaius Cuspius and Marcus Holoonius. And our
esteemed friend in the repidanium is Quintos Britfns. Now do
you know who we are?’

“You're the four elected magistrates of Pompeii.”

‘Correct,” said Popidius. ‘And this is our town, aquarius, ¥
guard your tongue.’

Attiliug knew how the systens worked. As sediles, Popidins
and Cuspius sould band out the licences for all the businesses,
from the brothels to the baths; they were risponsible for
keeping the streets clean, the water Howing, the tempes open.
Holconius and Brittius were the duowiri — the commission of
e men — who presided over the court in the basilica and
dispensed the Emperor’s justice: 2 Bogging here, a crucifixion
there, and no doubt a fine 1o fill the city's coffers whenever
Possible. He would not be able w0 acoomplish much without
them so he foroed himself to stand quietly, waiting for them
to speak. Time, he thought 1 am losing so much time.

“Well," said Popidius after s while. ‘T suppose | have cooked
for long enough.’ He sighed and stood, a ghostly figure in
the seam, and held out his hand for 2 towel. The alave
*eplaced the torch In its holder, knelt befora his master and
wrapped a cloth around bis waist. ‘All right. Where’s this
Yetter?' He took it and padded into the adjoining room. Attlius
followeq,

Brittius was on his back and the young slave had obviously
b&ngiﬁns}ﬁmmmth-nnmwforﬁapﬁwmdmd
*hgorged and pointing havd againsr the fat siope of his belly.
The otd man batted away the slave’s hands, and reached for a
towel. His face was scarlet. He scowled at Attiliuy. ‘Who's this
then, Popi?”
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“The new aquarfus of the Augusta. Exoronius’s replace-
ment. He’s come from Misenom.” Popidius broke open the seal
and unrolled the letter. He was in his early forties, delicarely
handsome. The dack hair slicked back over bis small ears
emphasised his aquiline profile as he bent forwards 10 read; the
skin of his body was white, smooth, hairless. He has had it
plucked, thought Actilius with disgust.

The others were now commg in from the caldarium, curiouws
to find our what was happening, slopping water over the black
and white ficor. Around the walls ran 2 fresco of 2 garden,
enclosed inside a wooden fence. [n an dlcove, on a pedestal
carved 1o resemble a water nympb, stood 3 drcular marble
basin,
Brittius propped himself up on his elbow. ‘Read it out, Popi.
What's it say?’

A frown creased Popidius™s smooth skin, “It"s from Pliny.
“in the name of the Emperor Tims Caesar Vespasianus
Augustuy, and in accordance with the power vested in me by
the Senaze and People of Rome ="

‘Skip the blatherl” said Brittius, ‘Get to the meat of iv' He
rubbed his thumb and middlc finger together, counting money
‘What’s he afier?’

‘It seema the aqueduct has failed somewhere near Vesuvius
All the towns from Nola westwards are dry. He says he wants
us — “ordets” ug, he says — 1o “provide immediately sufficient
men and materiaks from the colony of Pompei! to effect repairs
to the Aque Auguata, under the command of Marcus Ardlius
Primus, engineer, of the Department of the Curator Aquarum,
Rome"."

‘Does he indeed? And who foors the bill, might 1 ask?

‘He doesn't say.’
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Attlius cur in: "Money is not an issue. 1 can assure your
honours that the Curator Aquarum will reimburse any costs.”

‘Really? You have the authority to make that promise, do
you?’

Ariliys hesitared. 'You have my word.’

“Your word? Your word won't put gold back in our treasury
orke it's gone,’

‘And look ar this,” said one of the other men. He was in his
middte-rwenties, well-muscled, bust with 2 smali head: Auilius
guessed he must be the second junior magistrare, the aedile,
Cuspius, He turned the rap above the citcular basin and water
gushed our, *There’s no drought bere ~ d"you see? So 1 say
this: what's it to do with vs? You want mea and macerials? Go
o one of these towns that has o water. Go to Nols. We're
swimming in it! Lookl’ And 1o make his point he opened the
13p wider and left it running,

‘Begides,” said Brittius craftily, ‘it"s good for business.
Anybody on the bay who wanes a bath, or & drink for that
Matter — be has ro come ¢ Pompeii. And on a public holiday,
too. What do you say, Holconius?

The oldest magistrate adjusted his towel aroand him like a
toga. ‘Ir's offensive to the priests 10 see men working on a holy
day,' he announced judiciously. “People should do as we are
doing — they sbould gather with their friends and families to
obaerve the religious rites. | vote we tell this young felkow, with
4l due respect 10 Admiral Pliny, to fock off out of bere.’

Brittius roared with laughter, banging on the side of he
table in appraval. Popidius smiled and rolled up the papyrus,
t think you have our snswer, aquarius. Why don't you come
back tomosrow and we’ll see what we ean do?”

He wied o hand the letter back but Actlivs reached past

119



RORERT HARRIS

him and firmly closed the tap. Whar a picture they looked, the
three of them, dripping with water — Aés warter — and Brittius,
with his puny hasd-on, now lost in the flabby folds of his lap.
The sickly scented heat was unbearable. He wiped his face on
the sleeve of his aunic.

"Now listen to me, your honours. From midnighr tonight,
Pompeii will also lose her water. The whole supply is being
diverted 10 Beneventum, so we can gt inside the nunnel of the
agueduct 1o repair it. I*ve aiready sent my men into the moun-
taind ¢o tlose the sluices.” There was a murter of anger. He
hetd up his hand. ‘Surely it’s in the interests of all citizens on
the bay 10 co-operare?’ He looked ar Cuspius. “Yes, atl righr ~
I could go to Nola for assistance. But ar the cost of at leasta
day. And thar’s an exira day you'll be without water, as well
as they.'

*Yes, but with one difference,’ said Cuspius. “We'll bave
some notice. How about this for an idea, Popidiug? Wea conld
issu¢ a proclamarion, telling owr citizens to fill every concalner
they possess and in that way ours will still be the only town
on the bay with a reserve of water.'

‘We could even sell it,’ said Brimius. ‘And the ionger the
drought goes on, the bester the price we could get for it.’

“It"s not yours to selil’ Antilius was finding it hard 20 keep
his temper. ‘If you refuse ro help me, I swear that the first thing
I'll do after the main Line is repaired is co se¢ to it that the spur
to Pompeii is closed.' He had no authority to issue such a theear,
but he swept on anyway, jabbing his finger in Cuspius’s chest.
‘And I'll send to Rome for a commissioner to come down and
investigate the abuse of the imperia! aqueduce. I'll make you
pay for every extra cupful you've taken beyond your proper
sharef’
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same smell of expensive unguents thar the engineer had noticed
the previous day.

‘What is your plan?’

“To follow the spur from Pompeil back to its junction with
the Augusta, then to work my way along the main line towards
Nola unti T find the break.’

‘And what is it you oeed?”

‘t don"t know yet exactly.” Artillus hesitated. The appear-
ance of Amplistus had disconcerted him. 'Quicklime., Puteo-
lanum. Bricks Timber. Torches. Men.'

‘How much of each?’

‘Perhaps six amphorae of lime to start with. A dozen baskets
of puteolanun. Fifty paces of rimber and five hundred bricks
As many torches as you can spare. Ten strong pairs of hands
[ may need less, I may need more. It depends how badly the
aqueduct is damaged.’

‘How socn will you know?’

*One of tny men will report back this afternoon.’

Ampliatus podded. *Well, if you want my opiaion, your
honours, I think we should do all in our power to help. Never
tet it he said that the ancient colony of Pompeii turned its back
on an appeal from the Emperor. Besides, § have a fishery in
Misenum that drinks water like Brittius here drinks wine, I want
that aqueduct running again as s500n as possible. What do you
say?’

The magistrates exchanged uncasy glances. Eventually
Popidius said, ‘It may be that we were over-hasty.’

Oaly Cuspius risked a show of defiapce. ‘I still think this
ought to he Nola’s responsibiliry -

Amplistus cut him off. “That’s semled then. I can let you
have all you need, Marcus Attilius, il you'll just be so good as
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to wait outside.” He shouted over his shoulder to the steward.
"Scntarius! Give che aquarins his shoes!’

None of the others spoke 1o Arrilins or looked ashim. They

were like nanghty schoolboys discovered fighting by their
mastez.
The engineer collected his shoes and walked out of the tepi-
datium, into the gloomy passageway. The cursin was quickly
drawn behind him. He Jeaned agrinst the wall to poll on his
shoes, trying 1o listen 10 whar was heing said, buc he could make
out nothing. From the direction of the atrium he heard 2 spinsh
8 someone dived inlo the swimming pool. This reminder that
the house was busy for the boliday made vp his miad for him.
He dared not risk being caught eavesdropping. He opened the
scond curtain and soepped back out into che dazzling sunlight.
Across the atrium, beyond the cablinum, the surface of the pod
was rocking from the irpact of the dive. The wives of the magis-
trates weve still grssiping ar the other end, where they had been
pined by a dowdy middle-aged matron who sat demurely apart,
her hands folded in her lap. A couple of daves carrying trays
laden with disles passed behind them. There was a smell of
cooking, A huge feast was clearly in preparation.

His eye was caught by a fash of darkness beneath the glic-
tering water and an instanr larer the swimmer broke the surface.

‘Corelia Ampliatal’

He said her name aloud, unintentionally. She did not hear
him_ She shook hier hiead, and stroked her black hair away from
het closed eyes, gathering it behind ber with both hands. Her
elbows were spresd wide, her pale face tilted towards the sun,
oblivious to his watching her.

‘Corelial” He whispered it, not wanting 1o attract the atten-
tion of the other woren, and diis time she turned. 1t taok a
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moment for her to search him out against the glare of the
atium, but when she found him she began wading towards
him. She was wearing a shift of thin material that came down
almost to her knees and as her body emerged from the water
she placed one drippmg arm across her breases and the other
between her thighs, like some modest Venus arising from the
waves. He stepped into the mblinum and walked towards the
pool, past the funcral masks of the Popidii clan. Red ribbons
linked the images of the dead, showing who was related ©
whom, i a criss-cross partern of power stretching back for
generations.

‘Aquarius,’ she hissed, ‘you must leave this placel’ She was
standing on the circular steps that Jed out of the pool. ‘Ger oud
Gol My father is here, and if he sees you -*

‘Toa [ate for that. We've met.” But he drew back slightly,
80 that he was hidden from the view of the women at the other
end of the pool. I cught ro look away, he thought. It would be
the honourable thing 10 do. But he could not take his eyes off
her. ‘What are you doing here?’

“What em 1 doing here?’ She regarded him as if he were
an idiot and leaned 1oward him. "“Where clse should 1 be? My
facker owms chir Aowss.”

At first he did not fully take in what she was saying, ‘But
[ was told thae Lucius Popidius lived here -’

‘He does.’

He was sl confised, ‘Then - 2°

"We are to be married.” She said it flarty and shrugged, and
there was something terrible in the gesture, an utter hopeless-
ness, and suddenly all was clear 10 him ~ the reason for
Ampiianss's unannounced appearance, Popidius’s deference to
him, the way the others had followed his lead. Somchow
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Ampliarus had contrived o buy the roof from over Popidias’s
head and now he was going to extend his ownership completely,
by marrying off his daughter eo his former master. The thought
of thar ageing playboy, with his plucked and hairless body,
sharing 2 bed with Corelia filled him with an imexpecied anger,
even though he cold himaelf it was none of his husiness.

‘But surely a man as old as Popidius is already married?’

‘He was, He's been forced ro divorce.’

‘And what does Popidius think of such an arrangement?”

‘He thinks it is contemptible, of course, 10 make 2 warch
$o far beneath him — a3 you do, chearly.”

"Noz at all, Corelia,” he said quickly. He saw that she had
tears in her eyes. ‘Onthe conerary. I should swy you were worth
& hundred Popidit. A thousand.'

‘Il hate him,’ she said. But whether she meant Popidius or
her father he could not eell,

From the passage came the sound of mpid focusteps and
Amplianus's voice, yelling, ‘Aquaras!’

She shuddered. ‘Plexse Isave, T beg you. You were a good
Man to kave teied to help me yesterday. But don'c et him trag
You, as he's trapped the rest of us.'

Attiling said =iffly, ‘T am a frechomn Roman citizen, on the
aff of the Carator Aquarum, in the service of the Emperor,
here on official business o repair the imperial aqueduct - not
*ome slave, to be fed to his eels. Or an elderty woman, (or that
Mmatter, o be beaten half to death.’

It was her turn to be shocked. She put her hands to her
Mouth. ‘Aria®"
| ‘Atia, yes — is that her name? Last night 1 found her lying
n the sireet and took her back to my quarters. She had been
whipped senseless and lefi out co die like an old dog.’
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‘Monster!’ Corelia stepped backwards, hee hands suill
pressed to her face, and sank into the water.

*You take advantage of my good nature, aquarius!’ said
Amplianys. He was advancing across the tablinum. 'I told you
to wait for me, that was 2ll." He glared at Corelia — *You should
knew betver, after what T told you yesterdayl’ — then shouted
across the pool — “Celsial’ — and the mousy woman Amnilius had
ooticed earlier jerked up in her chair. ‘Gert our daughter out of
the pooll [1's unseemly for her to show ber tits in public!’ He
rurned to Actilive. ‘Loak at them over there, like a lot of far
hens on their nests!’ He llapped his arms at them, emitting &
series of squawks — clusuuck, cluck-cluck-cluck! — and the
women rajsed their fans in dismste. “They won'e fly, though.
Gh no. One thing I've learmed about our Roman aristocrat —
be’'ll go anywhere {or a free meal. And his women are even
worse.” He called our: 'I’Hl be back in an hour] Den't dish up
without mel' And with a gesrure to Amiling that he should fall
in behind him, the new master of the House of the Popidii
turned on his heel and strode towards che door.

As they passed through the atrium, Atilius glanced back
at the pool where Corelia was still submerged, aa if she thougfn
thar by completely immersing herself she could wash away
what was happening.
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would have done credit 10 2 senator — first, at a discree: distance,
the slaves with the litter, and behind them the livtle straggle of
supplicants: men with the dejected, exhausted look that came
from dancing attendance on & great man since before dawn and
knowing themselves doomed to disappointment.

About halfway vp the hill ro the Vesuvius Gace — the engi-
neer counted three ciry blocks — Amplianus turned right, crossed
the sireet, and opened a linle wooden door set inte a wall. He
put his hand on Anikius's shoulder to usher him inside and
Atrilius felt his Resh recoil at che millionaire’s rouch.

Don’t let him trap you, as Ae's wapped che rese of wr.’

He eased himself clear of the grasping fingers. Ampliatus
closed the door behind them and he found himself standing in
a big, deserted space, a building site, occupying the best part
of the entire block. To the left was a brick wall surmounted
by a sloping, red-tiled roof — the back of a row of shops -
with a pair of high wooden gates set into the middle; to the
right, a complex of new buildings, very neardy finished, with
barge modern windows looking out across the expanse of scrub
and rubble. A rectangular tank was being excavared directly
bencath the windows,

Ampliatus had his hands on his hips and was studying the
engineer's reaction. ‘So then. What do you think I'm building?
Pl give you ont guess.”

CBMI

‘Thet's it. What do you ¢hinks’

“It's impresmive,” said Anilius. And it was, be thought. At
lease 2 good as anything be had seen under construction in Rome
in the past ten years. The brickwork and the columns were beau-
tifully finished. There was a sense of canguillity — of space,
and peace, and Light. The high windows faced south-west to
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take aclvantage of the afternoon sun, which was just beginning
te flood into the inpedior. ‘I congraralate you.'

‘We had 1o demolish almost the whole block to make way
for it,” said Amepliarus, “and that was unpopular. But it will be
worth it. It will be the finest barhs outside Rome, And more
modern than anything you've got up there.” He looked around,
proudly. “We provincials, you know, when we put our minds
to it, we can still show you big city men from Rome a thing
or two." He cupped bis hands to his mowth and bellowed,
‘Jarwarins!’

From the other side of the yard came an answering shout,
and a uall man appeared at the top of a flight of swirs. He
recognised his master and ran dowm the steps and across the
yard, wiping his hands on his tnic, bobbing his head in a series
of bows as he came closer.

‘Januarius — this is my friend, the aquarius of the Augusta.
He works for the Emperod’

‘Honoured,' said Januariug, and gave Actilius ancther bow.

‘Januarius is one of my foremen. Where are the lads?

‘In the barracks, sir.’ He looked terrified, as if be had been
caught idling. 'It’s the holiday -

'Forget the holiday! We need them here now. Ten did you
Sy you needed, aquarius? Better make it 3 dozen. Jamuarius,
%end for a dozen of the strongest men we have. Brebix's gang,
Telk ther they're to bring food and drink for a day. What else
Wag it you needed?’

'Quicklinee,” began Artilivs, ‘puteolanum -

‘That's ie. All that souff, Timber. Bricks. Torches ~ don't
forget torches. He’s 1o have everything be nceds. And you'l
Pequire transpore, won't you? A couple of teams of oxen?’

‘I've already hired them.’
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‘But you'll have mine — I insist,’

‘No.” Ampliatus's generosity was starting to make the engi-
neer uneasy. First would come the gift, then the gift would rum
out to be a loan, and then the loan would prove a debt impos-
sibl= to pay back. That was no doubt how Popidius had ended
up losing his house. 4 Auseler’s town. He glanced 2t the sky. ‘It's
noon. The oxen should be arriving down at the harbour by
pow. [ bave a slave waiting there with our teols.”

‘Whe did you hire from?’

'Baculus.

‘Baculus! That drunken thief! My oxen would be better. At
least let me have a word with him. I’H get you a far discount.”

Auilius shrugged. "1 you insist.’

‘I do. Fetch the men irom the barracks, Januarius, and send
a boy o the docks 1o have the aquarius’s wagons brought here
for loading. I'll show you acound while we’re walting,
wuy.” And aggin his hand fell upon the engineer’s shoalder.
‘Come.’

B aths were not a luxury. Baths were the foundation of civil-
isation. Baths were what raised even the meanest citizen
of Rome above the level of the wealthiest hairy-arsed
barbarian. Baths instilied the wriple disciplines of cleantiness,
beatthfulness and sirict rousine, Was it not 10 feed the baths
that the aqueducts had been invented in the firse place? Had
not the baths spread the Roman ethos across Evrope, Africa
and Asia as effectively as the legions, so that in whatever town
in this far-fung empire 2 man might find himself, he could st

leasc be sure of finding this one precious piece of home?
Such was the essence of Ampliatus's lecture as he conducted
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the engineer had had any meney — if most of his salary had
not already been sent back home to his mocher and sister — he
might well have given him every last coin, for he had never
sncountered & more persuasive salesman than Numerius
Popidrus Ampliatus.

‘How soon before you're finished?”

'l should say & month. I need 1o bring in the carpenters !
want some shelves, a few cupboards. I thought of putting down
sprapg wood floors in the changing room. I was considering
pine.” -

‘No,” said Antilius. ‘Use alder.

‘Alder? Why?*

‘Tt won’t rot in contact with warer. I'd use pine ~ or perhaps
a cypress ~ for the shutters. But it would need to be something
from the lowlands, where the sun shines. Don't touch pine from
the mountains. Not for a building of this quality.”

‘Any other advices'

‘Afways ase timber cut in the sttumn, not the spring. Trees
are pregnant in the spring and che wood is weaker. For
clamping, use olive wood, scorched — ir wilt tast for a century.
Bat you probably know all that.”

“Not at all, I’ve built a log, it's true, but I've never under-
stood much about wood and stone. It's money I uoderstand.
And the great thing about money is that it doesn’t matter when
you harvest it. 1t’s an all-year crop.' He laughed at his own
joke and turned to look at the engincer. There was something
unnerving about the intensity of his gaze, which was not
steady, but which shifted, as if be were constandy measuring
different aspects of whomever he addressed, and Arilius
thoughe, No, it's not moncy you understand, it’s men — their
strengths and their weaknesses; when to flacer, when to
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frighten. ‘And you, aquarius®® Amplistas said quietly. "What
i it that you know?’

"Water.”

"Well, that’s an important thing to know. Wter it at [east
28 valuable a3 money.’

‘Is it? Then why aren’t [ a rich mans”’

‘Perhaps you could be.” He made the remark lightly, left it
flowting for a momentbeneath the massive dome, and dhen went
on: "Do you ever stop to think how curiously the world is
ordered, 2quarius? When this place is open, T shall make
another fortune. And then [ shall use that forrane 10 make
another, and anather. But without your aqueduct, I coul not
build my baths. That's a thought, is it not® Withous Artilivs:
no Ampliatus.’

‘Except that it’s not my aqueduce. 1 didn’t huild it ~ the
Emperor did,’

‘True. And at a cost of two million a mile! "The lae
bmdﬁuw-wmammmiualypmdﬁmed
2 deity? Give me the Divine Augustus over Jupiter any time.
I say my prayers to him every day." He miffed the air. *This
Wet paint makes my head ache. Ler me thow you my plans for
the grounds,

He led them back the way they bad come. The sun was
shining futly now through the large open windows. The gods
on the opposite walls seemed alive with colour. Yet there was
$omething haunted about the empey sooms — the drowsy stil-
Be3s, the dust floating in the shafts of light, the cooing of the
Pigeons in the builders’ yard. One bird must have awn into
m‘momnmdbmmnmdmwmﬂappingofiu
vings againse the dome mide the engineer's heart jump.

Qurside, the luminous air felt almost solid with the heat,
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like melted glass, bur Ampliarus did not appear 1o feel jr. He
climbed the open staircase easily and stepped on to the smal
sun deck. From here be had a commanding view of his litde
kingdom. That would be the exercise yard, he said. He would
plant plane erees around it for shade. He was experimenting
with a method of heating the water in the outdoor pocl. He
patted the stone parapet. 'This was dhe site of my first prop-
erty. Seventeen years ago | bought it. If I told you how litde
I pasd for it, you wouldn't believe me. Mark you, there was nx
much left of it after dhe earthquake. No roof, just the walls. 1
was rwenty-eight. Never been so happy, before or since.
Repaired it, renied it out, boughi anotber, rentad that. Some
of these big ofd howses from the time of the Republic were
huge. 1 spiit them up and fined ten families into them. I've
gone on doing it ever since, Here's 2 piece of advice for you,
my friend: there's no safer investment than property in
Pompeii.’

He swatted a fy on the back of his neck and inspected its
ouipy conpse berween his fingers. He flicked it away. Anilius
could imegine him as 2 young man — brural, energeric, remorse-
less. ‘You had been freed by the Popidii by then?*

Ampilarus shot him 2 look. However hard he wies w0 be
affable, thougix Asilius, those cyes will always betray him.

‘If that way meant a2 an insule, aquarins, forget it. Everycoe
knows Numerins Popidius Ampliarus eras born a slave and he's
not ashamed of it. Yes, I was free. | was manumitted in my
master’s witl when 1 was tweney. Lucius, bis son — the one you
just met ~ made me his household steward. Then I did some
debt-collecting for an old money-lender called Juctndus, and
he tanghe me 2 Jot, Buc I never would have been rich if ir hadn't
been for the earthquake.” He looked fondly towards Vesuvius.
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His voice sofiened. ‘It came dowm from the mountain one
morning in February iike a wind bencath the earth. I watched
it coming, the wees bowing as it passed, and by the time it had
finished this town was cubble. It didn’t matter then who had
been born a free man and who had been bom a shave. The place
was empty. You could walk the streets for an hous and meet
no one excepr for the dead.’

*Who was in eharge of rebuilding the town?*

‘Nobody! That was the disgrace of it. All the richest fami-
lies ran away to thair country estates, They were all convineed
there was going ro be another earthquake *

‘Including Popidius?’

‘Especially Popidiusl’ He wrung his hands, and whined,
““Oh, Ampliatus, the gods have forsaken usl Oh, Ampliatus,
the gods are punishing usl” The gods! [ ask youl As if the gods
eould care less who or what we fuck or bow we live. As
earthquakes aren't as much a part of living in Campania s hot
prings and summer droughes! They cupe creeping back, of
course, ance they saw it was safe, but by dhen things had started
to change, Salve lucrum/ “Hail profitl™ That's the moro of the
new Pompeii. You'll see it all over the town, Zacram gasdium!
“Profit is joyl” Not money, mask you ~ any fool can inberit
morey. Profit. That takes skill." He spax over the low wall into
the street below, ‘Lucius Popidius! What skill does he have?
He can drink in cold water and piss ot hoe, and that’s about
the limit of it. Whereas you ~" and again Atilius felt himself
being sized up '~ you, I think, are a man of sore ability, I see
toyself in you, when 1 was your age. 1 could use 2 fellow like
M"

‘Use me?*

‘Here, for a start. These haths could do with a man who
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understands watet. In remurn for your advice, 1 could cut you
in. A share of the profis.’

Attilius shook his head, smiling. ‘I don't think s0.”

Ampliams smiled back. ‘Ah, you drive 2 hard bargain! I
admire that in » man. Very well - a share of the ownership,
m'

‘No. Thank you. 'm flattered. But my family has worked
the imperial aqueducts for a century. I was bom to be an engh-
neer on the matrices, and I shall die doing it.’

“Why not do both?”

‘Wl“t?.

‘Run the aqueduct, and advise me as well. No one peed
ever know.’

Attilius locked at him closely, at his crafty, eager face.
Beneath the money, the violence and the lust for power, be was
really nothing bigger than a small-town crook. "No,' he sid
coldly, ‘that would be impossible.”

The contempt must have shown in his face hecause
Aopliatus retr=eted at once. “You're right,’ he said, nodding.
‘Forget | even mentioned it. I'm a rough fellow somerimes. {
have these ideas without always thinking them through.’

"Like executing a slave before finding out if he’s telling the
eruth?’

Ampliatus grinned and pointed at Amilius. ‘Very good!
That's aght. But how can you expect a man like me 1o know
how to behave? You can have all the money in the Empire but
it doesn’t make you a gentemyan, right? You may think you're
copying the aristocracy, showing a bit of class, but then it urns
out you're 3 mongter. isn’t that what Corelia called mef A

monster?’
‘And Bxomnius?” Attilius bhurted out the question. ‘Did you
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bhave an arrangement with him that nobody ever knew abour?”

Ampliatus’s smile did not waver. From down in the sireet
came a rumble of heavy wooden wheetls on stone, "Listen - [
think I can hear your wagona coming, We'd better go down
and let them in.'

Tbeoonvcmﬁonmiynnmluwhppuwd.ﬂuming
to himsetf again, Amplistus dodged across the nubble-
strewn yard. He swung open the heavy gates and as Polites lad
the first team of oxen into the site he made 2 formal bow, A
man Auilius did nos recognise was leading the second rearn; a
couple more sat on the back of the empey cant, their legs
dangling over the side. They jumped down immediately when
ground.

"Well done, lads,” said Amplisnas. ‘T'll see you're rewarded
for working a holiday. But it"s an emergency and we’ve all got
to rally raund and help fix the aqueduct. For the common good
—isn't that right, aquarius®” He pinched the cheek of the nearest
man, ‘You're under his command now. Serve him well,
Agquarius: take as much as you want. It’sall in ehe yard. Torches
are inside in the storeroom. Is there anything more I can do
for you?* He was obviously eager to go.

'l shall make an inventory of what we use,’ said Antilius
formalty. ‘You wilt be compensated.”

‘There’s 1v0 need. Bat as you wish. § woukdn't want w be
%oused of trying to cornupt youl' He hughed, and pointed
gain., “I'd stay and help you load myself — nobody ever said
that Numerius Popidius Ampliaus was afraid of gewing his
hﬂldehql-bmyouknwhWitis.We'mdﬁtingwly
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because of the festival and 1 musm’t show my low birth by
keeping alf those fine gentdemen and their ladies waiting.” He
held cut his hand. "Sof I wish you luck, aquarius.’

Amilius ook ir. The grip was dry and firm; the palm and
fingers, like his own, callused by hard work. He nodded. "Thank
you”

Ampliatus grunted and turned away. Ouside in dhe quiet
street his litter was waiting for him and this time he ctambered
straight into it. The slaves ran atound 10 take up their posit-
ions, four men on either side. Ampliatus clicked his fingars and
they hoisted the bronze-capped poles ~ first to waist height,
and then, grimacing with the strain, up on to their shoulders.
Theic rmasrer sertled himself beck on his cushions, staring
straight abead — unsecing, brooding. He reached behind bis
shoalder, unfastened the curtain and ler it fall, Asilius stood
in the gateway and watched him go, the crimson canopy
swaying as it moved off down che hill, the lirtle crowd of weary
petitioners trudging after ic.

He went back into the yard.

Itmualidum,u&mplinmhdpromiud,mdforawh&
Attilius was able to lose himse)f in the simple effore of phys-
ical work. [t was comforting o handle the materials of his craft
again —~ the weighty, sharp-edged bricks, just big encugh to fit
a man's grasp, and their familiar brittle clink as they were
stacked on the back of the cart; the baskets of powdery red
puteolanum, always heavier and denser than you expected,
sliding across the rough boards of the wagon; dhe feel of the
timber, warm and smooth against his cheek 2¢ he carried it
across the yard; and finally the quicklime, in its bulbous clay
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amphorae — difficult to grasp and heave wp or 10 the cast.

He worked steadily with the other men and had a sense ot
last that he was making progress. Ampliatis was undeniably
cruel and ruchdess and che gods alone knew what elwe besides,
bt his stuff was good and in honest hands it would serve a
betrer purpose. He had asked for six amphorae of lime bur
when it came to it he decided to take a dozen and increased the
amount of puteclanum in proportion, to twenty haskers. He
did not want to come back ro Ampliamus to ask for more; what
he did not use he could return.

He went into the bath-house to look for the torches and
found them in the largest storeroom. Even these were of a
superior sort — tightly wadded flax and resin impregnated with
tar; good, solif wooden handles bound with rope. Next to them
by open wooden crates of oil lamps, mostly terracota, but
some of hrass, and candles enough o light a temple. Qualiry,
a8 Ampliatus said: you couldn't beat it. Clearly, this was going
to be 2 mos luxurious establishment,

% will Be the finest basks outride Rome . . ."

He was suddenly curious and with his arms full of wrches
he looked into somve of the other storerooma. Piles of towels
in one, jars of scented massage-oif in another, lead exercise
weights, coils of rope and leather balls in a third. Bverything
ready and waiting for use; everything here except chatering,
swearing bumanity o bring it all to life. And water, of course.
He peered through the open door into the succession of rooms.
It would use a lot of water, this place. Four or five pools,
thowers, flush-latrines, & steam-rocm . . . Only public facilities,
mich as the fountaing, were connected 1o the aqueduct free of
charge, as the gift of the Emperor. But private baths like these
would cost a small fortame in water-taxes. And if Ampliatus had
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made his money by buying big properties, subdividing them,
and renting them out, then his overall consumption of water
must be huge. He wondered how much he was paying for it
Presumably be couid find out once he rerurned to Misenum
and tried 10 bring some order to the chaos in which Exomnius
tad left the Augusta’s records.

Perkaps he wam’ paying amything at oll

He srood there in the suntighe, in the achoing bath-house,
listening to the cooing pigeons, mirning the possibility over in
his mind. The aqueducts had always been wide open to corrupt-
ion. Farmers rapped inte the main lines where they crossed
their land. Citizens ran an extra pipe or two and paid the water
inspectors to Jook the other way. Public work was awarded o
private contractors and hills were paid for jobs diat were never
done. Materials went missing. Actilivs suspected that the rocten-
ness went tight to the top — even Acilivs Aviola, the Curator
Aquarum himself, was rumoured 1o insist on a percentage of
the take. The enginser had never had anything to do with it
But an honest man was a rare man in Rome; an honest noan
was a fool.

The weight of the rorches was making his arms ache, He
went outside and stacked them on one of the wagons, then
leaned against i¢, thinking. More of Ampliatus’s men had
arrived. The loading had finished and they were sprawled in
the shacle, wraiting for orders. The oxen stood placidly, flicking
their tails, their heads in clouds of swarming fies.

If the Augusta’s accountt, back at the Piscina Mirabilis,
wete in such 2 mess, might it he because they had been tamperad
with?

He glanced up at the cloudless sky. The sun had passed lts
zenich. Becco and Corvinus should have reached Abellinum by
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pow. The sluice-gates might already be dosed, the Augusta
starting to drain dry. He felt the pressure of time again.
Nevertheless, he made up his mind and beckomed w Polites.
‘Go ineo the baths,' he ordered, ‘and ferch another dozen
torches, a dozen lamps and » jar of olive oil. And a coill of rope,
while you're at it. But no more, mind. Then, when you've
finished here, take the wagons and the men up to the casrelbum
aquae, next o the Vesuvius Gate, and wait for eve. Corax should
be coming back soon. And while you're at it, see if you can
buy some food for uy’ He gave the slave his bag. “There's
mooey in there. Look after i¢ for me. I shan’t be long,”

He brushed the residue of brick dust and puteclarunz from
the front of his tunic and walked out of the open gate.



Hora septa

{14210 bours}

U magma i ready t be tapped in a high-favel reser
votr, even a small change of regional stress, usually
associaced with an eanthquake, con disturd the stability of
the syreem and Sring cbous an eruprion.'

Volcanology (recond edizien)

and of the rwelve guests reclining around the table
only one showed signs of truly enjoying it, and that
was Ampiiatus himself.

It was stiftingly hot for a start, even with one wall of the
dining room ensirely open 10 the air, and with three slaves in
their crimson livery stationed around the rable waving fans of
peacock feathers. A harpist beside the swimming poot plucked
mournfully at some formless rune.

And four diners to each couch! This was at ieast one 0o
many, in the judgement of Lucius Popidius, wbo groanad to
kimself 23 each fresh course was set before them. He held w0
the sule of Varrg, that the number of guests ar a dinner party
oughe nat to be fess than that of the Graces (three), nor 0
exceed that of the Musez {ninc). It meant that one was o0
close to one's fellow diners. Popidius, for example, reclined
between Ampliatus's dreary wife, Celsia, and his own mather,

ﬁ rplisrus’s banquet was just encering its second hour,
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Toedia Secunda — close enough to feel the heat of their bodies.
Disgmsting. And when he propped himself on his left elbow and
reached out with his right hand to take some food from the bl
the back of his head would hush Celsia’s shallow besom and -
worse - his ring occasionally become entangled with his mother’s
blonde hairpiace, shorn from the head of some German slave
gl and now disguising the elderly lady’s thin grey locks.

And the food! Did Amplians not undersand that hot
weather called for simple, cold dishes, and that all these sauces,
aH this elabcration, had gone our of fashion back in Chrudiu's
time? The first of the hors d’oeuvres had not been too bad —
oysters bred in BrundSsium then shipped two hundred miles
tound the coast for fartening in the Lucrine Lake, 90 that the
flavours of the two varieties could be tasted at once, Olives
and sardines, and eggs seasoned with chopped anchovies - alto-
gether acoeptable. But then had come lobater, sea nrchins 20d,
finally, mice rotled in honey and poppy seeds. Popidius kad fek
ohliged to swallow at least one mouse to please s host and
the crunch of those tiny bones had made him break oot in 8
wveat of nausea.

Sow’s udder stuffed with kidneys, with the sow’s vulva
served as a side disb, grinning up roothlessly at the dinens.
Roast wild boar filled with live thrashes that flapped helplessly
across the table as the belly was carved open, shitting as they
wenit. (Ampliatus had clapped his hands and roared with
bughter at that.) Then the delicacies; the tongues of storks
ind flamingos (not toe bad), hut the tongue of a talking parrot
bad stwrays looked to Popidius like noching o muck s 2
Maggot and it hed indeed easted much as he imagined 3 maggnt
might taste if it had been doused in vinegar. Then a stew of
Rightingales’ livers . . .
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He glanced around at the fluxhed faces of his fellow guess,
Even fat Brittius, who once boasted that he had eaten the entire
trunk of an dephant, and whose moto was Seneca’s — "eat
vomit, vomit to ear” — was starring o look green. He canghr
Popidius’s eye and mouthed something at him. Popidius coud
not guite make it oul, He cupped his ear and Brittius repeated
it, shielding his mouth from Ampliatus witb his napkin and
emphasising every syllable: “Tri-mal-chi-o."

Popidins almost burst out laughing. Trinsalchio! Very good!
The freed slave of monswous wealth in the satire by Tims
Petronius, who subjects bis guests to exactly such a meal and
canpet see how vulgar and ridiculous he is showing himself.
Ha ha! Trimalchio! For a moment, Popidius slipped back twenty
years t¢ his time a5 a young aristocrat at Nero's court, when
Petronius, that arbiter of good taste, would keep the table
amused for hours by his merciless lampooning of the nouvean
riche.

He felt suddenly maudlin. Poor ok Petronis. Too funny
and stylish for his own good. In the end, Nero, suspecting his
own imperial majescy was being subtly mocked, had eyed him
for one last ime through his emerald monocle and had ordered
him to kill himself. But Petronius had succeeded in turning
even that inte a joke — opening his veins ac the start of a dinner
in his house at Cumae, then binding them to eat and 10 gossip
with his friends, then opening them apain, then binding them,
and 30 on, a8 he gradually ebbed away. His last conscious act
had been to break a fluorspar wine-dipper, worth three hundred
thousand sesterces, which the Emperor had been expecting to
inberit. Thar was style. Thar was taste.

And what would he have made of me, thought Popidius,
bitterly. That I — a Popidius, who played and sang with the
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Master of the World — should have come 1o this, at the age of
forty-five: the prisoner of Trimalchio!

He looked across at his former slave, presiding at the head
of the table. He was still not eatirely sure how it had happened.
There had been the earcthquake, of course. And then, 2 few
years lacer, the death of Nero. Then civil war, a mule-dealer
18 Emperor, and Pepidius's world had wmed upside-down.
Suddenly Ampliatus was everywhere - rebuilding the rowm,
erecting a teraple, worming his infant son on to the town
council, controlling the elections, even buying the house next
door. Popidius had never had a bead for figures, so when
Ampliatus had told him be could make some money, too, he
bad signed the contracts without even reading them. And
somehow the money had been lost, and thes it turned out that
the family house was surety, and hisonly escape from the humil-
ration of eviction was to marry Amplistus's daughter. Imagine:
his own ex-slave as his father-in-faw! He thoughe the shame of
it would kill his mother. She had barely spoken since, her face
haggard with sleeplessness and worry.

Not thar hie would mind shating 2 bed with Corelia. He
warched ber hungrily She was stretched out with her back to
Cuspius, whispering to her brother. He wouldn't mind screwing
the boy, either. He felt his prick begin to stiffen. Perhaps he
might suggest a threesome? No - she would never go for i
She was 2 cold bitch. But he would s00on be warming ber up.
His gaze met Brittius’s once more. What a funny fellow. He
winked and gestured with bis eyes to Amplistus 2nd mouthed
in agreement, ‘Trimalchio!

"What's that you're saying, Popidius?’

Ampliatus’s voice ¢ut across the table like a whip. Popidius
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‘He waa saying, “Whar a feast!™ Brittius raised his glass.
“That's what we’re all saying, Ampliatus. What 2 magnificent
feast.” A murmur of agsent went round the table.

‘And the best is yer to come,’ said Ampliarus. He clapped
his hands and one of the slaves hurried out of the dining room
in the direction of the kiechen.

Popidius managed to force a smile. I for one have left room
far dessert, Ampliatus.” In 1ruth he felt like vomiting, and he
would nor have nceded the usual cup of warm brine and
mustard to do it, cither. “What is it to be then? A basket of
plums from Mount Damascus? Or has that pastry chef of yours
made a pic of Attican honey?® Ampliats’s cook was the great
Gargilius, bought for 2 quarter of a million, recipe books and
all. Thar was how it was along the Bay of Neapolis these days.
The chefs were more celebrated than the people they fed. Prices
had been pushed into the realms of insaniry. The wrong sort
of people had the money.

‘Oh, it's not yet time for dessert, my dear Popidius. Or may
i —if it"s nat oo premature — call you “son™?' Ampliats
grinned and pointed and by a superhuman effort, Popidius
succeeded in hiding his revulsion. O, Trimaichio, he thought,

There was a sound of scuffling footsteps and then four shaves
appeared, bearing on their shoulders a model witeme, aslong as
a oum and casz ip sifver, surfing a sea of encrusied sapphires.
The diners broke into applause. The slaves approached the mble
on their knees and with difficulty slid the wireme, prow first,
across the table, It was entirely filled by an enormous eel. Its
eyes kad been removed and replaced by rvbies Tts jaws were
propped open and filled with ivory. Clipped 1o its dorsal fin
was a thick gold ring,
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Popidius was the first to speak. T say, Ampliatus — thar’s 2
whopper.’

*From my own fishery at Misenum,” said Ampliatus proudly.
‘A moray. It muss be thirry years old if it's a day: 1 had it caugh
tast night. You see the ringt 1 do believe, Popidius, that this is
the crearure your friend Nexo used to sing ro.” He picked up a
large silver knife. ‘Now who will have the first slice! You,
Corelia — [ think you shoukf try iz first.’

Now that was a nice gesture, thought Popidius. Up uill this
point, her father had conspicuously ignored her, and be had
begun to suspect ill-feeling besween them, but here was a mark
of favour. So it was with some astonishment ¢that be srw the
girl flash a look of undiluted hatred at her fathes, throw down
ber napkin, rise from her couch, and run sobbing from the
table.

Theﬁmoonpleofpedemianswha:ppcmchedm
they had never heand of Africaous’s place. But at the
crowded bar of Hercules, a linde further down the sireet, the
man behind the counter gave him a shifty look and then
provided directions in a quist voice ~ walk dowm the hill for
another bock, tumn right, then first left, then =k again: “But
be careful who you wlk ta, cisizen.’

Artilius could guess what thay mexnt and sure enough, from
the moment he left the main roed, the street curved and
narrowed, the houses became meaner andl more crowded.
Carved in stone beside several of the squalid encrances was the
tign of the prick and ballx. The hrightly eoloured dresses of
the prostirutes bloomed in the gloom like blue and yellow
flowers, So this was where Exomnius had chiosen 10 spend his
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tme! Awilius’s footsteps slowed. He wondered if he should
turn back. Nothing could be allowed to jeopardise the main
priority of the day. Bur then he thought again of his fathes,
dying on his mattress in the corner of their little house — another
honest fool, whose stubborn rectirude had left his widow poor
— and he resumed his walk, but faster, angry now.

At the end of the sireet, a heavy first-floor balcony juted
over the pavermnent, reducing the road 10 scarcely more than »
passageway. He shouldered his way past a group of loitering
men, their faces flushed hy heat and wine, through the nearest
opendoor, and into a dingy vestibule, There was a sharp, almost
feral stink of sweat snd semen. Lupanars they called these
places, after the howl of the lupa, the she-wolf, in bear. And
lupa was the street-word for a harlot — a merewrix. The busi-
ness sickened him. From upstairs came the sound of a flute,
thurmp on the floorboards, male laughter. On either side, from
curmined cubicles, came the noises of the night — grunts, whis-
pery, a child’s whimper.

In the semi-darkness, n woman in a short green dress sat
on & 5100l with her lega wide apart. She stood as she heard him
enter and came towards him eagerly, arms ourstretched in
weicome, vermillion lips cracked into a smile. Sbe had used
antimony 1o blacken her eyebrows, stretching che lines so that
they met across the bridge of her nose, a mark which some
man prized as beaury, bux which reminded Arrilius of the death-
mazks of the Popidii. She was ageless — fifteen or fifty, he coukd
not tell jn che weak dighe.

He said, ‘Africanus?®’

“Who?* She had a thick accem. Cilician, perhaps. ‘Not here,'
she said quickly.

"What sbout Exomnius?® At the mention of his name her

148



POMPEIL

painted mouth split wide. She tried to block his path, but he
mxrved her our of his way, gently, his hands on her bare should-
¢y, and pulled back the curtain behind ber. A naked man was
squatting over an open latrine, his thighs bluish-white and bony
in the darkness. He lovked up, starded. ‘Africanus?’ asked
Attilius. The man’s expression was uncomprehending. ‘Foegive
me, citizen.” Attilius lat the curtain fall and moved towards one
of the cubicles on the opposite side of the vestibule, but the
whore beat him to ir, extending her arms vo block his way.

‘No,’ she said. ‘No trouble. He not here.'

“Where, then?’

She hesitatad. ‘Above." She gesrurad with her chis rowards
the celling.

Attilius looked arcund. He conld see no stairs.

‘How do 1 get up there? Show me.’

She did not mave 80 he lunged towards another curtain,
but agnin she beat him to it. ‘I show,’ she said. ‘This way.’

She ushered him towards & second door. Frem the cubicle
beside it, 2 man cried out in ecstsy. Auiliug stepped into the
sttect. She followed. In the daylight he could see thar her elab-
oraely piled-up hair was streaked with grey. Rivelets of swea
had carved furrows down her sunken, pawdered cheeks. She
would be lucky 1o ¢arn a living here much longer. Her owner
would throw her out and then she’d be living in the necrop-
olis heyond the Vesuvius Gate, spreading her legs for the
beggars behind the tombs.

She put her hand 10 ber turkey-throat, as if she had guessed
what was in his mind, and pointed to the stircase a few paces
further on, then hurried back inside. As be started to mount
the stone steps be heard her give alow whistle. ! am like Theseus
iny the labyrinth, he thougiat, but without the ball of thread from
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Asisdoe to guide me back to safery, If an aracker appeared
zhove him and ancther blocked off his escape, be woukd nox
stand a chance. When he reached the top of the staircase he
did not bother 10 knock but flung open the door.

His quarry was already halfway out of the window,
presumably tipped off by the whisrle from the elderly whore.
But the engineer was across the room and had him by his bek
before he could drop down 1o the flar roof below. He was tight
and scrawny and Anilivs hauled him in 23 easily as an ownes
might drag 2 dog back by his collar. He deposited him on the
carpet.

He had disrurbed a party. Two men lay on couches. A negre
boy was clutching a fluee to bis naked chese. An olive-skinned
gitl, no more than twelve or chitteen, and also naked, with
silver-painted nipples, stood on a table, frozen in mid-dance.
For a mement, nobody moved. Oil lamps flickered against
crudely painted erotic scenes — 2 woman aseride @ man, 2 man
mountiog & woman from behind, rvo men lylng with their
fmgers on one another’s cocks. One of the reclining dlients
began trailing his hand slowly beneath the couch, patting the
floor, (eeling rowards a knife which lay beside a plate of peeled
fruit. Avtilius planted his foot firmly in the middle of
Africanus’s back, Africanus groaned, and the man quickly with-

drew his hand.

‘Good.” Autiliuy nexided. He smiled. He bent and grabbed
Africanus by his belt again arxl dragged him owt of the door.

. eenage gitls!’ said Ampliams, a5 che sound of Corelia’s
focisteps died away. 'It's all just nerves before her

wedding. Frankly, I’ll be glad, Popidins, when she’s your
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responsibility 2nd not mine.” He saw bis wife rise to follow her.
‘No, woman! Leave herl’ Celsia lay down meekly, smiling
apologetically zo the other guests. Ampliarus frovmed at her.
He wished she would not do thar. Why should she defer 10 ber
so-called berers? He could buy and sell them all!

He stuck his knile into the side of the eel and rwisced it
then gestured irritably to the nearest slave to take over the
carving. The fish stared up at kim with blank red eyes. The
Emperor’s pet, he thought: a prince ia its own Linde pond. Not
any more,

He dunkad his bread in a bowt of vineger and sucked it,
watching the dexerous hand of tha slave as he piled their plates
with lumnps of bony grey mest. Nobody wanted to eat it yet
nobody wanved o be the first 1o refuse. An stmosphere of
dyspeptic dresd descended, as heavy as the air around the tebie,
hot and ssale with che smell of food. Ampliatus allowed the
silence 1o hang, Why should he set them ar their ease? When
be was a slave at table, he had been forbidden ro speak in the
dining room: in the presence of guests.

ke was served first bur he waited untit the others had all
had their golden dishes set in front of them before reaching
out and breaking off a piece of fish, He raised it to his lips,
paused, and glanced around the table, unil, one by one,
beginning with Popidius, they reluctantly foltowed bis
example,

He had been anticipating this moment all day. Vedius Pollio
had theown his slaves 1o his eels not only to enjoy the novelty
of seeing 2 man torn apart underwater rather dian by beasts in
'hembutalaobemlm,asagamm,heminninadt}m
hmﬂﬂﬁhgwethemonysammpiqumm.ﬁmplhm
shewed carefuully yet he tasted nothing, The meat was bland
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and leathery — inedible — and he feli the same sense of dissp-
pointment that he had experienced the previcus afoernoon by
the seashore. Once again, he had reached out for the ultimare
experience and once more he had grasped ~ nothing.

He scooped the fish out of his mouth with his fingers and
threw it back on his plate in disgust. He tried o make light of
it — ‘So then! it seems that eels, like women, taste best when
youngl” — and grabbed for his wine to wash away the raste. Bur
there was no disguising the fact that che pieasure had gone out
of the afternoon. His guests were coughing politely into their
napkins or picking the tiny bones cut of their teeth and be
knew they would all be laughing about him for days afterwards,
just =% so0n as they could get away, especially Holconius and
that far pederast, Bristiva.

My daar fellow, Rave you Aeard the lavass abows Ampliatus?
He vhinks ther fish, Like wine, inproves wich age/"

He drank more wine, swilling it around in his mouth, and
WS juar contempiating gening up £0 propose a toase — ¢o the
Emperor! to the Armyl — when he ncdced his steward
approaching the dining room carrying a small box. Scutarius
hesitated, clearly not wanting to disturb his master with a busi-
nesa tmatter ducdng a meal, and Amplistus would indeed have
told him to go to blazes, but there was something about the
tnan'y expression . . .

He screwed up hig napkin, goc to hig feer, nodded curdy to
his gueats, and beckoned to Scutarina to follow him into the
ablioum. Once they were out of sight he flexed his fingers.
“What is it? Give it here.’

Tt was & capsa, a cheap beechwood document case, covered
in rawhide, of the sort a schoolboy might use to carry his books
around in. The lock had been broken. Ampliatus flipped apen
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the lid. Inside were a dozen small rolls of papyri. He pulled
out one at random. It was covered in columns of figures and
for 2 moment Ampiiatus squinted at it, baffled, but chen the
figures assumed a shape — he always did have a head for
numbers — and he understood. ‘Where is tha man who hrought
this?’

"Waiting in the vestibule, master.’

‘Take bim into the old garden. Have the kitchen serve
dessert and tell my guesis i shall return shortly.”

Amplizrus ook the back route, behind tha dining roomand
up the wide steps into the courtyard of his old house. This was
the place he had bought ten years earlier, deliberately seuding
himself next door to the ancestral home of the Popidii. What
a pleasure it had been to live on an equal footing with bis former
masters and 1o bide his time, knowing even then that one day,
somehow, he would punch & hole in the thick gurden wuil and
swarm through to the other side, like an avenging amy
capturing an enemy Gy,

He sat himself on the circular stone bench in the centre of
the garden, beneath the shade of a rose-covered pergoia. This
was where he liked to conduet his most private bugness. He
could always calk here undisturbed. No one could approsch
him without heing seen. He opened the box again and rook out
¢ach of the papyri then glanced up at die wide uncorrupred
sky. He could hear Corelia’s goldfinches, chirruping in their
rooftop aviary and, beyond them, the drone of the city coming
back to iiife after the long sicsta. The inns and the eating-houses
would be coining it now as people poured into tha streets ready
for the sacrifice to Vulean.

Salve locrum!

Lacrum goudivm!
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He did not look up as he heard his visitor approach.
“$0," be 5zid, ‘it scems we have a probiem.'

orelia had been given che finches noe long afier the family

hed moved into the house, on her tenth birthday. She had
fed them with scrupulous antention, tended themn when they
were sick, warched tham harch, mate, flourish, die, and now,
whenever she wanted o he alone, it was to the aviary that she
came. Ir occupied hail of the small balcony outside her room,
above the cloiscered garden. The top of the cage was sheeced
a$ protection against the sun.

She was sivting, drawn up tightly in the shady corner, her
arms clasped around her legs, her chin resting on her knees,
when she heard someone come into the courtyard. She edged
forward on her bottom and peered over the low balustrade.
Her facher had sertled himself on to the circular stone bench,
a box beside him, and was reading through some papers. He
laid the lae one aside 2nd srared at the sky, surning in her direct-
ion. She ducked her head back quickly. People said she resem-
Med him: “Oh, she’s the image of her father!” And, a3 he was
a handsome man, it used rc make her proud.

She heard him say, ‘So, it seems we have a prablem.’

She had discovered as a child thar the cloisters played a
pecullar mrick. The walls and pillars seered to capture the sound
of voices and funnel them upwards, 50 that even whispers,
harely audible at ground-level, were as distinct up here a3
speeches from the rosirum on election day. Narurally, this had
only added to the magic of hes secrer place, Most of whae she
heard when she was growing up had meant nothing to her ~
contracts, boundaries, rates of interest — the thrill had simply
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been to have a private window on tha adult workl. She had
never even told her brother wha she knew, for it was only in
the past few months that she had begun to decipher the myste-
rioua language of her father's affairs. And it was here, @ month
g0, that she had heard her own future being bargzined sway
by her father with Pogidias: $o much to be discounted on the
announcement of the betrothal, the full debt to be discharged
once the marriage was wansacted, the property to revent in the
event of a failure 1o produce issue, said issue to inherit fully
on coming of age . . .

‘My lirde Venus,’ he had used to call her. ‘My litle brave
Diana.’

+ + » # premium payable on sccount of virginity, virgmiry
attested by the surgeon, Pumponius Magonianus, puynient
waived on signing of contraces within the sipulated period . . .

‘| always say,” her father had whispered, “speaking man to
atan here, Popidius, and not 1o he too legal shout it you can't
putapriccOnagoodhck.’

‘My linle Venus . ,

’flm“hluapmﬂam N

A man’s voice — hargh, not one she recogaised ~ replied,
“Yes, we have 3 problem right enough.’

To which Amgplisrus responded: 'And his name is Marcus
Actilins , .

She leaned forward again 5o a9 not to naiss 3 word.

fricanus wanred no rrouble. Africanus was an honest man.
Actilius marched him down the smircase, only half
listening 1o his jabbering protests, glanciag over his shoulder
every few steps 10 make sure they were not being followed. 1
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am an official here on the Emperor’s business, I need 1o see
where Exomnius lived. Quickly." At the mention of the
Emperor, Africanus launched into a fresh round of assurances
of his good name. Attilius shook him. ‘] haven't the time to
listen to this. Take me ro his room.’

'1t’s locked."

“Where's the key?”

‘Downstairs.”

"Gerin'

When they reached the street he pushed the brothel-keeper
back inte the gloomy hallway and stood guard as he ferched
his cash-box from irs hiding-place. The meretrix in the short
green dress had returned o her stool: Zmysina, Africanus called
her — “Zmyrina, which is the key to Exomnius's rocm?” ~ his
hands ghaking so much that when finally he managed to open
the cash-box and take ocut the keys he dropped them and she
had to stoop and retrieve them for him. She picked aur a key
from the bunch and held it up.

“What are you so scared abour?” asked Attilins, ‘Why oy
10 run away at the menrion of a name?’

‘I don’t want any wouble,” repeated Africanus. He rook the
ey and led the way to the bar nexr doot. It was a cheap place,
littke more than a rough stonie counter with holes cut into it for
the jars of wine, There was no room o sit. Most of the drinkers
were qutside ou the pavernent, propped against the wall, Astiliua
supposed this was where the lupanar’s customers waited their
men for a girl and then came afterwards 10 refresh themselves
and boast about their prowess. It had the same fetid smell as
the brothel and he thought thar Exomniux must heve fallen a
long way — the corruption must have ceally entered his soul -
for him vo have ended up down here.
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Alfricanus was small and nimble, his arms and legs hairy,
like » monkey"s. Perhaps that was where be had gor his name
— from the African monkeys in the fornm, performing ericks
at the ands of their chains to earn a few coins for their owners.
He scuttled through the bar and up the rickety wooden stair-
case to the landing. He paused with the key in his hand, and
cocked his head 1o one side, looking st Ariliua, ‘Who are you?”
e said,

‘Open ic.'

‘Nothing’s been touched. 7 give you my word.”

‘That's valuable. Now open i’

‘The whore-monger nirned towards the door with the key
outstretched and then gave & little cry of sarprise. He gestured
to the lock and when Auilius stepped up next to him he ssw
that it was broken. The interior of the room was dark, the air
stuffy with reapped smells — bedding, leather, stale food. A thin
grid of brilltiant light on the opposite wall showed where the
shutters were closed, Africarns want in first, stumbling against
something in the blackness, and unfastened the window, The
afternoon light floaded a shansbles of strewn clothes and
upended furniture, Africanus gazed around him in dismay.
“This was nothing 1o do with me — T ywear ie.'

Auailius took je ail in ata glance. There had not been much
in the room to start with —~ bed and thin martress with 2 pillow
and 2 coarse brown blanker, a washing-jug, a pisspor, a chest,
1 5100] — but nothing had been left untouched. Even the
mattress had been slashed; ity staffing of horsebair bulged aut
i tfs.

‘I swear,’ repeared Africanus.

‘Al right," yaid Auilius. *] believe you.” He did. Afcicanus
would hardly have broken his own lock when he had a key, or

(57



ROBERY HARRIS

left the room in such disorder. On a liczle three-legged mble
was a lump of white-green marble that turmed out, an closer
inspection, to be a haif-caten loaf of bread. A knife and a rotten
apple lay beside ir. There was 2 fresh smear of fingerprints in
the dusz. Accilins rouched the sucface of the rable and inspected
the backened up of his finger. This hed been done recenty,
he thought. The dust had not had rime co resertle. Perhaps it
explained why Ampliaus had been so keen to show him every
last derail of the new baths — 10 keep him occupied while the
room was searched? What a fool he had been, holding fourth
about lowland pire and scorched olive wood! He said, ‘How
long bad Exomnius rented this place?’

‘“Three years. Maybe four.'

‘But he was not here all the time?’

‘He came and went.’

Atilius realised he did noc even know what Exomnius
looked like. He was pursuing a phantom, ‘He had no slave?’

"No

‘When did you last see him?*

‘Exomnius?’ Africanus spread his hands. How was he
supposed 1o remember? SO many customers. So many faces.

‘When did he pay his rent?”

‘In advance. On the kalends of every month.’

'So he paid you at the beginning of August® Africanus
nodded. Then one thing was seutled. Wharever else had
happened to him, Exomnius had not planned to disappear. The
man was obviously a miser. He would gever have paid for »
room he had no intention of using. ‘Leave me,” he said. ‘TR
seraighten it up”

Africanus seemed about ¢o argue, but when Attilius took a
step towards him he held up his hands in surrender 2nd rerreared
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CW‘

She came further into the room. 'He said when come back
he take care for rae.’

“Who’

‘Aelianus. He said.’

It took him a beax 10 work cut who she meant — Exomniug.
Exomnius Aelianus. She was the first person he had met who
bad used the aquarius’s given, rathet than his family, name.
That just about summed him up. His oniy intimate — 2 whore.
‘Well he isn't coming back,’ he said roughly, 'to ke care for
you. Ot for anyone else.’

She passed the back of her hand under her nose a couple
of time and he realived thaz she was crying. *He dead?®

“You tell me." Amiliua sofrened his tone, ‘The wuch f2 no
one knows.'

‘Buy me from Africanus. He said. No whore everyone.
Special him. Understand?® She touched her chest and gestured
1o Arliug, then touched herself again.

‘Yes, [ underseand.’

He locked at Zmyrina with new intetest. It was not
uncommon, ke knew, especially in this part of lnaly. The
foreign sailors, when they left the Navy after theit twenry-
five years’ secvice and were granted Roman citizenship — the
fiest thing most of them did with their demob mancy was
head for the nearest slave-markez and buy themselves a wife
The prostirute was kneeling now, picking up the scattered
clothes and folding them, putting them awzy in the chest. And
perhaps it was 2 point in Exomnius's favout, he thoughe, that
be should have decided to choose her, rather than someone

younger or prettier, Or, then again, perhaps he was just lylng
and never intended co come back for her. Either way, het
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must have been what he saw wheaever he came here — e
whores and drunks, the puddles of piss 2nd putches of vomit
baked to crusts in the gutter, the graffiti on the walls, the linle
effigies of Priapus beside the doorways, with his enormous
jutting cock dangling beils at its tip ro ward off evil. So whae
was in his head as he walked this way for the final rime?
Zmyrina? Ampliatus? The safety of his hidden money?

He looked back over his shoulder but no one was paying
him any awention. Ssill, he was glad 10 reach the wide centrad
thoroughfare ard the safery of its glaring light.

The town remained much quiecer than it had been in the
morning, the hear of the sun keeping most pecple off the road,
and he made quick progress up the hill towards the Vesuvius
Gare. As he approached the small square in front of the
castellum aquae he could see the oxen and the carts, now fully
laden with tools and marerials, A small crowd of men sprawled
in the dirt outside a bar, laughing ar something. The horse he
had hired was tethered to its post. And here was Polites -
faithtul Polizes, the most ustworthy member of the work-
gang — sdvancing to meet him.

‘You were gone a long while, aquarius.”

Atiilius igrored the tone of reproach. ‘I’'m hece now. Where
is Masa?’

‘Still not hew.'

“Whar?’ He swore and cupped his hand ¢o his cyes to check
the position of the sun. 1t must be four hours - no, nearer five
~ since the others had ridden off. He had expected o receive
some word by now. "How many men do we have?*

‘Twelve.” Polites rubbed his hands rogether ureasily.

"What's the mattes with you?’

"They've 3 rough-locking lot, aquarius.’
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‘Are they? Their manners don't concern me. As long as
they can work.

‘They’ve been drinking for an hour.’

*Then they’d better stop.’

Attilius crossed the square to the bar. Amplians had prom-
ised a dozen of his strongest skaves and once again he kad more
than kept his word. It locked as if he had supplied 2 roop of
gladiators, A fagon of wine wis being hmded around, from one
pair of tatrooed arms to another, and to pass the time they had
fetched Tire from the castellum and were pleying a game with
him. One of them had snarched off the water-slave’s feht cap and
whenever he tumed helplesly in the direction of whoever he
thought was holding i, it woukl he tossed to someons Hse.

‘Cut that out,’ said the engineer. 'Leave the lad alone.’ They
ignored him. He spoke up more loudly. ‘T am Marcus Attilius,
aquarius of the Aqua Augusta, and you men are under my
command now.' He snatched Tire's ¢ap and pressed it into his
hand, ‘Go back to the castellum, Tiro.” And dhen, 10 the slave
gang: “That"s enough drinking. We're moving out.’

The man whose tan it was with the wine regarded Anilins
with indifference. He raised the clay jar to his rowth, direw
back bis head and drank. Wine dribbled down his chin 2nd on
t0 his chest, ‘There was an appreciarive chear and Azrilius felt
the anger ignite inside himself. To teain so haed, to build and
work, to pour so much skifl and ingenaity into the aqueducts
~and ali te carry water to such brutes as these, and Afriang.
They would be berter eft to wallow beside some mesquico-
Msmmp *Who is the senior man among you?'

The drinker Jowered the flagon. "“The senior man,™ he
Mocked. "Wha is this? The fucking army?’

"You are drunk,’ said Atilius quiedy. “But I am sober, and
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in a butry. Now mow." He lashed out with his foot and caught
the flagon, knocking it gut of the drinker's hand. It spun away
and landed on its side, where it lay, unbroken, emptying itself
across the stones. For a momeny, in the silence, the glug-ghg
of the wine was the only sound, and then there was a rush of
activity ~ the men rising, shouting, the drinker lunging forward,
with the apparens intention of sinking his teeth into Auilios's
leg. Through all this commotion, one booming voice rang
lowxder than the rest — ‘Stop!” — and an enormous man, weil
over six feet tall, came running across the square and planted
himself between Attilius and the others. He spread out his arms
to keep them back.

't am Brebix,' he said. ‘A freed man.’ He had a coarse red
beard, trimmed, shovel-shaped. ‘If anyone is senior, ! am.’

'Brebix.” Attilius nodded. He would remember that name.
This one, he saw, acruaily was a gladiator, or rather an ex-
gladiator. He had the brand of his troop on his arm, 2 snake
drawing back to strike. "You should have been bere an hour
ago. Tell these men thar if tbey have any complaints, they
should take them to Ampliatus. Tell them that nons has to come
with e, but any who stay behind will have to answer for it 0
their master. Now get those wagons out drrough the gate. I'll
meet you on the other side of the city wall.’

He wrned, and the crowd of drinkers from the other han,
who bad come thronging into the square in the hope of seeing
a fight, stood aside ra let him pass. He was rembling and he
had ro clench his fist in his palm o stop it showing. "Polites!’
he alled.

“Yea?” The slave eased his way through the mob.

‘Ferch me my horse. We've wasted long enough here.”

Polites looked anxiously towards Brebix, now leading the
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reluceznt work gang over 10 the wagons, “These men, aquarius
- I don’t trust them.”

‘Neither do 1. But what ¢lsé can we do? Come on. Get my
horse, We'll meet up with Musa on the road.”

Aa Potites hurried away, Atrilius glanced down the hill.
Pompeii was less like a seaside resort, more like a frontier
gattison: a boom town. Ampliats was rebuilding her in his
own image. He would not be sorry if he sever saw her again
~ apart from Corelia. He wondered what she was doing, bue
even as the image of her wading towards him through the glit-
wering pool began re form in his mind he forced mself to
banish it. Get out of bere, ger to the Angusta, get the water
running, and then get back to Misenum amd check the aque-
duct’s records for evidence of what Exomniuy had been up to.
Those were his priorities. To think of anything ekse way foolish.

1o the shadow of the castellum aquae Tiro cronched, and
Attilius was on the point of raising his hand in farewell, until
be saw those fickering, sightien eyes

Thepub]icsundialﬁoweditmweﬂinwﬂnnimhbour
when Anilius passed on horseback beneath the long vault
of the Vesuvius Gate. The ring of hooves on stone echoed like
3 3mall detachment of cavalry. The castocss official poked his
head out of his booth to sec what was happening, yawned and
turned away.

The engineer had never been a narural rider. For once,
though, be was glad to be mounted. it gave bim height, and
be needed every advantage he could gee. When he trotted over
™ Brebix and the men they were obliged to squint up ar him,
erewing their eyes against the glare of the sky.



XROBERT HARKIS

‘We follow the line of the aqueduct towards Vesuvius,” be
said, The horse wheeled and be had to shout over his shoulder.
‘And no dawdling,. I want us in position before dark.’

‘In position where?' asked Brebix.

‘T don't know yer. It should he obvious when we see it.’

His vagueness provoked an uneasy stir among the men -
and wha could blame them? He would have liked to have known
where he was going himself. Damn Musal He brought his
mount under control and twmed it towards the open country.
He raised himself from the saddle so that he could sce the

course of the road beyond the necropolis. It ran straight
towards the mountam through neat, rectangular fields of olive
trees and comn, separated by low stone walls and ditches —
ceneuriated land, awarded vo demobbed legionaties decades
ago. There was not much oraffic on the paved highway —a can
or two, a few pedestrians. No sign of any plume of dust tha
mgbtbethownupbyagﬂopmghomnm Darnn hirn, damn

Brcbuuld ‘Some of the lads aren't too keen on being out
near Vesuvius after nightfatl.’

“Why nott”

A man called our, "The gianes!'

'Giants?"

Brebix said, almost apologetically, ‘Giants have been seen,
aguariug, bigger than any man. Wandering over the earnth by
day and night. Sometmes jowrneying through the air. Their
voices sound like elaps of thunder.’

‘Perhaps they are claps of thunder,” said Ardlius. Have you
considered that? There can be thunder without rain.’

‘Aye, buz this thunder is never in the air. [+'s on the ground.
Or even under the ground.”
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‘So this is why you drink?"* Attilius forced himself to laugh.
‘Because you are scared to be outside the city walls after dark?
And you were¢ a gladiator, Brebix? I'm glad I never wagered
money on you! Or did your woop only ever fight blind boys?*
Brebix began to swear, but the engineer ratked over his head,
to the work gang. ‘I asked your master to lend me men, oot
women! We've argued long enough! We have to go five miles
before dark. Perhaps ren. Now drive those oxen forward, and
follow me.’

He dug his heels into the Banks of his horse and it started
off at a slow trot. He passed aloag the avenue between the
tombs. Flowers and snall offerings of food had been Joft on
some, to mark the Festival of Vulcan. A few prople were
picricking in the shade of the cypresses. Small black lizards
scattered across the stone vaulhs [ike spreading cracks. He did
oot look back. The men would follow, he was sure. He had
goaded tham into: it and they were scared of Amplismus

At the edge of the cemetery he drew on the reins and waited
until he heard the creak of the wagoas undling oves the stones.
They were just crude farm cauts — the axle turned with the
wheels, which were no nsore than simple sections of eree-runk,
a foot thick. Their rumble could be heard a mile away. First the
oxen passed him, heads down, each veam led by 2 man with a
stick, and then the Jumbering cares, and finally the rest of the
work gang. He counted them, They were all these, including
Brebix, Beside the road, the marker-stones of the aqueduct, one
every hundred pacet, dwindled into the distance. Neatly spaced
between them were the round stone inspection covers that
provided access 10 the tunnet. The regnlarity and precision of
it gave the enginesr a fleeting sense of confidence. If nothing
else, he knew how this worked.
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Hora duodecima
f18:47 hours)

‘While rocks are extremely 1trong tn compression, they
are weak in zension {sirengihs of abont 1.3 X 107 dars),
Thus, che serength of the rocks capping a cooling and
vesiculating magme dody is easily exceedsd fong defors
the magma is solid. Once this happenrs, an explonvi trup-

Los occurs. '
Volanoes: A Plansary Pertpective

liny had been monitoring the frequency of the rembi-

ing throughout the day — or, more accuraszly, his secre-

tary, Alexion, had been doing it for him, seated at the
tble in the admical’s library, with the water clock on one side
d the wine bowl on the other.

The face that it was a public holiday bad made no differ-
&ce to the admirals routine. He worked whatever day it way,
He had broken off from his reading and dictation vely once, in
the middle of the morning, ta bid goodbye o hia guents, ;md
hadlmiswdmnwmpmyﬁag themn down to the arbour to see
thet aboard their boars. Lucits Pompooianes and Livia were
bound for Smbiae, on the far side of the bay, and it had been
Ww:mqmmmmmmmm
Suiser, ag far as the Villa Calpumia in Heraulameurs. Peding
Cascws, without his wife, would take his own fully manned
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Iurnian to Rome for a councll meeting with the Emperor.
Old, dear friends! He had embraced them warmly.
Pomponianns coudd play the fool, it was crue, bur his father,
the great Pomponianus Secundus, had beer Pliny's patron, and
he felt 2 debt of konour to the family. And as for Pedios and
Rectina — their generosity to him had been without limit, It
would have heen hard for him: 10 finish the Nasural History,
living outside Rome, without the use of their library.

Just before e boarded his ship, Pedius had taken him by
the arm. ‘I didn’t like to mention it earlier, Pliny, but are you
sure yoo're quite well?’

“Too far,' wheezed Pliny, ‘thar’s all.’

‘What do your doctors say?’

‘Doctors? [ won't let those Greek tricksters anywhere neat
me. Ondy doctors can murdec a man with impunity.’

‘Bat look 2t you, man - your heart ~'

““In cardiac diszase the one hope of relief lies undoubeedly
in wine.” You should read my book. And that, my dear Pedius,
is a medicine I can sdminister myself.”

The seaor looked x hir, then said grimly, “The Emperor
13 concerned about you.'

Tha: gave Pliny a twinge in his heart, right enough. He
was a member of the imperial counci] himsell. Why had ke not
been invited to this meeting, 10 which Pediuy was Iurrying?
“What are you implying? That he thinks I'm past it?*

Pedius said nothing — a nothing that said everything. He
suddenly opened his arms and Pliny leaned forwards wnd
bugged him, patting the senator’s stiff back with his pudgy
hand. *Tike care, old friend.”

lMMJ

To his shame, when Pliny pulled back from the embrace,
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Pliny bad pever bad any difficulty issuing orders. It was
the essence of comrnand. He docreed that the evening’s saco-
fice ro Vulcan should be cancelled anxd that the bonfire in the
forum must be dismanted at once. A large public gathering at
night was a recipe for troable. It was unsafe, in any case, ©
light a fire of such a size in the centre of the vowm when te
pipes and fountaing were dry and the drought had rendered the
houses a3 flammable as kindling.

*The priests won't like that” said Antius.

The Ragship capiain had joined Pliny in the library. The
admiral’s widowed sister, Julia, who kept house for him, wa
also in the room, holding 2 tray of oysters and a jug of wine
for his supper.

"Tell the priests thar we have no choice. I'm sure Vulcan in
his mountain forge will forgive us, just this once.” Pliny
masssged his arm ircitably. It felt numb. ‘Have ail the men,
apart from the sentry parrols, confined to their barracks from
dusk. [n fact, { want a curfew imposed across the whole of
Misenum from vespera until dawn. Anyone found on the streets
is co be imprisoned and fined. Undetstood?’

*Yes, admiral.’

‘Have we opened the sluices in the reservoir yet®’

‘It should be happening now, admizal.’

Pliny brooded. They could not afford another such day
Everything depended on how long the water would last. He
made up his mind. ‘T'm going to take a Jook.”

Julia come wwands hint anxiously with the tray, ‘Ts that
wise, brothet? You ought 10 eat and rese -

'Don't nag, womsnl” Her face crumpled and he regretted
his tone a oace. Life had knocked her about enough as it wa
— humilisted by ber wastrel husband and his ghastly mistress,
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then left widowed with a boy 10 bring up. That gave him an
idea ‘Gaius,” he said, in a gentler woice. ‘Forgive me, Julia I
spoke too sharply. I'll take Gaius with me, iff that will make
you happier.”

On his way out, he called to his other secretary, Aleman,
‘Have we had a signal back yet from Rome?”

‘No, admiral.’

The Emperor it concerned abows you . . .°

He did noe like this silence.

pﬁnyhadgmmmofufonliw.ﬂemvdhdimmdby
tarmiage, a two-seater, with Galus wedged in next to him.
Beside his red and corpulent uncle he looked as pale and insub-
stantial as 2 wraith. The admica) squeezed his knee fondly. He
bad made the boy his heir and had fixed him wp with the Bnest
Wtors in Rome — Quintilian for liverature and history; the
Smyman, Nicetes Sacerdos, for thetoric. It was costing him 2
fortune but they told him the lad was brilliant. He would never
Take a saldier, though. It would be a lawyer’s life for him.

An escort of helmeted marines rotted on foct on cither
tide of the carriage, cleuring a path for them through the narrow
Mreets. A couple of people jeered. Someone spar.

"What about our water, then?’

‘Look ar that fat bastard! § bee you he’s not going thirstyl’

Gaius said, ‘Shall I close the curtaing, uncle?”

‘No, boy. Never let them see that you're afraid.’

He knew there would be 2 lot of angry people oo the stoers
%onight, Not juse here, but in Neapolis md Nola and ali the other
t0wns, especialiy on a public fextival. Perhaps Mother Nature is
PMuishing ua, he thought, for oor greed and selfishness. We
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torture her at all hours by iron and woed, fire and stone. We
dig ber up and dunp her in the sea. We sink mineshafts into
her and drag out her entrails — and all for a jewel o wear on
a pretty finger. Who can blame her if she occasionally quivers
with anger?

They passed along the harbour front. An immense line of
people had formed, quening for the drinking-fountain. Each
bad been allowed to bring one receptacle only and it was
obvious o Pliny that an hour was never going 10 be sufficienk
for chem all e receive their measure. Those who had been &
the head of the line already had their ration and ware hurrying
away, cradling their pots aixd pans as if they were carrying
gold. "We shall have w extend the flow tonighe,’ he said, ‘and
trust to that young aquarius to carry out the repairs as be
prosuised.”

'And if be doesn"y, uncle?’

“Then half this town will be on fire tomorrow.’

Ouce they were free of the crowd and on to the causeway
the cacriage picked up speed. It rattled over the wooden bridge
then slowed agnin as they climbed the hill towards the Piscina
Mirabilis. Jolting around in she back Pliny felt sure he was
about to faint and perbaps be did. Ar any rate, he nodded off,
and the next thing he knew they were drawing into the court-
yard of the reservoir, past the fushed faces of half = dozen
marines, He eeturned thelr salute and descended, unsteadily,
on Gaius's arm. J€ the Emnperor takes away my command, be
thought, I shall die, as surely as if he orders ore of his pras-
torian guard 1o strike ey head from my shoulders, 1 shall
pever write wnothee book. My life-force has gone. I am
finished.

“Are you all right, unclet*
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‘t am perfectly well, Gaius, thank you."

Foolish man! he reproached himsall. Smupid, trembling,
credulous old man! One senvence from Pedius Cascns, one
routine meeting of the imperial council to which you are not
invited, and you fall 1o picces. He insisted on going down the
steps into the reservoir unaided. The light was fading and 2
slave went on ahead with a torch. It was years since ke had lasz
been down here, Then, the pillacs had been mostly sbmergrd,
and the crashing of the Augusta had drowned out any attzmpe
at conversation. Now it echoed like 2 tomb. The size of it was
astonishing. The level of the water had fallen 0 far beneath
his feet he could barely make it ouz, until the siave held his
torch over the mirrored surface, and then be saw his own face
staring back ar him — querulous, broken. The reservoir was
also vibrating slightly, be realised, just like the wine,

‘How deep is i?’

‘Fifteen leet, admiral,” sid the slave,

Pliny contemplated his reflection. *““There bas nevet been
anyrhing more remarkable in the whole world," be murmured.

‘Whar was that, uncle?’

“When we consider the abundant supplies of water in
public buildings, baths, pools, open channels, private houses,
Bardens and country estares, and when we think of the distances
traversed by the water before it arrives, the raising of arches,
the tunnelling of mountaing and the building of ievel routes
across deep valleys, then we shall readily admit tha dhere has
never been anything mare remsrkable than our aqueducts in
the whole world.” I quote eyself, 1 fear. As usual.” He pulled
back his head. 'Allow half the water to drain away tonight. We
shall let the rest go in the morning,’

‘And then what?’
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‘And then, my dear Gaius? And then we must hope for &
beurer day romorrow.”

n Pompeil, the fire for Vilcan was ro be bit as soon as it was

dark. Before thar, there was t be the usuzl enterrainment
in the forum, supposedly paid for by Popidius, hut in r=ality
funded by Ampliatus — a bullfight, three pairs of skiemishing
giadiators, some boxers in the Greek style. Nothing too elab-
oraze, fust an hoar or 50 of diversion for the voters while they
waited for the night to amive, the sort of spectacle an aedibe
was expected to lay on in rerurn for the privilege of office.

Corelia feigned sickness.

She lay oa her bed, watching the lines of light from the
closed shatters creep slowly up the wall as the sun sank,
thinking about the conversation she had overheard, and about
the engineer, Auilius. She had noticed the way he looked &t
ber, both in Miseoum yeswereday, and this morning, when she
was bathing. Lover, avenger, rescuer, tragic victim — in ber
imagination she picticed him briefly in all chese parrs, but
always the funeasy dissolved into the same brutal coupling of
{acts: she had brougin him into the orbit of her fathet and now
her father was planning o kill him. His death would be her
fauit.

She listened to the sounds of the others preparing to leave-
She heard her mother calling for her, and then bar footstep?
on the stairs. Quickly she felt for the feather she had hidden
under her pillow. She opened her mouth and tickled the back
of her throat, voenited nodsily, and when Calsia appeared she
wiped her lips and gestured weakly to the consants of the bowl:

Her mother zat on the edge of the mattress and put ber

176



POMPEII

hand on Corelia’s brow. ‘Oh my poor child. You feet hot. I
should send for the doctos.”

‘No, don’t trouble him.” A visit from Pumpanius
Magonianus, with hiz potions and purges, was enough to make
anyone ill, 'Sleep is all I need. It was that endkess, swfal meal.
I aze to0 much.'

‘But my dear, you hardly ate a thing!’

‘That's not rue =’

‘Hush!” Her mother held up a warning finger. Someone clse
was mountng the steps, with a heavier tread, and Corelia
braced herself for a confrontation with her farher. He would
not be 50 easy to fool. But it was only ber brother, m his fong
white robes as a priest of Isis. She could smell the incense on
kim.

‘Hurry up, Corelia. He's shouting for us.’

No need 10 say who ke was.

‘She’s ill.*

‘Is she? Even so, she nust stifl come. He won't be happy.”

Ampliatus ballgwed from downstzirs and they both jumped.
They glanced towards the door.

"Yes, can’t you make an offor, Corelia?” said her mother.
‘Fot hia sake?’

Once, the three of them had formed an altiance: had laughed
about him behing bis back — his moods, his rages, his cbses-
sions. But lately that had stopped. Their domestic mrumvirate
had broken apare undar his relentless fury. Individual stracegies
formrvinlhadbomadopmd.Corelhhﬁdobscwedbetmaﬁm
become the perfect Roman matron, with a shrine to Livia in
her dressing room, while her brother had subsumed hiznself in
his Egyprian cule. And she? What was she supposed to do?
Mm'ypnpidiu“mdmkeanmndmasm?ﬂwomemorcofa
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slave in the househokl than Ampliatus had ever been?

She was too much her father’s daughrer not to fighe.

‘Ran sloag, both of you,' she said bitterly. ‘Take my bowl
of vomit and shaw it to him, i you like. But I'm not going to
his stupid spectacle.” She rolled on to her side and faced the
wall. Another roar came from below.

Her mother breathed ber martye’s sigh. ‘Oh, very well. V1l
tell Hin."

t was exacty as the engineer had suspected. Having led thess
Iahmdimnlynouhwwndsthcummitforawupkof
nailes, the aqueduct spue suddenly swung easrwards, just as the
ground began to rise towards Vesuvivus. The road tamed with
it and for the first eime they had dheir backs to the sea and were
pointng inland, towards the distant foothills of the
Appenninus.

The Pompeis spur wandered away from the road more often
now, hugging the kine of the terrain, weaving back and forth
across their path. Anilins relished this subtlery of aqueducts.
The great Roman roads went crashing through Namre in o
straight line, brooking no opposition. Bur the aquaducts, which
had to drop the width of 2 finget every hundred yards — any
more and the flow would nuprure the walls; any less and the
waber would lie stagnant — they were obliged to follow the
contours of the ground. Their greatese glories, such as the
triple-tiered beidge in southern Gaul, the highest in the worid,
that carried the aqueduct of Nemansus, were frequentdy for
from hutnan view. Somerimes jt was only the eagles, soaring
in the hot air shove some Jonely mounminscape, who could
appreciate the true majesty of what men had wrought.

178






ROBERT HALARIS

mouthful. This was atways where be preferred to be — not in
some filthy town, but out in the country, with the hidden weins
of civilisaion, beneath an honest sky. He noticed that Brebix
wis sining alone and ke weot over and broke off half a loaf
for him and beld it out, afong with a couple of sausages. A
peace offering.

Brebix hesitated, nodded and took them. He was naked to
the waitt, his swesning torso ceiss-crossed with scars.

‘What class of fighter were you?’

‘Guess.’

It was a Jong time since Attilius had been o the games.
‘Not a retiarius,’ be sid eventually. ‘1 don't see you dancing
arcund with 2 net and a trident.’

“You're right there.”

‘S0, a thrax, then. Or a murmillo, perhaps.” A thrax carried
a small shield and a shart, curved sword; a murmillo was 2
hesvier fighter, armed like an infantryman, with a gladius snd
a full rectangular shield. The museles of Brebix’s left arm —
his shield arm, emore likely than not - bulged as powerfully as
his right. ‘I'd say a murmillo.” Brebix nodded. ‘How many
fghss

“Thirey."

Auiliug was impressed. Not many men survived thirty
fights, That was eight or ten years of appearances in the asens.
‘Whose troop wene you with?’

‘Alleus Nigidius. 1 fought all around the bay. Pompedi,
mostly. Nuceria, Nola. After I won my freedom 1 went t©
Ampliatns.’

‘You didn't tumn trainet?”

Brebix said quietly, ‘['ve seen enough killing, aquacius
Thaaks for the hread.” He got to hia faet lightly, in a singhe
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flui motion, and went over to the athers. T¢ 100k no effort 10
imagine him in the dust of the amphitheatre. Anilins coukl
guess the mistake his opponents had made. They would have
thought he was magsive, slow, clumsy. But be was as agile o
4 Gt

The engineer took another drink. He coukd see straight
across the bay 1o the rocky istands off Miserum - lirle Prochys
amd the high mountain of Aenacia - and for the {irst Gme he
noticed that there was a swell on the water. Flecks of white
filings across the glaring, menllic sea, But none had boived 2
wik And ther was strange, be thought - that was odd - but it
was & fact there war no wind. Waves but no wind.

Another trick of aature for the sdmiral 10 ponder.

The sun was just beginning to dip behind Vesuvius, A hare
eaghe - small, Black, powerful, famed for never emitting 2 ¢ry
~ wheeled arel soared in silence sbove the thick forest. They
would soon be heading into shadow. Which was good, he
thought, becauss it would be cookr, and also bad, becase it
eneant there was not long tll dusk

He finished his wazer and called to the men to move on.

Sileneealaointhegmthm.

She could always tcll when her father had gone. The
whole place seemed to let out ita breath. She slipped her cloak
atound her shoulders and listened again at the shusters before
she opened them. Her room faced west. On the other side of
the courtyard the sky was as red as the terracoua roof, the
garden beneath her bakony in shadow. A sheet sill lay across
the top of the aviary and she pulled it back, o give the birds
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some ait, and then — on &npulse: it had never occurred 1o her
before that moment ~ she released the caich and opened the
door s the vide of the cage.

She drew back into the room.

The habits of captivity are haxd 1o brezk. It rock a while
far the goldfinches to sense their opportunity. Eventually, one
bird, bolder than the rest, edged along its perch and hopped
on to the borrom of the door frame. It cocked its red-and-
black-capped head at her and blinkad one tiny bright ¢ye then
lannched itself into the air. Its wings cracked, There was 2
flash of goMd in the gloom. It swooped across the garden and
came 1o rest on the ridge-tiles opposite. Anaother bird fluttered
to the door and took off, and then another. She would have
liked to sty amd wracch them all escape but instead she closed
the shurrers.

She bkad rold her maid to go with the rest of the slaves to
the forum. The passage ourside ber room was deserted, as were
the stairs, as was the garden in which her father had beld what
he thought was his secret conversation. She crossed it quickly,
keeping close to the pillars in case she encountered anyone. She
passed through into the atrium of their old house and curned
towards the tablimum. This was where her father sill conducted
his business affairs — rising to grees his clients at dawn, meeding
them either singly or in groups undl the Eaw courts opened,
whereapon he would sweep out into the street, followed by hia
usnal anxious court of petitioners. It was a symbol of
Asmpliacus’s power that the room conrained not tha psuat one
but three strong boxes, made of heavy wood bonded with brass,
attached by iron rods o the stone floor.

Corelia knew where the keys were kept because in happicr
days - or was it simply a device to convince his associates of
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She whispered again: ‘Easy, gidl, it"s only me, it’s all righe.’

The stable doot opened direcily on 1o the side sireet. Every
sound seeraad absurdly loud to her - the bang of the iron bar
as she lifted it, the creak of the hingss, che clatter of the mare’s
hooves as she led ber out into the road. A man was hurrying
slorg the pavement opposite and he rurned 1o look at her but
he didn’t stop — he was late, presumably, and on his way to the
sacrifice. From the direction of the forum came the ncise of
music and then a low roar, like the breaking of a wave.

She swixg herselfl up on ro the horse. No decorous, femin-
ine sidewnys mount for her ronight. She opened ber legs and
sat astride it like 2 man. The sense of limitless freedom almost
overwhelmed her, This streee — thit urterly ordinary street, with
its cobblers” shops and dressmakers, along which sbe had
walked so many times — had become the edge of the world.
She knew that if' the hesitated any longer the panic womld seize
her completely. She pressed her knees iuo the flanks of the
horse and pulled hard left on the reing, beading away from the
foram. At the first crossroads she turned left again, She stuck
carefully to the empry back streets and only when she judged
that she was fac enough away from the house to be unlikely to
meet anyone she knew did she join the main road. Another
wave of applause carried from the forim.

Up the hill she went, past the deserted baths her facher was
building, past the castellum aquae and under the arch of the
city gate. She bowed her bead as she passed the customs post,
pulling the hood of her cloak low, and then she was out of
Pompeii and on the road 0 Vesurviua,



Vespera

[20:00 hours]

The arrival of magma ineo the necr-nurface ywells the
reservoir and inflates the surface . ..
Encyclopaediz of Volcanoes

Aqua Augusta just a3 the day was ending. One

moment the engineer was watching the sim vanish
Wﬁ:egrwmtﬁn,silboutﬁrgi:gﬁmar«i&y,
F"kiﬂgtbcmlookuﬂmduhcymoufmmddnnm
2had gone. Looking ahead, he saw, zising oest of the darkening
%whatappwedmbegmhghqndpkmd.ﬂe
*quinted a2 chem, then spurred his borse 2nd galloped zhesd of
the wagons.
_ Four pyramids of gravel were grouped around 3 roofless,
Qrcubar brick wall, abour the heighe of 2 man's waist. It wasa
tettling tank. He knew theve would be at lesst a dogen of these
%Mknghofmwwmmydnuu&muﬁlu
%25 Vitruvius's recommendarion — places where the water was
deliberarely slowed 10 coliect impurides as they sank to the
Borom, Masses of tiny pebbles, worn perfeatly rousd and
mooth as they were washed along the marrix, had 1o be dug
Pt every few weeks and piled beside the squeduct, 1o be carted
*Way and cither dumped or wsed for road-buikding.

Anﬂiusundhisnpedidwmhcdﬁcmkdﬂ!e
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A seuling tnk had always been a favourite place from
which t0 mn off a secondary line and as Actilius dismounted
and strode across to it he saw thar this was indeed the case here,
The ground beneadh his feet was spongy, the vegetation greenes
and more luxuriant, the soil singing with saturation. Water was
bubbling over the carapace of the tank at every point, washing
the brickwork with a shimmering, translucent film. The final
manhole of the Pornpeii spur lay direcily in front of the wall.

He rested his hands on the lip and peered over the side.
The tmk was twenty feet across and, he wonld guess, at least
fifteen deep. Wizth the sun gone it was oo dark to see all the
way to the gravel floor but be knew there svould be three tunnel
mouths down there ~ one where the Augusta flowed in, one
where it Rowed our, and a third connecting Pompeit to the
system. Water surged berween his fingers. He wondered when
Carvirus and Becco had shut off the sluices at Abellinum. With
luck, the Bow should be starting 10 £ase very soom.

He heard feet squelching over the ground behind him.
Brebix amd 2 couple of the other men were walking across from
the wagons

‘So ig this the place, aquarius?’

‘No, Brebix. Not yet. Bur not far now, You see thar? The
way the waver is gushing from befow? That'’s because the main
ine is blocked somewhiere further down its course.” He wiped
kis hands on his tunic. ‘We need w0 get moving again.’

Tt was not a popular decision, and quickly hecame even less
so when they discovered that the wagons were sinking up 19
their axles in the mud. There was an outbreak of cursing and
#t mok all their strengrh — shoulders and backs applied first ©
one cart and then to the other — e heave them up on 1o firmer
ground. Half 2 dozen of the men went sprawling and lay there
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refusing to move and Amlius bad o go round offering bis hand
and pulling them up on to their feet. They were tired, supsr-
stitious, kungry - it was worse than driving a team of ill-
terapered mules.

He hitched his horse 1o the back of one of the wagons and
when Brebix asked him what he was doing he said, ‘T'll walk
with the rest of you.' He took the halier of the nearest ox and
tugged it forwards. [t was che same story as when they left
Pompeii. At fiest nobody moved but then, grodgingly, they set
off after him. The naural impulse of men is to follow, be
thought, and whoever has the strongest sense of purpose will
always dominate the rest. Ampliatus understood that hetrer than
anyone he'd met,

They were crossing 1 narvow plain between high ground.
Yesuvius was to their left; ro cheir right, the distant cliffs of the
Appenninus rose like a wall. The road had once again parted
company with the aqueduct and they were following a oack,
plodding along besile the Augusta — marker-stone, manhole,
marker-stone, manhole, on and on — through ancent groves
of olives and lemons, as pools of darkness began to gather
beneath the trees. There was linle to hear above the rumble of
the wheels exceps the occasional sound of goats’ dells in the
dusk.

Attilivs kept glancing off 1o the line of the aqueduct. Warer
was bubbling around the edges of same of the manholes, and
that was ominous. The aqueduce wnnel was six feet high, If
lhebmoflhcwuerwmﬂ'muwdwlodgtthehuvy
inspection covers, then the pressure must be immense, which
in tuen supgested that the obstruction in the marrix must he
oqually massive, otherwise it would have beer: swept away.
Where were Corax and Musa?

189






POMPETT

them the appearance of some exotic herd of antelope come
dawn for an evening drink and a bathe. Whoops and splashes
cartied to where Anilius stood with Musz and Corvinus. He
made no attempr 10 stop them. Let them enjoy it while they
could, Besides, he had a fresh mystery 1o contend with

Corax was mmsing.

According to Musa, he and the overseer had discovered
the lake less than rwo houss after Jeaving Pompeii — 2round
2000 it must have been — and it was exactly as Arilius had
predictad: how could anyone miss a Aood of this size? After
3 brief inspection of the damage, Corax had remounted his
borse and set off back vo Pompeii to report on the scale of the
problem, as agreed.

Attiliua's jaw was set in anger. ‘But that must have been
seven or eight hours ago.” He did not believe it. "Come on,
Muss - what really happened?”’

“I'm telling you the mruth, aquarius. I swear itl” Musa's eyes
were wide in apparently sincere alarm. ‘I thought he would be
coming bsck with you. Something must have happened to him!’

Beside the open manbole, Musa and Corvinas had lica fire,
20t 10 keep themselves warm - the alr was sill subery — but to
Ward off evil. The dmber they had found was a¢ dry 35 rinder,
the flames bright in the darkness, spining fountsins of red
Sparks that rose whirling with the smoke. Huge white moths
mingled with the flakes of ash.

‘Perhaps we mivsed him on the road somehow.”

Attilius peered behind him into the encronching gloom. But
even as he said it he knew that it could not be right, And in
any cage, a man on horsehack, even if he had taken a different
Foute, would surely have had tme o reach Pompeii, discover
they had lef and casch up with them. ‘This makes no sense.
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When Musa came back Attilius handed him tha torch. He
tied one end of the rope around his waist and sat on the edge
of the open manhole. He muttered, *Theseus in the Yabyrimh.’

Wha*

"‘Never mind. Just make sure you don’e Jet go of the other
end, there’s a good fellos.’

Three feet of earth, thoughe Amilius, then rwe of masonry
and then six of nothing from the top of the nmnel roof o the
Boor, Eleven feet ins all, 1 had berier land well, He rarned and
Yowered himself into the narrow shafk, lis fingers holding dghe
ta the lip of the manhole, and hung there for 2 jmoment,
aspended. How many nmes bad ke done this? And yer never
I more than a decade had be Jost the sense of pamic at finding
kimzelf entombed beneath the earth. 1t was his secret dread,
never confessed 10 anyone, not even 1o his father. Especally
nat 10 his father. He shut his eyes and let himself drop, bending
bis knees as he landed to absorb the shock. He crouched there
for a moment, recovering his balance, the siink of sulphur in
his nostyils, then cautiously feht outaards with his hands. The
wmnel was only three feet wide. Dry cement beneath his
fingers, Darkness when he opened lis eyes - as dark as when
they were closed. He stood, squeszed himself back a pace mnd
sbouted up to Musz, “Throw down the torch?

The flame gunered as it fell and foc a moment be feared it
Bad gone oat, but when he bent vo take the harndle it flared sgain,
Eghting the walls. The lower part was encrusted with lime
deposited by dhe water over the years. Its roughened, bulging
Ritface looked more like the wall of a cave than anything man-
tade and he thought how quickly Nanure seized back what She
bad ylelded — brickwork was crumbled by rain and frost, roads
were buried under green drifis of weeds, aqueducts were clogged
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by the very water they were built to carry. Civilisation was a
relentless war which Man was doomed 1o lose evenrually. He
picked ar che lime with his chumbnail. Here was another
example of Exomnius’s idlencss. The lime was almost as ehick
8 his finger. It cuglt te have been scraped back every couple
of years. No maintenance work bad been done on this stretch
for at least a decade.

He turned awkwandly in the confined space, holding the
torch in front of him, and strained his eyes inm the darkness.
He could see nothing, He began 1o walk, counting each pace,
and when he reached eighteen he gave 2 murmur of surprise.
It was not simply that the tannel was encirely blocked ~ he had
expected that — but rather it seemed as if the Roor had been
driven upwards, pushed from below by some irresistible force.
The thick concrete bed on which the channel rested had been
sheared and a section of it sloped towards the roof, He heard
Musa's muffled shour behind him: ‘Can you see it*"

"Yes, 1 see tt’

The runnel narrowed dramatically. He had 1o get down on
his knees and shuffle forwards. The fracturing of the base had,
in turn, backled the walks and collapsed the roof. Water was
seeping darough 2 compressed mass of bricks and earth and
lumps of concrete, He scraped at it with his free hand, bur the
stench of sulphur was at ins strongest here and the flames of
his torch began to dwindie, He backed away quickly, reversing
ail the way to the shaft of the machole. Looking up he could
just make out the faces of Musa and Corvinus framed by the
evenmmg sky. He leaned his torch agains: the tunnel wall.

"Hold the rope fast. I'm coming ont.’ He untied it from
around his waist and gave it a sharp putl. The faces of the men
had vanished. ‘Ready?’
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Yest

He tried not to think of what might happen if they Jet him
fall, He grasped the rope with his right hand and hauled himself
up, then grabbed it with his left and bauled again. The rope
swung wildly. He got his head and shoulders into the inspac-
tion shaft and for a moment he thought his strength woudd Jet
him down but another heave with each hand brought his knees
into contact with the aperture and be was able 1o wedge his
back aginst the side of the shaft. He decided it was easier 1o
ket go of the rope and to work himself up, pushing his body
up with his knees and then with his back, unti! his arms were
over the side of the manhole and be was able to eject himself
o the fresh night air. -

He lay on the ground, recovering his breath as Musa and
Corvinus warched him. A full moon was rising.

"Well?' sard Musa, "What did you make of ir?*

The engineer shook his head. “U've never come across
anything like it. I've seen roof falls and I've seen lacd sips on
the sides of mountains. Bur this? This looks as though an entre
section of the floor has just been shifted upwaede Thar's new
10 me,’

‘Corax suid exactly the same.”

Artilins got to bis feec and peered down the shafi. His rorch
was still burning on the tunnel floor, “This tand,’ he said bictarly.
Tt looks solid encugh- But it’s no more firm than water.” He
$arted walking, recracing bis steps along the course of the
Augusta. He counted off eighteen paces and stopped. Now that
he studied the ground more closely he saw that it was bulging
tlightly, He scraped 2 mark with tha edge of his footand walked
on, counting again. The swollen section did not seem very
Wide, Six yards, perhaps, or eight. (t waa difficult to be precise.
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He made another mark. Away to bis left, Ampliatus’s men were
still clowning around in the lake,

He experienced a sndden rush of cptimism. Acrually, it
wasn't o big, this blocksge. The more he pondered it, the
less likely it seemed w him 10 have been the work of an earth-
quake, which could easity have shaken the roof down along an
entire section — now shat would have been a disaster. But this
was much more localised: more as if the land, for some strange
readon, had rigen 2 yard or two along a narrow line,

He mrned in 2 full cdrcle, Yes, he could see it now. The
ground had beaved. The mawix had been obstructed. At the
same time the pressnre of the movement had opened & crack
in the sunnel wall. The water had escaped into the depression
and formed 2 lake. But if they could clear the blackage and let
the Augusta drain . . .

He decided at that momene that he would not send Corvinus
back to Abeltinum. He would try 1o fix the Augusta overnight.
To confront the impossible: that was the Roman way! He
cupped his hands to his mouth and shouted to the men. ‘All
righe, gentlemen! The baths are closing! Let's get to work!'

omen did ot often travel alone along the public high-
Wmsof(:ampmiaand,as(‘mdhpaaed them, the peas-
ants working in the dried-up, narrow fields turned o stare at
het. Even some brawny farmer’s wife, 38 broad as she was mll
and armed with a stout hoe, mighr have hesitaved to venture cut
unprotected at vespera, But an obviously rich young girl? Ona
fine-looking horse? How fiicy @ prize was that? Twice men
stapped out into the road and atvempied to block her path or
grab at the reins, but each time she spurred her mount onwards
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and after a few hundred paces they gave up trying to chase her.

She knew the roure the aquarius had taken from her caves-
dropping that afternoon. But what had sounded a simple
enough journey in a sunlit garden — following the line of the
Pomnpeii aqueduct 1o the point where it joined the Augusts -
was 3 terrifying underaking when actaally atemptred ar dusk
and by the time she reached the vineyards on the fnothills of
Vesuvius the was wishing she had never come. 2t was true what
ber father said of her - headstong, disobedient, foclish, that
she acted first and thought about it afterwards, These were the
famibiar charges he had flung at ber the previous evening in
Misenam, afier the death of the slave, as they were embarking
1o requrn to Pompeii, But it was too late to turn back now,

Work wes ending for the day and lines of exhausted, silent
davu,xhackledmge&aatﬁnmk]e.ms}mmingbaidcdw
10ad in the twilight. The ¢lank of their chains against the stones
and the flick of the oversesr’s whip across their backs were the
tnly sounds. She had bezrd aboat such wreiches, crammed
into the prison blocks aztached 1o the targer farms and worked
10 death within & year or rwo: she had never actally seen them
close up. Oceationally a slave found the energy o raise bis ayes
from the dirt and meet her glance; it was like staring through
2 hole inro hel,

And yer she would not give in, even as nightfall emptied
the road of traffic and the line of the aqueduct became harder
® follow. The reassuring sight of the villas on the lower slopes
of the mountain gradually dissolved, to be replaced by isolated
Points of torchlight and lamplight, winking in the darkness
Her borse slowed to a walk and she swayed in the saddle in
time with jts plodding motion.

It was bot. She was thirsty. (Naturally, she had forgoten
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to bring any water: tha was something the slaves abways carried
for her.) She was sore wheve her clothes chafed against her
sweating skin. Only the thought of 1he aquarius and the danger
he was in kept ber moving, Perhaps she would he two lee?
Pechaps he had been murdered already? She was just begin-
ning o wonder whether she would ever catch up with him
when the heavy 2ir scemed ¢o turn solid and 10 hum around
her, and an instant lsier, from deep inside the mountain w hes
left, came a loud crack. Her horse reared, pitching her back-
wards, and she was almost thrown, the reins snapping chrough
her sweaty fingers, her damp legs failing to grip irs heaving
flanks, When it plunged forwards again and set off at a gallop
she only saved herself by wrapping her fingers tightly in iw
thick mane and clinging for ber life.

1t must bave charged for a mile or more and when at Jast
it began to slow and she was able 10 raise her head she found
thar they had left the road and were cantering over open
ground. She could hear water somewhere near and the horse
must have heard it, o, or smelled it, because it turaed and
begin walking towards the sound. Her cheek had been pressed
cloge to the horse’s neck, her eyes shut eighy, but now, as she
raised her head, she coald make put white heaps of stone and
a low hrick wall chat seemed to enclose an enornrous weil. The
horse bent to drink. She whispered 1o it, and gendy, so as not
to alarm It, dismounted. She was rrembling with shock.

Her feet sank into mud. Far in the distance she could set

the lights of camp fires.

Atﬁﬁm’sﬁmobjecﬁvtwwmvcdledcbﬁs&m
anderground: 10 e25y task. The tnnel was only wide
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enough for one man ar a ime 1o confront the obstruction, ta
swing a pick-axe and dig with a shovel, and once a basket was
filled it had to be passed along the marrix from hand o hand
untid it renched the bottom of the inspection shaft, then attached
1 a rope and hauled to the surface, enpried, and sent back
again, by which Gme a second basket had already been Joaded
and dispatched on its way.

Artilius, in his usual way, bad caken the first turn with the
pick. He rore a strip from hiy tunic and tied it round his mouth
ind nose to ery to reduce the smell of the sulpimr, Hacking
xway ar the brick and sarth and then shovelling jt inzo the haakat
was bad enough. But irying 10 wicld the axe in the cramped
space and s4ill find the force vo smash the concrete inta manage-
ible lumps was 2 labour fit for Hercules, Sorme of the frag-
ments took rwo men to carry and before long he had scraped
his elbows raw against the walls of the tunnel, As for the hest,
tompounded by the sweltering night, the sweating bodies and
the burning torches — that was worse than he imagined it could
be even in the gold mines of Hispania. But still, Attilins had a
sense of progresy, and thar gave him axtra strength. He bad
found the ypot where the Augusta was choked. All his probe
lems would be overcome if could clear these few rarrow yards.

After a while, Brebix tapped him on the shoulder and
offered 1o ke over. Attllius gratefully handed him the pick
and watched in admiration ay the big man, despite the fact that
his bulk completely filled the tunnel, swiung it as casily a8 if it
Were a 1oy. The engineer squeezed back along the line and the
Othery ahjftsd o make room for him. They were working as a
bam now, like a singie body: the Roman way again. And
Whether it was the restorative effects of their bathe, or relief
it having a specific tsk 10 occupy their thoughis, the mood of
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the men appeared transformed. He began to think that perhaps
they were oot suck had fellows after all. You could say what
you liked abour Amplianss: at least he knew how o train 2
slave-gang. He took the beavy basket from the man beside him
— the same man, he noticed, whose wine be had kicked away
— turned and shufiled with it co the next in the Jine.

Gradually he Jost rack of time, his world restricted to this
narrow few feet of unoet, his sensaiions to the ache of his
arms and back, the cuts on his hands from the sharp debris, the
pain of his skinned elbows, the sulfocating heat. He was so
ahsorbed char ar first he did not hear Brehix shouting to him.

‘Aquarius! Aguarius!'

‘Yes?’ He fatrened himself against the wall and edged past
the men, aware for the first e that the water in the tinnd
was up ro his ankdes. “Whar is it?’

‘Look for yourseli.’ Anilius rook a torch from the man
behind him and held it up close to the compacted mass of the
blockage. At first ghance it looked solid enough, but then he
saw that & was seeping water everywhere. Tiny rivulets were
running down the oozing bulk, as if it had broken into a sweat.
*Sex what I mean?® Brebix pradded it with che uxe, ‘1f this Jot
goes, we'll he drowned like rats in a sewer,”

Anilius was aware of the silence behind him. The slaves
bad all stopped work and were listening. Looking back he saw
thas they had already cleared four or five yards of debris. So
what was left to hold back the weight of the Augusta? A few
feer? He did not want to stop. But he did not wanr to kil them
all, zither.

‘Al right,’ he said, reluctantly. ‘Clear the tunnel.’

They needed no second telling, leaning the torches up
against the walls, dropping their tools and baskets and lining
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ap for the rope. No sooner had ane man climbed it, bis feet
dimppearing inta the inspection shaft, than another had it in
his bands and was hauling himself to safety. Ardlrus followed
Brebix up the runnel and by tche rime ehey reached ehe ranhole
they were the only ones left below ground.

Brebix offered him the rope. Anilius refused it. 'No. You
g0 I'll stay down and see what else can be dooe.’ He realised
Brebix was looking at him as if he were mad. ‘Il fasien the
tope around me for safery. When yoo get 1o the top, untic it
from the wagon and pay out envugh for me 1o reach the end
of the tunnel. Keep a firm hold”

Brebix shrugged. “Your dwsice.”

As be rurned 1o climb, Adilius caughe his amm, “You are
Rrong encagh to hold me, Brebix?*

The gladiator grinned briefly. “You — and your focking
mother)'

Despite his weight, Brebix ascended the rope as nimbly as
A monkey, and then Anilius was alone. As he knoited dhe rope
oand his waist for a second time he thought that perhaps he
%ar mad, but there seemed no aliernative, for until ehe tunnel
W1 drained they could not repair ir, and be did not have the
tme to wair for all the water (o se¢p through the obstruction,
He tugged on che rope. ‘Al right, Brebix?"

“‘Ready)

He picked up his tosch and began moving back along the
tinnel, the water above his ankles naw, sloshing around his
thing as he stepped over the abandoned 100ls xad baskers. He
Moved slawly, so that Brebix could pay our the tope, and by
the time he reached the debris be was swrating, from nerves
% much as from the beat. He could sense the weight of the
Augusta behind it. He transferred the torch ineo his left hand
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Nocte concubia
[22:07 hours]

‘Many cbservers kave commented om the tendency for
aruprions to be cnidiated or decome stromgur at times of
Jull moor whan the cidol sirescas in the cruss are
greazest.”

mpliatus had never cared much for Vulcaoabia, The

festival marked that point in the calendar when nighrs

fell noticeably earlier and momings bd vo st by
candletight: the end of the promise of summer and the sart of
the long, melancholy decline into wintes. And the teremony
itsell was distasteful. Vulcan dwele in a cave beneach a moun-
Win and spread devouting fire acrom the carth. All creatures
Wemt in fear of him, except for fish, and 50 ~ on the principle
that gody, ike humans, desire most that which s lesst atmin-
able — he had to be appeased by 2 sacrifice of fish thrown alive
on to a buening pyre.

It was not that Amplisnie was entirely iscking In religious
feeling, He always liked 1o sce a good-looking aninsal slaugh-
red — the placid manner of 3 bull, say, as it plodded towards
the alear, and the way it atared at the priest 50 bermuscdly; then
the srunning and unexpected blow from the assistant's kammer
and the flash of the knife a3 its throat was cog; the way it fell,
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squirmed, even as they acknowledged che tribute of the mah,
And most of the mob knew ir, too, and were all the more
respectful towards him as a resulr. He could see them searching
out his face, nudging and pointing.

“Thar’s Ampliarus,” he imagined them saying, ko rebuil
the town when the others ran away! Hail Ampliatut! Hail
Amplintus! Havl Amplianust’

He slipped away before the end.

Once again, he decided he would walk rather than ride in
his limer, passing down the steps af the temple berween the ranks
of the spectarors —a nod bestowed hese, an elbow squeezed there
~ tloag the shadowy side of the building, under the mumphal
arch of Tiberius and into the empty street, His slaves carvied his
litter hekind him, acting as a bodyguard, but he was not afraid
of Pompeii after dark. He knew every stone of the town, every
hump and hollow in the road, every storefront, every drain. The
vast full moon and the occasional streetlighe — another of his
innavations « showed him the way home cleatly enough. But it
Was not just Pompeii’s buildings he knew. It was irs people, and
diemymiomworkingsofitsmul,cspeciallyatdmimﬁn
neighbourhood wards — Forenses, Campanienses, Salinjenses,
Urbulanenses, Pagani ~ in each of which be had an agens; and
all the craft guilds — the laundrymen, the bakers, the fishermen,
the perfune-makers, the goklamiths and the rest — again, he
had ther covered. He could even deljver half the worshippers
“Iﬁglﬁsmple,uablockvon.mﬂhmfweming
Whichever hooby he selectad into power he seceived thase
‘ and permits, planning permissions and favoarable
Jdpements in the Basilica which were the invisible currency
ufPOWcr.

He turned down the hill towards his house — his Aoxres, he
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somehaw by the force of his will, by cleverness and by public
confidence, and if that fool Luciuns Popidius thought he was
getting his old family home back once he had married Corelia
~well, sadly, he should have gnt himself 3 decent lawyer before
be signed the serdlement.

As he passed the swimming pool, lit by torches, be paused
to study the founsain. The mist of the water mingled with the
scent of the roses, but even as he waiched it seemed to hin thae
it was beginning to Jose its strengrh, and he thought of the
solemn young aquarius, out in the darkness somewbere, trying
10 repair the aquaduct. He would not he coming back. It was a
Pity. They might have done business together, But be was
bonest, and Ampliatus's motto was always "May the gods protect
s from an honesr man'. He might even be dead by now.

The flaccidity of the fountain began 1o pertwb him. He
thought of the silvery fish, springing and sizsling in the flames,
%ed tried to imagine the reaction of the townspeople when
they discovered the aqueduct was failing. Of course, be
tealised, they would biame it all on Vulan, the superstitious
fooks. He had not considered that. In which case tomoerow
might be an appropriate moment finally to produce the
Prophecy of Biria Onomastia, the sibyt of Pompeii, which he
bad taken the precaution of commissioning earlier in the
Summer. She lived in a house near the amphitheatre and at
hight, 2mid swathes of smoke, she communed with the ancient
Bod, Sabarios, 10 whom she sacrificed snakes — a disguating
Ptccedure - on 2n altar supporting two magical bronze hands.
T]‘evbolecemmnyhad given him the creeps, bur the sibyyl

had prediced an amazing future fac Pompedi, and it would be
useful to Jer word of it spread, He decided he would sumron
"‘emasismwsinﬂwmoming, For now, while the athers were
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wice after the rope gave way Awilius managed to jam his

knees and elbows against the narrow walls of the matrix
in an effort to wedge himself fast and rwice he succeeded only
o be pummelled loose by the pressure of the water and
propelled further along the mnnel. Limbs weakening, tungs
barsting, he sensed he had one last chance and tried agzin, and
this time he stuck, spread wide like a starfish. His bead broke
the surface and he choked and spluttered, gasping for breath.

In the darkness he had no idea where he was or how far he
had been carried. He could see and hear nothing, feel nothing
except che cement against his hands and knees and the press-
tre of the water up to his neck, hammering againat his body.
He had no idea how Jong be clung there bor gradually be
became aware that the pressure was slackening and that che
level of the water was falling. When he felt the air on his
thoulders he knew that the worst was over. Very soon affer
tha his chest was clear of ehe surface, Cautiously be Jet go of
the walls and st00d. He swayed backward in the dow-moving
airrenr znd then came upright, like a tree that had susvived a
flash-flood.

His mind was beginning to work again. The backed-up
Waters were draining away and because the sinices had been
closed in Abellinum twelve hours earkier there was nothing Jeft
I replenish themn. What remained was being tamed and reduced
by the infinitesimal gradient of the aqueducr, He felt 2ome-
thing tugging at his waist. The rope was sireaming cut behind
him. He fumbled for it in the darkness and bauled it in, coiling
R around his arm. When he reached the end he ran his fingers
Over it. Smooth. Not {rayed or hacked. Brebix must simply
hivclagnofit.WhyPSuddedyhempaniddng.fmﬁcw
Tscape. He leaned forward and began 1o wade but it was like
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a nighumare — his hands stretched out invisible in front him
fecling along the walls into the infinite dark, his legs vnable to
move faster than an old man’s shuifie. He felt himself doably
imprisaned, by the carth pressing in all around him, by the
weight of the water ahead. Hig ribs ached. His shoulder fels 21
if it bad been brandad by fice.

He beard a splash and than in the distance a pin-prick of
yellow light dropped like a falling star. He stopped wakling and
listtned, breathing hard. More shouts, followed by a second
splash, and then ancther rorch appeared. They were searching
for him. He beard a faine shout - ‘Aquarius!’ — and tried ro
decide whether he should reply. He was scaring himself with
shadows, surely? The wall of debris had given way so abrupty
and with such foree that no normal man would have had the
strength to hold him. But Brebix was not a man of normal
strength and what had happened was not unexpected: the glad-
ixcor was supposed to have been braced against it.

‘Aquacius?

He basicted, There was no other way our of the tunnel,
thar was for ceruin. He would have to g on and face them.
But his insuinct told him o keep his suspicions to himself. He
shouted back, “i'm herel” and splashed on through the dwin-
dling water towards the waving lights.

hey greeted him with a mixrure of wonder and respect ~
Brebix, Muta and young Polites all crowding forward to
meet him — for it had seerned to them, dhey said, that nothing
could have survived tha Aood, Brebix insisted thar tve rope had
shot through his hends like a serpent and as proof he showed
his palms. In the torchlight each was crossed by a vivid bum-
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mark. Perhaps he was telling the trutb. He sounded contrite
enough. But then any assassin would fook shame-faced if his
victim came back to Jife, ‘As | secall it, Brebix, you said you
could hold me and my mother.’

‘Aye, well your mother’s heavier than [ thoughe.’

“Youa’re favoured by the gods, aquatius,” declared Musa.
‘They have some destiny in mind for you.’

"My destiny,” sakl Atilius, ‘is ro tepair this fucking eque-
duct and get back to Miseaum.” He unfastened the rope from
around his waist, ook Polites’s torch and edged past the men,
shining the light along tha tunnel,

How quickly the water was drainingt 1t was already balow
his knees. He imagined the current awiring past him, on its
way 10 Nola and the other towns, Evenmally it would work ity
way alt around the bay, across the arcades north of Neapalis
and over the great arch ar Cumae, down the spine of the pen-
imsula to Misenum, Soon this section would be drained entirely.
There would be nothing more than puddles on the floor.
Whasever happened, he had fulfilled bis pronzise 2o the admizal.
He had cleared the matrix.

The point where the winnel had been blocked was aull a
mess but the force of the flood had done most of their work
for them. Now it was a matter of clearing out the rest of the
earth and rubble, smoothing the foer and walls, putting down
n bed of concrete and a fresh lining of bricks, thea u render of
cement — nothing fancy: just remporary repairs ustl they could
get back 10 do a proper job in the sutumn. 1t was sl 2 ke of
work to get through in a night, before the first tongues of fresh
water reached them from Abetlinum, after Becco had reopened
the shuices. He told thers whar he wanied and Musa started
adding his own suggestions. If they brought down the bricks
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now, he sxid, they could stack them ateng the watl and have
them ready 10 use when the water cleared, They could make 2
start on mixing the cement above ground immediately. It was
the first dme he had shown sny desire to co-operate since
Antilius had taken charge of the aqueduct. He seemed awed by
the engineer’s survival. I should come back from the dead more
often, Amilius thoughe.

Brebix said, ‘At dease that stink has gone.”

Attilius had noe noticed it bafore. He sniffed the air. it was
true. The pervasive stench of sulphur scemed 1o have heen
washed away. He wondered what that had a)l been abour -
where it had come from in the first place, why it should have
evaporated — but he did not have time 10 consider ir. He heard
his name being called and he kicked his way back through the
water to the inspection shafc It was Corvinus's voice:
Aquarios!

“Yes?' The face of the slave was sithouetred by a red glow.
‘What & it

I think you cught to come and see.’ His bead disappeared
abrupily.

Now what? Auiliuy took the rope and tested it carefully,
then stacted climbing. In his bruised and exhausced state it was
harder work than before. He ascended slowly — right hand, left
hand, right hand, kauling himself into the narrow access shaft,
working himself up, thrusting his arms over the lip of the
manhole and levering himself out into the warm night.

In the time he had been underground the moon had dsen
— huge, full and red. It was like the stars in this part of the
workl — like everything, in fact — unnatural and averblown.
There was quite an operation in progress on the surface by
now: the heaps of spoil excavared from the wunnel, a couple of
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big bonfires spitting sparks at the harvest moon, torches planted
in the ground to provide additional light, the wagons drawn
wp and mostly unloaded. He could see a thick rim of mud in
the moonlight around tha shallow lake, where it had already
mostly drained. The slaves of Amphatn's work-gang were
Jeaning against the cars, waiting for orders. They watched him
with curiosity as he hauled himself 1o his feee. He must Jook
a sight, he realised, drenched and dirty. He shoutes into the
umnel for Musa to come up and set them back e work, chen
Jooked around for Corvinus. He was about thirty paces away,
chose 1o the oxen, with his back 1o the manhaole. Artitins shouted
te him impatenty.

“walla*

Corvinus turned and by way of explanation stepped aside,
revealing behind him a figure in a honded cloak. Anilius set
off towards them. iz was only as he came closer and the siranger
pulled back the hood that he recognised her. He could not barve
been more startled if Egeria herself, the goddess of the waner-
spting, hed materialised in tha moonlight. His first
instinct was that she must have come with her father and he
looked around for othet riders, other horses. Bu: there was only
one horse, chewing placidly on the thin grass. She was alone
and as he reached her he raised his hands in 2stonishment.

‘Corelia — what is this’

‘She wouldn’t tell me whar she wants,’ interrpted
Corvinuy. ‘She says shelt only alk w you.’

‘Coreliap”

She nodded suspiciously towards Corvinug, put her finger
& her lips and shook her head.

'See what I mean? The moment she turned up yesterday I
knew she was trouble
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‘All sight, Corvinug. That's enough. Get back 1o work.”

‘at

'WW’

As the slave slouched away he examined her more closely.
Cheeks smudged, hair dishevelled, clozk and dress spactered
with mud. Bur it was her eyss, unnaturally wide and bright,
that were most disturbing. He took her hand. “This is no place
fot you,' he said gently. ‘What are you doing here?”

'I wanted to bring you these,” she whispered and from the
folds of her clozk she began producing small cylinders of

papyTUs.

be documents were of different ages and conditions. Six

in rotal, smalt enough 10 fit into the cradle of one arm.
Amilius took a torch and with Corelia beside him moved away
trom the activity around the aqueduct ro a private spot behiod
ooe of the wagona, locking out over the flooded ground. Across
what remained of the lake ran a wavering path of moonlight,
a3 wide and straight as a Roman road. From the far side came
the rusde of wings and the cries of the waterfowl.

He took her clok from ber shoulders and spread it out for
her to sit 0n. Then he jammed the handle of the torch into the
tarth, squatred and unrolled the oldest of the documents, It
was a plan: of one section of the Auguata — this very secrion:
Pompei, Nolx and Vesuvius were all marked in ink that had
faded from black to pale grey. It was stamped with the impe-
tial seal of the Divine Augustus as if it had been inspecred and
officially approved. A surveyot’s drawing. Original. Drafied
more than a century ago. Pethaps the great Marcus Agripps
himself had once held iz in his hands? He turned it over. Such
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s document could only have come from one of two places,
eithey the archive of the Curator Aquarum in Rome, or the
Piscina Mirabilis in Missnum. He rolled it carefully.

The nexe three papyri consisted mostly of columns of
numerals and it took him a while 0 make cuch sense of them,
One¢ was headed Coloniz Veneria Portpeianorum and was divided
into years — DCCCXIV, DCCCXY and so on ~ going back
nearly two decades, with further subdivisioas of notations,
ﬁgumwdmuls.Tbeqlmdziai:umedmmlyunﬁl,by
the year that had ended last Dacember — Rome’s sight hundred
ad chirty-thicd — they had doubled. The second document
scemed at first glance to be identical ansil be smidied it more
closely and then he saw that the figures thronghout were
roughly half as large »s in the first. For example, for the last
year, the grand 1ot of three hundred and fifty-two tousand
recorded in the fitar papyrus had been reduced in the second
% on¢ hundred and seventy-eight thousand.

The third document was less formal, It kooked like the
monthly record of a man's income. Again there were shmost
%0 decades' worth of figures and again the sums gradually
mountad untl they had almost doubled. And & good income it
Vaz — perhaps fifty thousand sesterces in the fast year alone,
Mmaybe a third of a million ovenrall,

Corelia was sitting with her knees drawn up, warching him,
‘Well? What do they mesn?’

He took his dme answering, He felt tainted: the shame of
One man, the shame of them atl. And who could el bow high
ﬂ'tmhsdsprnd?Bm&mbedeght.No,hwmldmhtﬂ
gone righe the way up 10 Rome, because if Rome had been a
Part of it, Aviola would never have senr him south to Misenum,
“These look like the actual figures for the amount of water
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consumed in Pompeii.’ He showed her the fiest papyrus. “Three
bundced and fifty thousand quinarize last year — char would be
about right for 2 town of Pompeii’s size. And this second set
of records I presume is the one thar my predecessor, Exomnius,
offiially submirted o0 Rome. They wouldn't know the differ-
ence, especially after the earthquake, unless they sent an
inspector down 2 check, And this” — ke did nor try to hide his
contempt as he Hourisbed the third dorument — *is whar your
father paid him to keep his mouth shut.” She looked at him,
bewildered. “Water iy expensive,” he explained, ‘especially if
you'‘re rebuilding half a toom. “Ar beast as valuable as money”
-~ that’s what your father said to me,” No doubt it would have
made the difference berween profit and loss, Salve lucrum/

He rolled up the papyri. They must have been stolen from
the squalid room above the bar. He wondered why Exomnivs
would bave run the risk of keeping such an incriminating record
¢ close 10 hand. But chen he supposed that incrimination was
precisely what Exomnius would have had in mind. They would
have given him a powerful hold over Ampliarut: Don'’s sver
think of trying to move againse me — of silencing me, or cuting
me out of the deal, or chreatening me with exposure — because of
I am ruimed, I can riin you with me

Corelia 52id, ‘What abour those rwo?’

The final pair of documents were so different from the
others it was as if shey did not belong with them. They were
much newer, for a start, and instead of figures they were
covered in writing. The fitst was in Greek.

The summit ieealf & montly flat, and eanirely barren. The soil
dooks like ach, and chers are cove-like pies of blackened rock,
fooking gnowed by fire. This area appeers 10 kave been on fire
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Ix the past and to kave Aad craters of flame which were sbse-
quently exvinguisked by a lack of fuel. No doude thix ja the
reason for the fersility of the serrounding avea, at at Castana,
where they say tAar soil filled with tha azk throwe ap Sy Eiaa's
production. Bhen it is over-charged wirk the exriching suchewance
it it ready 10 durm, ar s the case with olf nulphuoous subatances,
bus when this Aas beer sxuded and the fire extongrashed the +oil
becomes ash-like and smitable for produce.

Attilius had to read it through twice, holding it ro the torch-
light, before bhe was sure he had the sense of iL. He paseed it
ro Corelia. TAs suermiz? The summit of what? Of Vesuvius,
presumably — that was the only summit round here. But had
Exomnius - lazy, ageing, hard-drinking, whore-loving
Exomnius — really found the enesgy 10 climb all the way wpro
the top of Vesuvius, in a deoughe, 1o record his impressions in
Greek? it defied belief. And the language — Zavw-ike pics of
dlackened vock . . . fertility of the sarrouniding orea”~ thet didn’t
sound like the voice of an engineer. I¢ was ro¢ literary, not at
all the sore of phrases that would come narurally o a man like
Exomnius, who was surely no moree fluent in the rongue of the
Hellenes chan Attilius was himself. He must have copied it from
somewhere, Or had it copied for him. By one of the scribes in
that public library on Pompeit’s forum, perhaps.

The final papyrus was longer, and in Latin. But the content
wis equally strange:

Lucitius, my good fioed, I awe just Ard that Pompes, e
Jamows aty in Campania, has deen faid low by om torthpuabs
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which alio dissrbed all tha odacens disericts. Also, pare of the
a2 of Hecalanewn it in ruins and even the strucneres which
are lzfe sanding are shaky. Neapolis alse losr many privat
dwellings. To these calamiries ochers were added: they say that
¢ flock of kandreds of Sheep were Killed, staiwes were cracked,
mnable 1 kelp chemselver.

I hove raid that & flock of handreds of sheep were killad in
the Pompeiian disovcs. There is no reason you should think this
Aappened 10 those skeep becanre of fear. Fox they say that a
plague urually occurs after ¢ great earthquake, ond thir is aor
sxrprising, Foe many death~cerrying elamanzs lie Aidden in the
depeks. The very otmasphecs thare, whieh it stagnens aither from
sons flew in the earth or from inoctinity and the searnal dark-
wass, 0 harmful to thoat Sremihing . } am not surprised that
sheep have beca infected — sheep which Rave & delicate const-
Rwtion — the clover tAey carried her Acads 10 the ground, soves
thay recaived the efflatus of he tainiad air near o the grouad
wrelf. If the air Aed come out in greater guantisy it would Aeve
Aarmed pecple so0; Sut the abandonce of purs air exringuithed
it bafors & roae kigh envugh 10 be Sreathed by people.

Again, the language seemed 0o fowery 16 be the work of

Exomnius, the execution of the script too professional. In any
case, why would Exomnius have claimed to bave just Aoard
about an earthquake which had happened seventeen years

exrlier? And who was Lucibus? Corelia had leaned across o
read the document over his shoulder. He could smell her

pesfume, feel bar breath on his cheek, her hreast pressed against

his arm. He sid, ‘And you are sure these were with the other

ppryi? They could not have come from somewhere else?

216



POMPEIT

‘They were in the same box. What do they mean?’

‘And you didn't see the man who brought the box to your
father?’

Carelia shook ber head. *I could onty hear him, They talked
about you. It was what they said that made me decide 1o find
you.” She shifted fractionally closer to bim and lowered her
wice. ‘My father said he didn’t want you to come back from
this expedition alive.’

‘Is thar s0?’ He made an effon to laugh. ‘And what did the
other man say?’

'He said that it would not be a probiem.’

Silence, He felt her hand touch his — her cool fingers on
his raw cuts and scratches — and then che rested her head against
his chest, Sbe was exhausied. For 2 moment, for the first time
in three years, he allowed himself 1o relish the sensation of &
having a woman's body close to bis.

So this was whar it was like to be alive, be thoughk, He had
focgoeeen.

After a while she fell asleep. Carefully, s0 a8 not to wake
ber, he disengaged his arm. He left her and walked back
over to the aqueduct.

The repair work had reached = decisive point. The slaves
had stopped bringing debris up out of the tunnel and had started
lowering bricks down into it, Arilius nodded warily 1o Brebix
and Muss who were standing waiking together. Both ren fell
silent a3 he approached and glanced beyond him to the place
Where Corelia was ying, but he ignored their curiosity.

His mind was in a turmoil. That Exomnius was corrupt was
N0 surprise — be had been resigned to that. And he had assumed
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At some point, Aot magma imteracted with ground-water
Soest event, the minor phrsaro-magmatic erupzion which
showered fine-grained grey rphra aver the easiern flanks
of the volcano. Thiz probably took place diving the night
or ot the morning of 29 August.”’
Yolcenoes: A Planetary Pergpective

e kept his increasing anxiety ta himaedf all chrough
the sweltering night, as they worked by rorchlight
¢ repair the mawix.

He helped Corvious and Polites on the surface mix the
wooden troughs of cement, pouring in the quicklime and the
powdery puteolanum and & tiny amount of water - no more
than a cupful, mind, because that was the first secret of making
a good cement: the drier the mixture, the stronger it set — and
than he helped the slaves carry it down in baskees into the matrix
and spread it out to form a new base for the conduit. He helped
Brebix smash wp the rubble they had dug out eartier and they
added a couple of layers of that into the base, for srength. He
belped saw the planks they used to shuttey the walls and to crawt
along over the wet cement, Ke passed hricks 10 Musa a1 be Jaid
them. Finally he stood shouldes-to-shoulder with Corvinus to
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apply the thin coat of render. (And here was the second secrat
of perfect cement: to pound it as hard as possible, hew it as
you would bew wood’, ta squeeze out every last bubble of water
ot air which might larer be a source of weaknest)

By the time the sky above the manhole was rurning grey
be knew that they had probably done encugh to bring the
Augusta back into service. He would have ro retum 1o repair
her properly. But for now, with a bit of luck, she would hold-
He walked with his torch 10 the end of the patched.up section,
inspecting every foot. The waterproof render would be setting
even as the aqueduct started 10 flow aguin, By the end of the
first day it would be hard; by the end of the third it would he

stronger than rock,

K Being stronger than rock means anything any more. But he
kept the thought to himself.

‘Cement that dries underwater,’ he said 10 Musa when he
came back. ‘Now har is & mirscle,’

He et the others climb up ahead of him. The breaking day
showed tha: they had pitched their camp in rough pasture,
littered with large stones, flanked by mountains. To the exst
were the seeep cliffs of the Appenninus, witch a town — Nols,
presumably — just becoming visible in the dawn light abouc five
or six miles away. Buz the shock was 1o discover how elose they
were to Vesuvius. [t lay direetly 1o the west and the Jand started
ta rise almost immediately, within a few hundred paces of the
squedhict, ueepening po a point 30 high the engineer had to it
hi¢ bead back to see the summit. And what was most unset-
ding, now that the shadows were lifing, were the streaks of
greyish-white beginning to appear across one of its flanks.
They st00d our cleacly against the surrounding forest, shaped
like arrow-heads, pointing towards the summir. If it had not
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been August he would have sworn that they were made of
saow. The others had noticed them as well.

‘Eee?” said Brebix, gawping atthe mourain. Ice in Augus:?”

‘Did you ever see such a thing, squarius?” asked Musa.

Awmliug shook his besd. He was thinking of the description
in the Greek papyri: ‘the ash thrown ip &y Etna’s famer makes
the dand particularly good for vines'

‘Could it," be said hesicantly, almost ro himself, ‘could ir
perhaps be asd?'

‘But how can there he ash withour fire?” objected Musa.
‘And if there had been a fire that size in the darkness we would
have seen is”

‘That"s erue.' Antilius glanced sround at their exhmsted,
fearful faces, The evidence of their work was everywhere - beups
of rubble, empry amphorae, dead worches, scorched parches
where the night's fires had been allowed 10 burn themselves out.
The lake had gone, and with iz, be noticed, the birds. He tad not
heard them leave. Aloeg the mountain ridge opposite Vesuvivs
the sun was beginning 10 appear. There wi a strange scllness
in te air. No birdsong of any soet, ke realised. No dewn chorus.
That would send the augurs into a frengy, ‘And you're sure &
was not there yesterdxy, when you arived with Corax?’

‘Yes.' Musa way staring at Vesuvius rransfixed. He wiped
his hands uneasily on his filcsy aunic- “Ie must have happenod
last night. That erash which shook the groand, remember? That
must have been it The mounttin has cracked and spewed.'

There was a general munering of uneasiness among the
men and someone ¢ried out, “That can only be the gianes!’

Attilins wiped the sweat fram his eyes. Tt was sarting
fee) ho already. Another scorching day in prospect. And some-
thing more than haat — a tautness, like & drumskin sererched
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too far. Was it his mind playing tricks, or did the ground seem
to be vibraring slightly? A prickle of fear stirred the hair on
the back of his scalp. Etna and Vesuvius — he was beginning
t0 senis¢ the same cernible conpection thar Exomnius must have
recognised.

‘All right,’ he said briskly. *Let"s get away from this place.’
He set off wwards Corelia. “Bring everything up out of the
matrix,” be called over his shoulder, "And look sharp about it
We"ve finished here.’

Shcwﬁllasleep,orulmthedmghuhamshew
lying beside the more distant of the two wagpna, curled up
on her side, her legs drawn up, her handa raised in front of hec
face and balled into fixs, He s0od looking down at bar for a
momenst, marvelling at the incongruity of her beaury in this deso-
late wpot — Egeria among the humdnum rools of his profession.

‘I've been awake for hours.” She roiled on to her back and
opened her eyes, ‘Is the work ftnishad?”

‘Finithed enough.' He knclt and began collacting rogether
the papyri. ‘“The men are going back to Pompell. I want you
10 go on ahead of them. I'll send an escort with you.'

She sat ap quickly. ‘No¥’

Re knew how she would react, He had spent half the night
thinking about it. Bus what other choice did he have? He spoke
Guickly. *You must retuen those documents to where you found
them. §f you set off now you should be back in Pompeli well
before midday. With luck, be need never know you took demm,
ar brought them out here 1o me.’

‘But they are the proof of his corruption ~'

‘No” Me held up his hand 10 quiet ber. ‘No, they’re 10t
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On their awn, they mean nothing. Proof would be Exomnius
giving testimony before & magistrate. But ] don’r have him. |
don't have the money your fmher paid him or even a single
piece of evidence that be spent any of it. He"s been very careful,
As far as the world is concerned, Exomnins was as honest as
Cato. Besides, this kin't as important as getting you away from
here. Something’s happening to the mountzin. I'm not sure
what. Exomnius suspected it weeks ago. 1t°s aa if =" He broke
off. He didn’t know kow to put it inte words. ‘It's a3 if it's —
eoming alive. You'll be safer in Pompeii.’

She was shaking her head. "And whar will you doi*

'Return to Misenum. Report to the admirul. i anyone can
roake sense of what is happening, be can.’

‘Onee you're alone they'll try to kill you.'

‘1 don’t chink so. If they'd wanted to do tha, they had
plenty of chances last night. If anything, Il be safer. 1 bave a
hotse. They're an foor. They couldn't carch me even if they
tried."

‘! aiso have a horse, Take me with you.’

“That's impossible.'

‘Why? 1 can ride.”

For a moment he played with the image of the two of them
turning up in Misenum together. The daugheer of the owner
of the Villa Hortensia sharing his cramped quasters at the
Piscina Mirahilis. Hiding her when Amplistus came Jooking for
her. How long would they get away with it? A day or two.
And then what? The laws of society were as inflesibia as the
taws of enginecring,

*Corelin, listen,” He took her hands. “if I could do znything
to belp you, in return for what you've done for me, I would.
But this is madness, to defy your father.’
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“You don't usderstand.” Her grip on his fingers was fero-
cious. ‘I can't go back. Donr't make me go back. [ can'r bear to
see him again, or to maery that man —'

‘But you know the law. When it comey 10 marriage, you're
as much your father’s property as any one of those slaves over
there,' Whar could he say? He hated the words even as he
utcered them. ‘Tt may not turn out to be as bad as you fear
She groaned, pulled away her hands and buried her face, He
blundered on. “We can't escape our destiny. And, believe me,
thexe are worse ones than mamrying a rich man. You could be
working i the fields and dead at raenty. Or a where in the
back streets of Pompeii. Accept what has to happen. Live with
it. You'll survive. You'll see.’

She gave him a Jong, slow look — contempt, was it, or
lsatred? ‘I swear to you, I sooner would be a whore.'

‘And I swear you would not.” He spoke more sharply:
“You're young, What do you know of how people live?’

‘I know I cannot be married ro someone 1 despise. Could
you?" She glared at him. 'Perhaps you could.”

He mirned away. "No, Corelia.’

‘Are you married?’

‘Na”

‘But you were married?’

‘Yes,' he said quietly, ‘I was masried. My wife is deed.’

That shut her up for a moment. *And did you despise her?’

‘Of course nov’

‘Did the despise you?

"Pethaps she did.”

She was briefly sifent again, "How did she die?’

He did not ever aalk of it. He did not even think of it. And
if, as sometimes happened, especially in the wakeful hours
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before dawn, his mind evey started off down that exiserable
road, he had trained himself o bau it back amd et it on 2
different course, But now — there was something about her:
she had got under kis skin, To his astonishment, he found
himself telling her.

‘She looked something like you. And she had a temper, too,
like yours." He laughed bricfly, remembering. “We were married
three years.” 1t was madness; he could not stop himself. *She
was in childbirth. But it came from the womb feet first, like
Agrippa. That"s what the name means— Agrippa — acgre parms
~"born with difficulcy™ — did you kncw thar? § thoaghr at first
it was a fine omen for a fiure aquarius, to be born ke the
grear Agrippa. 1 ‘was sure it 'was 2 boy. But the day went on ~
it was June im Rome, and hot: ahmost as hot 23 down here ~
and even with a doctor and rwo wornen in arendance, the baby
would noe move, And then she began to bleed.” He closed his
eyes. “They came to me before nightfall. “Marcus Ailins,
choose hetween your wife and your child!” 1 said thar I chose
both. But they rold me that was noe to be, 50 1 said — of conrse
[ naid — "My wife.” [ want into the room w be with her. She
Wi very weak, but she disagreed. Arguing with me, cven then)
They had a pair of shears, you know — the sort thar a gardener
night uoe? And a krife. And a hook. They cut off one foor,
and then the odher, and used the knife 1o quarter the body, and
then the hook to draw out the skull, But Sabina’s bleeding didn’t
Stop, and the pext morning she also died. So I don't know.
Perhaps at the end she did despise me.'

€ sent her back 10 Pompeii with Polites. Not because the
Greek slave was the sirongest escore available, or the best
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horseman, bat becnsse be was the only one Atilius trusred. He
gave kim Corvinus's moust and rold him not 10 tet ber cut of
bis sight untl she was safely home.

She went meekly in the end, with barely another word, and
he felt ashamed of what he had said, He had sitenced her well
enough, but in 3 coward's way — unmanly and self-pitying,
Had ever an unctuous lawyer in Rome used a cheaper trick of
rhetoric to sway & court thun this ghastly parading of the ghosts
of a dead wife and child? She swepe her cloak around her and
then flung her head back, flicking her long dark hair over her
collar, and dhere was something impressive in the gesture: she
would do as be asked but she would not accepe char he was
right. Never a glance in his direction as she swung herself casily
into the saddle. She made a clicking sound with her tongue and
tugged the reins and see off down the track behind Polites.

It took all his self-controd nor 1o run after her. A poor
reward, he thought, for al) the risks she ran for me. But what
else did she expect of him? And as for fate — the subject of his
plons liede Jacture — he did believe in fare. One was shackled
10 it from birth as to a moving wagon. The destination of the
journey could not be aitered, only the manner in which one
approached it ~ whedher one chose to walk erect or 1o be
dragged complaining through she dus¢.

Still, he felt sick as he watched her go, the sun hrightening
the Landscape as the distance between them increased, so that
be was able to watch her for 3 long time, nnuil at Lase the horses
pasyed behind a clump of clive trees, and she was gone.

n Miseomm, the admiral was lying on his matiress iz his
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He was remembering the flar, muddy forests of Upper
Germany, and the great oak trees that grew along the shore of
the northern sea — if one could speak of a shore in a place
where the sea and the land barely knew 2 boundary — and the
rain ank the wind, and the way that in a storm the trees, with
a terrible splintering, would sometimes detach themvel ves from
the bank, vast islznds of soil trapped within their roots, aad
drift upright, cheir foliage spread like riggging, bearing down on
the fragile Roman galleyx He coukl still see in his mind the
sheet [Ightning and the dark sky and the pale Faces of the Chauei
watriors amid the treey, te smell of the mud and the ram, the
terror of the trees crashing into the ships at anchor, his men
drowning in thar filtvy barbarian sea -

He shuddered and opened his eyes 1o the dim Light, hauled
kirself up, and demanded to know whete be was. His secre-
tary, siting beside the couch nexx to a candle, hia stydus poised,
looked down at kis wax tablet.

“We were with Domitius Cotbulo, sdmiral* said Alexion,
'when you were in thte cavalry, fighting the Chauci.”

‘Ah yes. Just so. The Chaud. T remember -

But whar did be remember? The admiral had been trying
for months 10 write hiy memoirs — his final book, he was sare
~ and it was 3 welcome distraction from the crisis oa the ague-
duct ro return 10 it. But what be had seen and done and what
be had read or been told seemed swowadays to run sogether, in
2 lind of seamless dream. Such things he had witnessed! The
tpresoes — Lollia Paulina, Caligula’s wife, sparkling liks 2
fountain in the candlelight ar ber betrothal banques, cascading
with forty million sesterces’ worth of pearts and emeralds. And
the Empress Agrippina, marvied 10 the drooling Claudius: he
had seen her pass by in a cloak made entirely out of gold. And
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gold-mining he had watched, of course, when he was procu-
rator in northern Spain — the miners cutting away ar the mous-
tainsile, suspended by ropes, so that they looked, from a
distance, like a species of giant bird pecking ar the rockface.
Such work, such danger — and to what end? Poor Agrippins,
murdered here, in this very town, by Ancienus, his predecessor
as admiral of the Misene Fleet, on the orders of her son, the
Emperor Nero, who put his mother to #2a in a boat that
collapsed and then had her stabbed o death by sailors when
she somehow struggled ashore. Stories! This was his problem.
He had 100 many stories to fit into one book.

‘The Chaudi " How old was he then? Twenty-four? It wat
his first carapaign. He began again. "The Chauci, I remesaber,
dwelt on high wooden platforms to escape the treacherous ddes
of that region. They gathered mud with their bare hands, which
they dried in the freezing north wind, and burne for fuel, To
drink they consumed anly rinwater, which they collected in
tanks a the feont of their houses — a sure sign of their lack of
civilisation. Miserable bloody bastards, the Chauei.” He paused.
‘Leave that last bit out.’

The door opened briefly, sdmitting a shafe of brilliant white
light. He heard the rusling of the Mediterranean, the
hammering of the shipyards. So it was momning already. He
must have been awake for hours. The door closed again. A
vave tip-toed 2¢7033 to the socretary and whispered Into his
ear. Pliny rolled his fat body over on 1o one side 1o get a better
view. ‘“What gime is ie*'

"The end of the first hour, admiral.”

‘Have the sluices been opened ar the reservoic?’

“Yeu, sdrniral. We have: 2 message that the last of the warer
has drained sway.’
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the water nunning, Brcaiae J am afrasd. The engineer shrugged.
‘Curiosity. Don’t warry. [ haven't forgotten my promise, if
that’s what’s bothering you. Here.’ He thress Musa his Jeather
purse. “Yow've done well. Buy the men some food and wine.’

Musa opened the purse end inspected its contents. “There’s
plenty here, aquarius, Enough for a woman as well.’

Aunilios laughed. *Go safety, Musa. Il se¢ you soon, Either
in Pornpedi or Misenum,’

Musa gave him a second glance and seemed about to say
sotrething, but changed his mind. He wheeled away and st
off after the carts and Atitius was alone,

Again, he was struck by the peculiar stillness of the day, as
if Nature were holding Her breath. The noise of the heavy
wooden wheels slowly fuded into the distance and all ke could
bear was the occasional rinkle of a goar’s beil and the ubiqui-
eous chafing of the ckadas. The sun was quite high now. He
glanced around st the empty countryside, then Iay on his
stonack and peered inta the matrix, The heat pressed heavily
on his back and shoulders, He thought of Sabina and of Corelia
and of the terrible image of his dead son. He wept. He did not
rry to stop himelf but for once surrendered o ie, choking and
shaking with grief, gulping the tunnel air, inhaling the cold and
hicrer odour of the wet cement. He felt oddly apart from
himself, 3 if he had divided into two people, one crying aod
the other watching him cry.

After n while he stopped and raised himself to wipe his
face on the sieeve of his tunic and it was only when he looked
dotm again that kis eye was caught by something ~ by a glint
of reflected fight in the darkness. He drew his head back
slightly to let the sun shine direcdy along the shaft snd he
saw very faintly that the floor of 1he aqueduct was glistening-
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He rubbed kis eyes and kooked again, Even as he watched ihe
quality of the light seemed to change and become more
substantial, rippling and widening as the mnnel began 1o fil!
with water.

He whispered to himself, “She ruosl’

When he was sadsfied that be was oot mistaken and chat
the Augusta had indeed begun to flow again, bie rolled the heavy
manhole cover across to the shafi. He slowly lowered it, pulling
his fingers back ¢ the last instant ro Jet it drop the final few
inches, With z thud the tunne] was sealed.

He untethezed his horse and climbed into the saddle. In the
shimmering beat, the marker-stooes of the aqueduet dwindled
into the distance like a line of submerged rocks. He pulled 0o
the ceins and turned away from the Augusia wo face Vesuvius,
He spurred the horse and they moved off along the rrack that
led towards the mounein, walking at first but quickening o 8
ot as the ground began to cise.

A:h?&dmﬂinbﬂhhlmdtkwhddrﬁmd
away s the great reservoir was empey — a rare sight. I
had last been allowed 1 happen a decade agoand that had been
for maintenance, so that the slaves could shovel our the sedi-
ment and check the walls for signs of cracking. The admiral
bistened attentively as the slave explained the workings of the
System, He was always interested i technieal matrers.

‘And how often iy this supposed 1o he done

"Every ten years would be oustornary, adeiral.”

*So this was going 10 he dooe again soon?’

“Yes, admiral.’

They were standing on the steps of the reservoir, about
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floading back, as if there was was nothing left of him any more
but a breathless sack of remembered impressions,

He hoisted the folds of his togaand began stepping gingery
across the surface, his feet sinking deep into the mud, which
then made a delightful sucking noise cach time he lifted them.
He heard Gaius shout behind hins, *Be careful, uncle!” hut he
shook s head, laughing, He kept away from the tracks the
others had made: it was more enjoyable 0 rupture the crost of
mud where it was still fresh and just beginning 1o harden in
the warm air. The others followed at a respectful distamce.

Whar an extraordinary construction it was, he dhough, this
underground vault, with its pillars each ten times Kigher than
2 man! What imaginstion had first envisioned it, what will and
strength had driven it through to constrktion —and alk to store
witer that had already been carvied for sixty miks! He had
never had any objection to deifying emperors. 'God i man
helping man,’ that was his philosophy. The Divine Augustus
deserved his place in the pantheon smply for commistoning
the Campanian aquedwct and the Piscina Mirabilis. By the time
he veached the centre of the reservoir he was breathless with
the effort of repeatedly holsting his feet our of the clinging
sediment. He propped himself against a pillar as Guius came
up beside him. But he was glad that he had made the effort.
The warer-glave had been wise 10 send for him. This was some-
thing 10 see, right enough: a mystery of Namue had become
wlso 2 mystery of Man.

The object in the mud was an amphora wed for storing
quicklime, 1t was wedged almost upright, the bottom part baried
in the soft bed of the reservoir. A long, thin rope had been
#tached 10 irs handles and this lay in 2 tangle around it. The lid,
which had been sealed with wax, had been prised off. Scatered,
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gleaming in the mud, were perhaps a hundred small silver coina.

‘Nowhing has been removed, admiral,” said Dromo
anviously. ‘I told them to leave it exactly as they found it.’

Pliny blew out his cheeks, ‘How much is in there, Gaiun,
would you say?'

His nephew buried both hands into the amphora, cupped
them, and showed them to the admiral. They brimmed with
silver denatii. ‘A foreune, uncle.’

"And an illegal one, we may he sure. It corrupts the honess
tmud.” Neither the carthenware vessel nor the rope had much
of 2 coating of sediment, which meant, theughe Pliny, dhat it
coald not have lain oa the reservoir ficor for long — a maonth
at most, He glanced up towards the vaulted ceiling. "Someane
must have rowed out,” he said, ‘and lowered it over the side.'

“And then tet go of the rope?” Gaius lookad at him in wonder.
‘But who would have done such a thing? How could he have
hoped to retrieve it? No diver could swint down this deep!’

‘Trse.” Pliny dipped his own hand into the coins and exam-
ined them in his plump palm, steoking them apart with his
thumb, Vespasian's familiar, scowling profile decorated one
side, the sacred implements of the augur occupied the other.
The inscription round the edge — [MP CAES VESP AVG COS
1§ — showed that they had been minred during the Emperor's
thid consulship, eight yeara earlier, ‘Then we must assame that
their owner didn’t plan to retrieve them by diving, Grius, but
by draining the reservoir, And tve only man with the authenty
to empty the piscina whenever he desired was our missing

aquaring, Exomnius.’
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trates of Pompeti —were meeting in exnergency sewsion

in the drawing room of Lucios Popiding. The staves
bad cartied in a chair for each of them, and 2 sxall ble, around
which they sat, mostly silent, arms folded, waiting. Amplians,
out of deference 1o the fact that he was not a magistrare,
reclined on a couch in the corner, eating & fig, waiching them.
Through the open door he could see the swimming poel and
its silent fountain, and also, in a comer of the tiled garden, 2
cat playing with 2 like bind. This titzal of exteaded dearh
intrigned him, The Egyprians held the cst to be a sacred animal:
of all] creatures the nearest in intelligence 10 Man. And in the
whole of Nature, only cats and men — that be could think of
~ derived an obvious pleasure from cruelty. Did thar sean that
Cruelty and intelligence were incvimbly entwined? Interesting,

' I ¥ he quattuorviti — the Board of Four: the elected magis-
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He ate anothes fig. The naise of his shurping made Popidius
wince, “[ must say, you scem supremely confident, Ampliatus.’
There was an adge of irrivation in his voice.

‘I am supremely confident. You should relax.’

“Thae"s easy enough for you to say. Your name is not on
fifty notices spread around the city assuring sveryone thar the
water will be fkrwing again by midday.”

‘Public responsibility — the price of elected office, my dear
Popidius.” He clicked his juicy fingers and a slave carried over
2 smalt silver bowl. He dunked his hands and dried them on
the slave’s wnic. ‘Have faith in Roman engineering, your
honours, Al will be well.”

It was four hours since Pompeii had woken to another hot
and eloudless day and ¢o the discovery of the failuze of its warer
supply. Ampliatus’s instiner for what would happen next bad
peoved cocrect. Coming on the moming after most of the town
kad turned out to sacrifice to Vulean it was hard, even for the
Jeast superstitious, not 1o see this as further evidence of the god's
displeasure. Nervous groups had smrted forming on the sireet
corners toon after dawn. Placards, signed by L. Popidius
Secundus, posted in the forum and on the larger fountains,
annonnced that repairs were being carried out on the aquaduct
and that the supply would resume by the seventh hour. Buc it
was not much reassurance for those who remembered the terrible
carthiquake of seventeen years ago - the water had failed on that
occasion, ko — and all morning there had been uneasiness across
the town. Some shops had failed to open. A few people had Jefi,
with their possessions piled on carts, loudly proctaiming that
Vulcan was sbout to destroy Pompeii for 2 second time. Arnd
now word had got out that the quattuorviri were meeting at the
Homse of Popidins. A crowd had gathered in the street outside.
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Oceasionally, in the comforiable drawing room, the noise of the
mob could be heard: a growl, like the sumd of the beasts m
their cages in the numels of the amphithestre, Immediately
before they were let Joose to fight the gladiatoes.

Brirtius shivered. T told you we should never have agreed
to help that sngineer.’

“That’s right,’ agreed Cuspius. ' sid 50 right at the start.
Now look where it’s got us.”

You couid learn s0 much from & man's face, thought
Ampliatus. How much be indulged himself in food und drink,
what manner of work be did, his pride; his cowardice, his
strength. Popidius, now: he was handsome and weak; Cuspius,
like his father, brave, brutal, stupid; Brittiug sagged with self-
indulgence; Holconius vinegary-sharp and shrewd - too many
anchovies and 100 mouch garum sauce in thor diet.

‘Balls,’ said Amplizrus amisbly. “Think aboun it, If we badn'’t
helped him, he would simply have gone to Nola for assistance
and we would still have Jost our wacer, only a day fater ~ xnd
bow would that have looked when Rome gor 1o hear of it?
Besides, this way we Inow where be is. He's m our power.

The others did not notice, bur old Holconius urmed round
a once, 'And why ib it 60 important that we know where he
isg’

Amgliatus was momentarily lost for an answer. He Lasghed
it off. ‘Come on, Holconius! [3n"e it always neefid 1o know as
much as possible? That'y worth the price of lending him a few
slaves and some wood and lime. Once a man is in your delx,
im't it easier 1o conerol him?”’

‘That's certainly true,” said Holconius drily and glanced
across the table at Popidius.

Even Popidius was not stupid enoagh to miss the insult. He
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flushed scarlet. ‘Meaning?’ he demanded. He pushed back his
chair.

*Listen!’ commanded Ampliatus. He wanted 1o stop this
conversation before it went any further. ‘I want to tell you
about a prophecy 1 commissioned in the summer, when the
tremors started.’

‘A praphecy?” Popidius sat down again. He was immedi-
ately interested, He ioved all thar stuff, Ampliatus knew: old
Biria with her rwo magical bronze hands, covered in mystic
symbols, her cage full of snakes, her milky-white eyes that
ocouldn’t see a man's face but could srare into the future. “You've
consulted the sibyl? What did she say?’

Ampliatus arranged his features in a suitably solemn expres-
sion, “She sacrificed serpents ro Sabazius, and skinned them for
their meaning. | was present throughout,” He remembered the
ilames on the aduar, the smoke, the glitrering hands, the incense,
the sibyl's wavering voice: high-pitched, barely human — like
the curse of that old woman whose son he had fed 1o the eels.
He had been awed by the whole performance, despite himel{.
'She sa% 2 TOWN - Our town - many years from now, A thou-
sand years distant, maybe more.” He ler hia voice full 10 8
whisper. ‘She saw 1 ciry famed throughout the world, Our
temples, our amphitheatre, our streets — thronging with peopke
of every tongue. That was what she saw in the gurs of the
makes. Long after the Caesars are dust and the Empire has
passed away, what we have built here wilt endure.’

He sat back. He had half convinced himself. Popidius let
out hig breath, ‘Riria Onomastia,' he said, ‘is never wrong.

"And she will repear alf this?* asked Holconius sceptically
"She will Jer us use the prophecy?*

'She will,’ Ampliatuy affirmed. ‘She’d better. I paid has
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plenty for ir' He thought be heard something. e rose from
the couch and walked out into the sunshine of the garden. The
fountain that fed the swimming pool was in tha form of a
nymph ripping a jug. As be came closer he heard @ again, a
faint gurgling, and then warer began to trickle from the vessel's
lip. The flow stuttered, spurted, seemed o stop, but then it
began 10 run more strongly. He felt suddenly overshelmed by
the mystic forces be had unleashed. He beckoned po the others
10 comeand kook. *You see. | told you. The prophecy is correcal”

Amid the exclamations of pleasure and celief, even
Holconius managed a thin smile. ‘That's good.”

*Scutariusl” Ampliatus shouted to the steward. “Bring the
quattuorviri our best wine ~ the Caecuban, why not! Now,
Popidius, shall 1 give the mob the news or will you?*

"You vefl them, Ampliarus. I need 2 drink.’

Ampliatus swepr across the arrium towayds the grest from
door. He gestured 1o Massavo tw open it and stepped ouz on to
the threshold, Pechaps a burdred people — ir people was how
he liked to think of them — were crowded into the street. He
hedd up his arms for silence. “You all know who I am,' he
shouted, when the murmur of voices had died away, ‘and you
all Enow you can trust mel’

“Why should we?* someone shouted from the back.

Ampliarus ignored him. ‘The warer is runaing again! If you
don’t believe me - Like that irsolent fellow there — go and look
at the founcaing and sce for yourselves. The aqueduct is
repairedl And later today, s wonderful prophecy, by the sityl,
Biria Onomastia, will be made public. Ic will ke more thian 3
few trembles in the ground and one hot summer w frighten

the colony of Pompeiil’
A few people cheered. Ampliatus beamed and waved.
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“Good day to you all, citizens! Let's ges back 1o business, Safve
lucrwm{ Lucrum gaudiom!' He ducked back into the vestibule,
“Throw them some money, Scutarius,” he hissed, still smiling
at che mob. ‘Not too much, mind you. Encugh for some wine
for them ail’

He lingered long enrongh to bear the effects of his Largesse,
as the crowd struggled for the coins, then headed back rowards
the arrium, rubbing bis hands with delight. The disappesrance
of Exomaius had jolted his equanimity, he would nct deny it
but in less than a day be had dealt with the problem, the {oun-
tain looked to be running sirongly, and if that young aquarivs
was not dead yet he would be soon. A cause for celehration!
From the drawing room came the sound of laughter and the
clink of crysal glass. He was about to walk around the pool
to join them when, at his feet, he noticed the body of the bird
he had watched being killed. He prodded it with his toe then
stopped to pick it up. Its tiny body was seill warm. A red cap,
white cheeks, black and yellow wings. There was a baad of
blood in its eye.

A goldfinch. Nothing to it but (uff and feathers. He
weighed it in his hand for 2 moment, some dark thonght moving
in the back of his mind, then let it drop and quickly mounted
the steps into the pillared garden of his old house. The cat saw
him coming and darted owt of sight behind a bush but
Ampliatus was not interested in pursuing it. His eyes were fix2d
on the empty cage on Corelia’s balcony and the darkened, shut-
tered windows of her room. He bellowed, 'Celsial’ and his wife
came running. ‘Where’s Corelia?"

'She was ill. 1 let her sleep -

"Get her! Now!’ He shoved her in the direction of the stair-
case, turned, and hurried towards his srudy.

242



POMPKIL

Ir was nor posstbie —

Shke world nor dars -

He knew there was something wrong the moeaent he picked
up the lamp and tock it over to his desk. 1t was an old erick,
learned from his former master — a hair in the drawer 1o zll
him if a curious hand had been medkdling in his affairs — but it
worked well encugh, and be had let it be anderstood that he
would crucify the slave who could not be truated.

There was no hair. And when be opened the sirong box
and took our the document case there were nd papyTi, either.
He stood there like a fool, sipping up the empry capsa and
shaking it like a magician who had focgorten the rest of His
trick, then hurled 1t scross the room where it splintered againse
the wali. He ran out t the courtyard. Hix wife had opened
Corelia’s shutrers and was standing on the balcosy, her hands

pressed to her face.

Comﬁahadlurbkadwmnm’ as the came through
the Vesuvius Gate and iato the square heside the castellum
aquae. The fountains had started to rua again, but the flow was
still weak and from this high vantage point it was possible 1o
see thar a dusty pail had formed over Pompeii, thrown up by
the traffic in the waterless streets. The noise of activity rose
23 a general hum above che red roofs.

She had taken her time on the journey home, never once
spurcing her horse above walking pace as she skirted Vesuvius
and crossed the plein, She saw no reason to speed up now. As
the descended the hill cowards the big crossroads, Polites plod-
ding faishfully behind bec, the blank walls of che houses seemed
® rise on either side to enclose her like a prison. Places she
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had relished since childhood — the hidden pools and the scented
Bower gardens, the shops with their trinkets and fabrics, the
theatres and the noisy bath-houses — were as dead ro ber now
#s ash. She noticed the angry, frusirated faces of the peopic &
the fountains, josing 16 jam their pots beneath the dribble of
water, and che thought again of the aquarius. She wondered
where he was and what he was doing. His story of his wife
and child hed haunred her all the way back 1o Pompeii,

She knew thar he was right. Her fate was inegcapable. She
felt neither angry norafraid any more as she neared her father’s
house, merely dead to it all — exhausted, filthy, thirsty, Peshaps
this woukd he hex life from now on, her body going through the
routine motions of existence and her soul elsewhere, watchfl
and separate? She could see a crowd in the street up ahead,
bigges than the usaal collection of hanggrs-on who waited for
bours for a word with ber father. As she warched they scemed
to break into some outlandish, ritalistic dance, leaping into the
aix with their arms outstrerched then dropping 1o their knees to
scrabble on the stones. It 1ok her a moment 1o realise that they
were having moncy thrown to them. That was typical of hee
father, she thought — the provincial Caesar, erying to buy the
affection of the mob, believing himself to be acting like an acis-
tocrat, never recognising his own puffed-up vulgariry.

Her contempt wat suddenly greater than her hatred and it
srengihened ber courage. She led the way round o the back
of the house, towards the stables, and atche sound of the hooves
on the cobbles an elderly groom came out. He looked wide-
eyed with surprise at her dishevelled appearance, but she took
no notice. She jumped down from the saddle and handed him
the reins, “Thank yon,’ she said 1o Polites and then, ro the
groom, *See that this man is given food and drink.’
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She passed quickly out of the plare of the sweet and into
the gloom of the house, climbing the stairs from the alaves'
quacters. As she walked she drew the colls of papyri from
beneath her cloak. Marcus Atiidius had told her to replace them
ity her father’s study and hope their memoval lad not been
naticed, But she would not do thar, She would give them ro
hinn herself. Even heteer, she would rell him where che had
been. He would know that she led discovered the truth and
then he could do to hes what be pleased. She did not cire. What
could be worse thap the fate he had already planned? You
cannot punish the dand.

It was with the exhilaratioe of rebellion that she emetged
through the custain into the House of Popidius and walked
towards the swimming pool that formed the heart of the villa.
She beard voices to her right and saw in the drawing room hee
fumare husband and the magistrates of Pompeii. They wrned
1o jook at her at exactly the moment that her father, with bee
maother and hrother behind him, appeared on the steps keading
to theit old home. Ampliatus saw what she was carrying and
for one glorious mstaat she saw the panic in his face. He shouted
2t her — ‘Coreliat’ — and started towards ber buz ke swerved
fway and ran into the drawing room, scaering his secrets
across the wble and over the carpet before he had a chance o
s0p her.

t seemed to the engineer that Vesuvius was plsying a game
with him, never coming any closer hvvwever bard he rode
towards her. Only occasionally, when he Jooked back, shielding
his gyes againse the sun, did he realise how high be was
climbing. Soon he had a dear view of Nola. The irsigated fieks
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around it were like a clear green square, no Jarger than a doll's
handkerchief lying unfolded on the brown Campanian plain.
And Nola iself, an old Samnite fortress, appeared no more
formidable than a scattering of tiny children's hricks dropped
off the edge of the distant mounriin range. The citizens would
have their water ranning by now. The thought gave him fresh
confidence.

He had deliberately aimed for the edge of the nearest srhite-
grey swreak and be reached it soon aiter the middle of the
corning, at the point where the pasrureland on che lower slopes
ended and che foress begen. He passed no living creature,
neither man nor animal. The occasional farmhouse beside the
track was deserted. He guessed everyone must have fled, cither
in the night when they beard the explosion or at first light,
when they woke to this ghostly shrouding of ash. It lay across
the ground, like a powdery snow, quite still, for there was not
a breath of wind to distuth it. When he jumped down from his
horse he raised 4 cloud thar clung to his sweating legs. He
scooped up a handful. It was odourless, fine-grained, warm
from the sun. In the distant rrees it covered the foliage exacily
as would a lighe fall of ow.

He put a linke in his pockes, to take back to show the admiral,
and drank some water, swilling the dry mste of the dust from
his mouth. Looking down the slope he could see another rider,
perhaps 2 mile away, also making sieady progress vowards this
same spot, presumably led by a similar curiosity to discover
what had happened. Anilivs contidered waiting for him, to
exchange opinions, but decided aguinst it. He wanted 10 presy
on He spat out the water, emounted, and rode back across
the fank of the mountain, away from the ash, to rejoin the
track that led into the forest.
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Once he was among the trees die woodlaxd dosed around
him and quickly be lost all sense of his positien. There was
nothing for it but to follow the hunters’ track s it wound
through the trees, over the dried-up beds of streams, meander-
ing from side to side but always leading him bigher. He
dismounted to take a piss. Lizards rustled xoay among the dead
leaves. He saw small red spiders and their fragile webs, hairy
caterpillars the size of his forefinger. Thers were clumpg of
erimson berries that tasted sweet on his tongue. The vegers-
ton was commonplace — alder, brambles, ivy. Torquatus, the
captain of the liburnian, had been right, be thought: Vesuvius
wis casier 1o ascend than she looked, and when die streams
were full there would be enough up bete o eat sad drink to
sustain an army. He could readily imagine the Thracian glad-
iator, Spartacus, leading his followers along this very mwail a
century and a half before, dimbing towards the sancruary of
the summit.

Irtook him perhaps ancther hour to pass through the forest,
He had lirde sense of time. The sun was mostly kidden by the
trees, falling in shafis through the thick canopy of leaves. The
sky, broken into fragroents by the folisge, formed a brilliant,
shifting pattern of blue. The air was hox, fragrant with the soent
of dried pine and berbs. Burtertlies flieed smong the trees.
There was no noise except the occasional soft booting of wood
Pigeonn, Swaying in the saddle in the heat be felt deowsy. His
bead nodded. Once he thought be heard a larger animal moving
along the wack behind him but when be stopped e listen the
¥ound had gone. Soon afterwards the forest began to thin, He
Came 1o 3 clearing.

And now it was asifl Vesuvius hed decided 1o play a different
Bame, Having for hours never scemed to corme any closer,
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suddenly the peak rose directly in front of him — a few hundred
feet high, a steeper indine, mosdy of rock, without sufficient
toil 10 support much in the way of vegetation excepr for
straggly bushes and plants with small yellow flowers. And it
was exacily as the Greek writer had described: 2 black cap, lang
ago weorched by fire. [0 places, the rock bulged ourwards,
aimosr as if it were being pushed up from beneath, sending
small Alurries of stones ranling down the slope. Further along
the ridge, larger Jandslips had occurred. Huge boulders, the
siz¢ of a man, had been sent crashing into the trees — and
recendy, by the look of them. Auilins remembered the refuc-
tance of the man to leave Pompeii. ‘Gians have journeyed
chrough the air, cheir voices like claps of thunder . . " The sound
rmust have carried for miles

I was oo seeep a ehimb for his horse. He dismounted and
found » shady spot where he could tie its reing t a ree. He
seouted around for a stick and selected one about half as thick
2s his wrisg — smooth, grey, bong-dead — and with that to support
his weight he set out to begin his final ascens.

The sun up bere was merciless, the sky so bright it was
almost white. He moved from rock to cindery rock in the suffo-
cating hest and tha air itself seemed ro burn his hungs, & dry
heat, like 2 Made withdrawn from a fire, No lizards undesfoot
here, no birds overhead — it was a climb directdy into the sun,
He could feel the heat through the soles of his shoes, He forced
himself 10 press on, without looking back, wntil the ground
ceased to rise sud what ws abead of him was no longer black
rock bue blue sky. He clambered over the ridge and peered
across the roof of the world.

The summit of Vesuvius was nor the sharp peak that it had

appeared from the base bur a rough and circular plain, perhaps
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two hundred paces in diameter, a wilderness of black rock,
with a few brownish pacches of sickly vegrtanion thar merely
emphasised irs desdness. Not only id it book to have been on
fire in the past, as the Greek papyri had said, but 10 be burning
now. In at least three places thin columns of grey vapous were
riting, fluttering and hissing in the silence. There was the same
sour stench of sulphur thar there had been in the pipes of the
Vilia Horvensia. This is die place, thought Autiis. This is the
beart of the evil. He could sense something huge and malev-
olent. One could call it Vubcan or give it whatever name one
liked. One could worship it asa god. But it was a tangible pees-
ence. He shuddered.

He kept close to the edge of the summic and began working
his way around it, mesmerised to begin with by the sulphurovs
clouds that were whispering from the ground and then by the
astonishing panoramas beyond die rism. Awzy to his right the
bare rock ran dowm to the edge of the farest, and then there
was nothing but an undulating green blanket. Torquatus had
s2id that you could see for fifty miles, but to Attilius it seemed
that the whole of Italy was spread beneath him. As he moved
from north to west the Bay of Neapalis came into kis vision.
He could easily make out the promontory of Misenurm and the
islands off its point, and tha imperist retreat of Capei, and
beyond them, as sharp as a razorcut, the fine line where the
deep bluc of the sea met the paler blue of the sky. The water
was still flecked by the waves be had notoed the nighe before
= scudding waves on & windless sea — akbough now he thought
abour it pechaps there was a breeze beginning to get up. He
could feel it on his cheek: the one they called Caurus, blowing
from the north-west, rowards Pompeii, which sppeared at his
feet 25 no more than a sandy srdge set back from the coast
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He imagined Corelia arriving there, utterly wureachable now,
a dot within a do, lost to him forever.

It made him feel light-beaded simply o look at ir, as if be
were himself nothing buz a speck of poflen chat might be lifed
at any moment by the hoc air and blown into the blueness. He
felt an overwhelming impulse to surrender to it — a yearning
for thae perfect blue oblivion so strong that he had to force
hirself 20 turn away. Shaken, ke began to pick his way directly
acroes the summit towards the other side, back to where he had
started, keeping clear of the plumes of sulphur which seemed
to be muliplying all around him. The ground was shaking,
hilging. He waneed to get away now, a3 fast as ke could. But
the terrain was rough, with deep depressions on either side of
hia path « ‘caw-dike pizs of Slackensd rock | as the Greek writer
had szid ~ and he had to watch where he put his feer. And &k
was because of this — because he had his head down - that be
amelled the body before he saw it.

Tt stopped kim in his tracks — a sweet and cloying stink that
entered his mouth and nostrils and coated them with a greasy
film. The stench was emanating from the large dust bowl
seraight ahead of bim, It was perhaps six feet deep and thirty

*ross, simmering like a cauldron in the haze of heat, and what
was most awful, when hie peered over the side, was that every-
thing in it was dead: not just the man, who wore 2 white tunic
and whose limbs were 3o purplish-black Astitius choughs at first
be was a Nubian, but other creatures — a snake, a large bird, #
litter of small animels —~ all scatreced in this pit of death. Even
the vegetaion way hleached and poisoned.

The corpse was lymg at the botrom, on its side, with its
arms flung out, a water-gourd and a straw har just beyond its
reach, a5 if it had died straining for tham, It must have tain out
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hete for ar least ewo weeks, purrefying in the heat. Yer the
wonder was how much of it remained. [ had not been artacked
by insects, or picked to the bone by birds and animaly No
clouds of blow-flies swarmed across its half-baked meat,
Rather, its burnt flesh appeared to have poisoned anything that
had tried to feast on it.

He swallowed hard to beep back his vomit. He knew ar
once that it hat ¢ be Exomnius. He hed been gone rwo weeks
or moye, and who ¢lse would have venmred up bere in Anguse?
But how could hie be sure? He had never mer the man. Yet be
wis relucrant 10 venture down on to that carpet of desth. He
forced himself to squat close 1o the lip of the pit and squinted
at the blackened face. He saw 2 row of grinning toeth, Eke pips
i 2 buest fruit; 2 dutl eye, half-closed, sighting Bong the length
of the grasping arm. There was no tign of any wound. But
then the whole body was a wound, bruised and suppurating.
What could have killed bim? Perhaps he had sucoumbed 10 the
heat. Perhaps his heart had given our. Anilins leaned down
further and tried 1o poke & it with his stick and immediarely
be fele bimself begin to faint. Bright lights wove and danced
before him and he almoat wppled forwards. He scrabbled with
hia hands in tha dust and just managed to push bimself back,
gasping for breath.

His head was pounding, He threw up — bitter, vile-tasting
fuid - and was still coughing and spitting mucus when be
heard, in front of him, the crack of dry wegetstion being broken
by a step. He looked up groggily. On the other side of the pit,
0o more than fifty paces away, 2 man was muving across the
RImmit towards him. He thought ar first 5t must he part of the
visions induced by the tinsed air and be stood with an effore,
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swaying drunkenly, blinking the sweat out of his eyes, wrying
to focus, but still the figure canse on, framed by the hissing jets
of sulphur, with the glint in his hand of 2 knife.

ft was Corax.

Adilius was in v condilion to fight. He would have run.
But he could barely raise his feet.

The overseer approached dhe pit cantiously ~ crouched low,
his arms spread wide, shifting lightly from foor 1o foot, reluc-
tant to take his eyes off the engineer, as if he suspected a trick,
He darted a quick glance ar the body, frowned ac Anilius, then
looked back down agzin. He said softly, ‘So what's all this ther,
pretty boy?” He sounded almoss offended. He had planned his
agsauls carefully, had wavelled 2 long way o carry it out, had
waited in the darkness for daylight and had followed his quarry
at @ distance — he must have been the horseman 1 saw behind
me, dsought Actilius ~ all the rime relishing the prospect of
revenge, only to have his plans thrown awry at the last moment.
1t was not faic, his expression said ~ another in the long seri¢s
of obstacles that life had thrown in the way of Gavius Corax-
"l maked you: whas's all this?'

Artilius teied to speak. His voice was thick and slurred. He
vanted to say that Exomnius had not been wrong, thar there
was terrible danger here, bist he could not pronounce the words.
Corax was scowling ar the corpse and shaking his head. “The
stupid otd bastard, climbing up here ar his age! Worrying about
the moumtain, And for whatt For nothing! Nothing — cxcept
landing us with you.’ He returned his attention to Awmlius
“Some clever young cunt from Rome, come o teach us ajl our
jobs. Still fancy your chances, pretty boy? Nothing ro say oW,
1 notice. Well, why don’t I cut you another mouth and we’ll
see what comes out of thae?'
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He hunched forwards, vossing his knife from hand ro hand,
his face se¢ and ready for the kill. He began o circle the pit
and it was all Artilius could do eo stumble in the opposite diree-
tion, When the averseer stopped, Attilius stopped, and when
he reversed hiz steps and stared prowling the other way,
Antilivg followed suic This went on for a while, but the tactic
obvicusly enraged Corax — ‘Fuck his,’ be yelied, T'm not
Playing your stupid games!” ~ and suddenly he made » rush at
his prey. Red-faced, panting for breath in the heat, he ran down
the side of the hollow and across it and bad just reached the
other slope when he stopped. He glanced down 2t his legy in
srprite. With & terrible siowness be tried to wade formards,
opening and shutting his mouth like 2 Janded fish, He dropped
his knife and sank to his knees, bating feebly at the xir in front
Of him, then be crashed forwards on to his face.

There was nothing that Anilius could do except to wach
him drown in the dry heat. Comx made a couple of feeble
asternpts 10 ove, sach tme seeming t stretch for something
beyond his reach as Exomniua roust have done. Thee he gave
up and quietly ey on his side. His breathing hecame more
shallow then scopped, but long before it cezsed altogether
Artilius had |eft him — smmbling across the bulging, rembling
summit of the mounain, through the thickening plumes of
sulphur, now flattencd by the gathering breeze and pointing in
the direcrion of Pompeii.

Down in the town, the light wind, arriving during the
hottest part of the day, bad come as a welcome relicf.
The Caurus raised tiny swirls of dust along the streets as they
emptied for che siesta, futtering the coloured xwnings of the



HOBEHRT HARRIS

bars and snack-bouses, stirring the foliage of the big plane wees
close to the amphitheatre. In the House of Popidius it ruffled
the surface of the swimming pool. The little masks of dancing
fauns and bacchmtes hanging berswveen the pitlars stirred and
chimed. One of the papyri lying on the carpet was caught by
the gust and rolled rowards the rable. Holconius pue out his
foot to stop it.

‘What's poing on?” he asked.

Ampliatus was rempeed to strike Corelia there and then but
checked himself, sensing that it would somehow be her victory
if be was to be seen beating ber in public. His mind moved
quickly. He knew all there was to know about power. He knew
that there were times when it was wisest 10 keep your secrets
close: ro possess your knowledge privately, like a favourite
lover, to be shared with no one. He also knew that there were
titnes when secress, carefully revealed, could act like hoops of
steel, binding othets to you. In a flash of inspiration be saw
thar this was one of those occasions.

‘Read them,’ he said, 'I have nothing 10 hide from my
friends.” He stooped and collected the papyri and piled them
on the table.

“We should go,’ said Brittins. He drained his glass of wine
and began 1o rise 1o his feer

‘Alesd them!” commanded Ampliarus. The magistrate st
down sharply. “Forgive me. Please. [ insist.” He smiled. “They
come from the room of Exomnius. 1¢’s time you knew. Help
yourself ra mare wine. 1 shall only be a moment. Corelia, you
will come with me.’ He seized her by the elbow and seeered
her towards the steps. She dragged her feet but he was 100
strong for hec. He was vaguely aware of his wife and son
following. When they were out of sight, around the corner, in
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the piliared garden of their old house, he twisted her flesh
between his fingers. *Did you really chink," he hissed, "that you
could hurt me — a feeble girt like yoo?”

‘No,” she said, wincing and wriggling to escape. "But at [esat
1 thought I could wry.'

Her composure disconcerted him. “Ohs” He pulled ber close
10 him. ‘And how did you propose to do thar?

‘By showing the documents to the aquariva. By showing
thern to everyone, So that they coukd all see you for what you
are.’

‘And whar is thar?” Her face was very close to his

‘A thief. A murderer. Lower than a t/owe’

She spat out the Jast word and be drew back his hand and
this time he would cercainly have it ber but Celsinus grabbed
his wrist from behind.

'No, father,” he said. ‘“We'll have no more of that’

For a moment, Ampliztus was oo astonished to speak.
“You?’ he said. “You s wall?' He shook his hand free and placed
a his son. 'Don’t you have some celigious rite to go 10f And
you?’ He wheeled on his wife. “Shoukin’t you be praying to
the holy matron, Livia, for guidance? Ach, be spat, “get ont
of my way, the pair of you.' He dragged Corelin akng the
path towards the smircase. The other two did no¢ move. He
wurned and pushed her up the steps, along the passage, and
into her room, She fell backwards on to her bed. *Treacherous,
angrateful childl’

He locked arcund for something with which 1o punith her
but all he could see were feeble, feminine possessions, neatdy
atranged — ap jvory comb, a silk shawl, a parasol, strings of
beads — and 2 few old toys which had been saved o be offered
0 Venus hefore her wedding. Propped in a corner was a

253



ROBERT HARRIS

wooden doll with movable limbs he had boughe her for het
birthday years ago and che sight of it jolted him. Whar had
happened to her? He had loved her so much — his linle girll -
how had it come to batred? He was suddenly baffled. Had be
not done everything, buiit all of this, raised himself out of the
sauck, for the sake of her and her brother? He stoed panting,
defeated, as she glared at him from the bed. He did not kmow
what 10 say. ‘You'll sty in bere,” he finished lamely, ‘until 1
have decided what should be done with you." He went out,

His wife and son had left the garden. Typical, fesble rebels,
he thought, mehing away when his back was turned. Corelia
had atways had more balls than the rest of them put together.
Hia lierde girl! In the drawing room the magistrates were leaning
forward across che wzhle, muttering. They fell szilent as he
approached and turned 1o waech him as he headed towards the
sideboard and poured himself some wine. The lip of the
decanier rattled againg the glass Was his hand shaking? He
examined it, front and back. This was not like him: it looked
sieady enough. He feltbetter after draining the glass, He poured
himself another, fixed 2 smile and faced the magistrates.

o’
It was Holcontus who spoke firse. “Where did you get
these*
‘Corax, the oversser on die Auguata, brought them round
0 me yesterday afterncon, He found them in Exomnius's
roont.’

“You mean he stole tsems’

“Found, swole ' Amplistus Auttered hi¢ hand.

“This should have been brought to our attention immedi-
sty
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addressed. it’s by Annaeus Seneca — Nero's mentor. Sorely
even you must bave heard of him?’

Ampliatus flushed, ‘My business is buiiding, not books
Why were they going on about all this stuff?

"The Ludlins to whom be refers is Lucilius Junior, a pative
of this very ciry. He had a house near the theatre. He was 3
procurator overseas — in Sicly, as I remember it. Seneca is
describing the great Campanian eacthquake. it’s from his book,
Natural Quastions. 1 believe there is even a copy in our own
library on the forum. It lays out the foundarions of the Stoic
philosophy.”

“The Swoic philosophy!™ mocked Amplians. ‘And wha
would old Exomnius have been doing with “the Staic philos
oply"?

"Again,’ repested Popidius, with mounting exaspeararion,
‘“n't 3t obvious?” He laid the two documents side by side.
"Exommnins believed there was a link, you ses? He gestured
from one to the other. ‘Etna and Vesuvius. The fertility of the
land 2round Castana and the land around Pompeii. The terrible
omens of seventeen years ago « the poisoning of the sheep -
and the amens all around us this summer. He was from Siciliy.
He saw signs of danger. 4nd now Ae's disappeared.’

Nobody spoke for a while. The effigies around the pool
tinkled in the breeze.

Brartius said, ‘T think these documents ought 1o be consid-
ered by a full meeting of the Ordo. As soon as possible.

‘No,' said Ampliams.

*Bun the Ordo is the ruling council of the town! They have
a righs to be informad -

‘Nol' Amplistus was emphatic. ‘How many citizens are
members of the Ordo?"
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‘Eighty-five,' said Hokonius.

*There you are. 3¢ will be all orvex the tawn within an hour.
Do youn want 26 start 2 panic, jusz 48 wa're starting to get back
on cur feet? When we ve got the propbecy of the sibyl 1o give
them, to keep them sweet? Rememnber who voted for you, your
honours — the traders. They won’t shenk you for scaring their
business away. You saw what happened this morning, simpy
because the fountsins stopped for a few hours, Besides, what
does this add wp c0? So Exomnius was worried about earth
tremors? So Campania hes ashy soil like Skily, and siinking
fumaroles? So what? Fumaroles have been part of life on the
bay since the days of Romulus.” He could see his words were
striking home. ‘Besides, this it the yeal problem.’

Holconius said, ‘And what is the yeal problem?'

“The other documents — the ones thet ahow how mach
Exomnius was paid to give this town cheap water.'

Holeoniug said quickly, ‘Have a care, Amplians. Your kirde
arrangements are no concern of curs.’

‘My lietle arrangements!” Ampliatus laughed. “Thar's a good
ooe!” He ser down his glass and lifted the decanter to pour bimsedf
another drink. Again, the heavy crystal ractled. He was becoming
Kght-headed bet he didn‘t care. *Come now, your honours, don’t
pretend you didn’t know! How do you think this town revived
%o quickly after the carthquake? I've saved you a fosmune by my
“litle arangements”. Yes, and helped make miyself one o the
bargain — I don’t denry it. But you wouldn't be bere withour me!
Your precious baths, Popidiies ~ where Brindus here ifhes 10 be
wvanked off by his littie boys — hw much do you pay for them?
Nothing! And yon, Cuspius, with your fountaina. And you,
Hokonius, with your pool. And all the private baths and the
watered gardens and the big public poo] in the palaesira and the

.
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pipes in the new aparmments! This town has been kepr affoat for
more than a decade by my "litde arrangement” with Exomnius.
And now some nosy bastard of an aquarius from Rome has got
to hear about it. That’s the real problem.”

‘An outrage!' said Brittius, his voice quivering. ‘An cutrage
—~ to be spoken 10 in such a way by this jumped-up slave.’

‘Jumped up, am [? I wasn't s0 jumped up when I paid for
the games that secured your election, Brirtius. *Cold steel, na
quarter, and the slaughterhouse right in the middle where 2l
the stands can see it” — that's what you asked for, and that was
what I gave.’

Holconius raised his hands, ‘Al right, gentlemen. Let's keep
ourselves calm.'

Caspius said, 'But surely we can just cut a deal with this
tew aquarius, like the one you had with the other fellow?”

“It seerns not | dropped a hint yesterday bur all he did was
look ar me as if 1I°d just put my hand on his cock. I felt insulted
for my genercsity. No, I'm afraid I recognise his type. He'll
take this wp in Rome, they'll check the accounts and we”il have
an impertal conmission down here before the year’s end.’

*Then what are we to do?’ said Popidius. *If chis comes ous,
it will Jook bad for all of us,'

Ampliatas smiled at him over the rim of his ginss. ‘Don’t
worry. I've sorted it our”

‘How?'

"Popidius)” cautionex Halconius quickly. “Teke care.”

Amplianas paused. They dict not want to know. ‘They were
the magistrates of the town, after all. The innocence of igno-
rance — that was what they craved. Bur why shouid they bave
peace of mind? He would dip their hands in ¢he blood along
with his own.
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"He'll go to mees his ancestors.” He loaked arownl, ‘Before
he gets back to Misepum. An accident out in ¢he countryside.
Does anyone disagree® Speak up il you do. Popidius?
Holconius? Brittius? Cuspus?’ He waited. Tt was ell 2 charade,
The aquarius would be dead by now, whatever they said: Corax
had been itching to slic his chroar. “T'IE ke that as agreement.
Shall we drink o ir*’

He reached for the decanter but stopped, bia hupd poised
in mid-air. The hervy aystal glam was pot merely shaking
now: it was moving sideways along the polished wocden
surface. He frowned a¢ it stupadly. Thae could not be right
Even 5o, it reachad the end of the sideboard 2ad crashed 1o the
floor. He glanced at the tiles. There was a vibemion beneath
his feer. It gradually built in strengeh and then 2 gust of ot
air passed through the bouse, powerful encugh o bang the
shueters. An instant {ates, far away — but very distincily, mlike
anything he, or anyone else, had ever heard — came the soumd
of a double boom.
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and twenty miles away in Kome & was heard as 2thud, a5 if a
heavy statue or a ree had roppled. Those who esczped from
Pomgeli, which was five miles downwind, always swore they
bad beard two sharp bangs, wheress in Capua, some twenty
miles diseant, the noise from the start was a contimuous, tearing
crack of thunder. But in Misenam, which was closer chan
Capua, there was no sound ar all, only the sudden appearence
of a narcrow column of brown debris fountaining silenly inro
the cloudless sky.

For Attiliug, it waa like a greas, dry wave which came
crashing over his head. He was roughly rwo miles clexr of the
summit, following an old lunting trail chrongh the forest,
descending fast on horseback along the mountin's western
flank. The effects of the poisoning had shrunk to 2 small fist
of pain hammecing behind his eyes and in place of the drowsi-
ness everything seemed oddly sharpened and hesghtened. He
had ne doubt of whar was coming. His plan was to pick up
the coastat road at Herculaneum end tide directly to Misenum
10 warn the admiral, He reckoned he would he there by mid-
afterncon. The bay sparkled in the sualigh berween the trees,
close enough for bim 1o be able o make out individual lines
of surf. He was noticing the glistening pattern of the spiders’
webs hanging loosely in the foliage and a particular clond of
midpes, swirling beneath a branch ahead of him, when suddenty
they disappeared.

The shock of the blast struck him from behind and knocked
him forward. Hot ait, like the opering of a furnace doot. Then
something seemed to pop in his ears and the world became a
soundless place of bending troes and whisling leaves. His horse
stumbted and almost fell and be chung to its neck a they plunged
down the path, both of them riding the crest of the scalding

.
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wave, and then abrupily it was gone. The trees sprang upright,
the debeis sertled, the air became breathable again. He tried 0
talk to the horse but he kad no voiee and when he Jooked back
towards the top of the mountain he saw that it had vanishad
and in its place a boiling stem of rock and earth was shooting
upward,

mel!ompeiiitlookedasifamrdy brown arm had
punched shrough the peak and was aiming to smash a hole
in the roof of the sky - bang, bang: that dowuble ¢rack — and
then a hard-edged rumble, unlike any other sound in Naure,
that camse rolling across the plain. Ampliatus ran outside with
the magistrazes. From the bakery next door and all the way up
the street people were emerging to stare at Vesuvius, shielding
their eyes, their faces turned 1owards this new dark sun rising
in the north on its thundering plinth of rock. There were @
couple of screams but no general panic. It was still 0o esly,
the thing was o0 awesome — 100 strange and remore - for it
to be peroeived a1 an immediate threat,

Tt would op at any moment, Ampliarus chought. He willed
it to do so. Zes és subside now, and the mituation will siill be controds
Jable. He had the nerve, the force of character; it was all a ques-
tion of presentation. He could handle even this: 'The goda have
given us 2 agn, citizensl Let ws heed thair instructionl Let us
build 2 great cotumn, in imiration of this celestial inspiration!
We live in a favoured spot!” But the thing did not stop. Up and
up it went. A thousand heads tilted backward as one to follow
its erajectory and geadually the isolated screams became more
widespread, The pillar, narrow at its base, was broadening 3
it rose, ics apex flattening out across the sky.
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Someone shouted thet the wind was carrying it their way.

That was the momenc at which be knew be would loge them.
The mob had 2 fews ample instincrs — greed, hust, crueley — he
could play them like the strings of a hasp because he was of
the mob and the mob was him. But shrill fear drowned out
every other note. Still, he tried. He stepped into the cenre of
the streer and held his arms out wide. "Waitl' he shouted.
‘Cuspius, Brirtius ~ all of you — link hands with me! Set them
an example!’

The cowards did not even look st &ém. Holkonius broke
first, jamming his bony elbows inta the press of bodies ro force
his way down the hill. Brittius followed, and then Cuspies.
Popidius turned il and darted back inside the house. Up ahead,
the crowd had become a solid mass as people streamed from
the sidestreets to join it. Ttn back way 1o the moumain sow, its
{ace was 1o the sea, its single impuke: fight. Ampliatus had 3
final glimpse of his wife's white face In the doorway snd then
ke was enguifed by the stampeding crowd, spun Like ane of the
revolving wooden models they used for praceice in the gladi-
atorial school, He was thrown sideways, winded, and would
have disappeared beneath their feet if Massavo had not seen
him fall and scoopad bim up to safety on the step, He saw
mother drop her baby and heard ity screams a9 i@ was ram-
Pled, saw an elderly matron slammed head first againy the
opposite wall then slip, unconscious, out of sight, as the mob
TWepe on regardiess, Some screamed, Some sobbed. Most were
tight-mouthed, intent on saving their soength for the battle at
the bottom of the hill, where they would have to fight their
way through the Stabian Gate.

Ampliatus, leaning against the door-jzmb, was avware of 4
Wetness on his face and when be dabbed the back of his hand
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to bis noge it came away smeared in blood. He looked above
the heads of the crowd towards the mountain bul already it
had disappeared. A vast black wall of cloud was advancing
towards the Gty, as dark as a storm. But it was not a storm, he
realised, and it was not a cloud; it was a thundering waterfall
of rock. He looked quickly in the other direction. He still had
hiy gold-and-¢rimson cruiser moored down in the harbour.
They could put to sea, try to head ro the villa in Misenum, seek
shehter there. But the cram of bodies in the streer leading to
the gate was bagianing to srrech back up the hill, He would
never reach the port. And even if he did, the crew would be
scrambling to save themselves.

His decision was made for him. And so be it, he thought.
This was exactly how it had been seventeen years ago. The
cowards had fled, be had stayed, and then they had ail come
crawling hack againl He felt his old energy and confidence
teturning. Once mote the former slave would give his masters
a lesson in Roman courage. The sibyl was never wrong. He
gave a final, contemptuous glance ro the river of panic
streaming pest him, stepped back and ordered Massavo 1o close
the door. Close it and bolt it. They would stay, and they woald
endute.

I n Misenum it looked like smoke, Pliny's sister, Julia, strolling
on the tercace with ber parasol, picking the last roses of
summer for the dirmer table, assurned it must be another of the
hillside fires chat had plagued the bay all summer. But the height
of the cloud, its bulk and the speed of its ascent were like
nothing she had ever seen. She decided she had better wake
her brother, who was dozing over his books in the garden below:
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Even in the heavy shade of the tree his face way a8 scasier
as the flowers in her basket. She hesirated to disrurb him,
because of course he would immedisrely sarc to get excired.
He reminded ber of how their father had been in the days
before his death — the same corpulence, the same shortness of
breath, the same uncharacreristic irritahéity. But # she det him
sleep he would no doubt he even more furious to have missed
the peculiar smoke, 0 she stroked his hair and whispered,
‘Brother, wake up. There is something you will want to see.”

He opened his eyes at once. “The waeer -~ is it flowing?"

‘No. Not the water. It looks like a great fire 00 che bay,
coming from Vesuvius.'

‘Vesuvius?® He blinkad at her then shoured to 2 nearby slave.
‘My shoes! Quickly!'

‘Now, brother, don't exert yoursell w0 much -

He did not even wait for his shoes, Instesd, for the second
time that day, he set off barefoot, lumbering acvoss the dry
grass towards the terrave, By the ime be reached it most of
the household slaves were lining the baluserade, locking east
across the bay vowards what Jooked Hke & gigantic umbrella
pine made of smoke growing over the coase. A thick beown
trunk, with black and white blocches, was rolling miles into the
A, sprouting at its crown 1 clump of feachery branches. These
broad leaves seemed in tum to be dissolving atong theis ower
cdges, beginning to rain a fine, sand-coloured mist back down
t earth,

It was an axiom of the admiral’s, one which he was fond of
repeating, that the more he observed Neaure, the less prane he
Was 1o consider any statement ahout Her to be impossible. But
Rircly dhis was impossible. Nothing he had read of — and he
had read everydiing — came close % marching this speceacle.
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Perbaps Namre was granting him the privilege of witnessing
something never before recorded in history? Those long years
of accumulating facts, the prayer with which he had ended the
Nozeral History - "Hall Nature, mother of 2ll creation, and
mindful that ] alone of the men of Rome have praised thee in
all thy manifestations, he gracious towards me’ — was it all
being rewarded ar kast? {f he had not heen so fat he would have
fallen to kis knees. "Thank you,” he whispered. 'Thank you,'

He muaz stare work at once. Umbredla pine . . | inll sem . . .
Jeathery branches . . . He needed ro get all this down for
posterity, while the images were still fresh in his head. He
shouted to Alexion to collect pen and paper and to Julia
ferch Galua,

‘He's inside, working on the ranalation you set him.'

‘Well, tell him to come out bere at once. He won't want to
miss chis.' It could not be smoke, e thought. It was roo thick.
Basides, there was no sign of any fire ax the base. Bur if not
smoke, what? ‘Be quiet, damn youl’ He waved at the staves to
stop their jabbering, Listening bard, it was just possible to make
out 4 krw and ceaseless rumble carrying across the bay. If that
was how it sounded at 2 distance of fificen miles, what must
it he like close to0?

He beckoned to Aleman. ‘Send a runner down to the naval
school 1o find the flagship captain, Tell hiim I wane a liburnian
made ready and put ar my disposal.’

‘Brother - nol’

“Julial' He held up his hand. ‘You mean wel), I know, but
save your breath. This phenomenon, whatever it is, is a 3P
from Narure. This is mine.’
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Com]ialndthmmmhudn:m:ndmswxﬁngm
the balcony. To her right, above the flat roof of the
atrium, a gigantic cloud was advancing, as black 23 ink, like »
heavy curain being drawn across the sky. The air was shaking
with thunder, She could bear screams from the street. In the
courtyard garden slaves ran back and forth, 10 ne spparent
purpose. They reminded her of dormice in a jar, before they
were fished our for cooking. She feht somshow detached from
the scene — a spectator in 2 box ar the back of the theatre,
warching an elaboran production. At amy mowent, a god would
be lowered from the wings to whisk her off to safety. She
shouted down — *What's bappening?” ~ but nobody paid ber
any attention. She tried again and realiged she wa forgotten,

The drumming of the cloud was geting louder. She ran o
the door and tried te open it bot the bock was 1o sirong to break,
She ran back on 10 the haleony bur it was 0 bigh 1 fump.
Below, and to the left, she ssw Popidius coming vp the stepe
from his part of the house, shepherding his elderly mother,
Taedia Secunda, before him. A couple of their daves, laden
with bags, were following behind. She screamed at him ~
‘Popidiusl’ ~ and at the sound of his name he swopped and
glanced around. She waved 1o him. "Help mel He's focked me
im.

He shook his head in despair. "He"s trying vo Jock us all in!
He's gone madl’

‘Please — come up and open the dood’

He hesitated. He wanted to belp her. And he would have
dooe so, But even as he wok half a pace towards her some-
thing hit the sled roof behind him and bounced off inic the
garden. A light stone, the size of a child’s fist. He saw it land.
Another strock the pergola. And snddenly it was dusk and the
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Pechaps Nature was granting him the privilege of wimessing
something never before recorded in history? Those long years
of accumulating facts, the prayer with which he had ended the
Nawural Hisiory ~ “Hail Narure, mother of all crearion, and
mindful that ! alooe of the men of Rome have praised thee in
afl thy manifestations, be gracious towards me’ ~ way it all
being rewarded ar last? If be had not been 3o fat he would have
fallen to his knees. ‘Thank you,” he whispered. ‘Thank you.’

He must start work at once. Umbrefia pine . . . tall stam . . .
featkery branches . . . He needed to get all this down for
posterity, while the images were stll fresh in hic head. He
shouted 1o Alexion to collect pen and paper and to Julia to
ferch Gaiux

‘He's inskle, working on the translation you set him.’

"Well, el him 10 come out here az once. He won’t want to
muss this.’ I¢ could not be smoke, he thought. kt was too thick.
Bexides, there was no sign of any fire ot the base. But if not
smoke, what? ‘Be quiet, damn you!” He waved at dhe slaves 1o
stop their jabbering, Listening hard, it was just possible to make
out a low and ceaseless rumble carrying across the bay. If that
wis bow it sounded ar a distance of fifteen miles, what must
it be [ike close po?

He becinned to Alcman, 'Send a runner down to the naval
school 10 find the flagship captain, Tell him 1 wam a liburnian
made ready and put ar my disposal.’

'Brother - nol'

‘Julial” He beld up his band. “You mean well, I know, but
save your breath. This phenomenon, whatever it is, is a sign
from Namre This is mme.”
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C otelia had thrown open her shusters and was standing on
the balcony. To her right, ahove the flar roof of the
atrium, a gigantic cloud was advancing, 2s black as ink, [ike &
heavy curmain being drawn zcross che sky. The air was shakiog
with thunder. She could hear screams from the street. In the
courtyard garden slaves ran back and forth, 10 no apparent
purpose. They reminded her of dormice in a jar, before they
were fished out for cooking. Sbe felt somebrwr detached from
the scene — a spectator in a box at the back of the theatre,
watching an elaborate preduction. Arany moment, a god would
be lowered from the wings to whisk her off to safety. She
shouted down —~ ‘What's happening?” « but nobody paid her
any atention. She tried again and realised she was forgoren.

The drumming of the cloud was grring louder. She ran to
the door and tried 20 open il bot the lock was 100 strong to hreak.
She ran back on to the balcony buc it was too high to jump.
Below, and to the left, she saw Popidius coming up the stepe
from his part of the house, shepherding his elderdy mother,
Taedia Secunda, before him. A couple of their slaves, laden
with bags, were following behind, She screamed at him -
‘Popidius?’ — and at the sound of his name he sopped snd
glanced around. She waved to him. ‘Help mel He's locked me
in!’

He shook his bead in despair. ‘He s trying to Jock us all in!
He’s gone mad!’

‘Pleage — come up and open the doorl’

He hesitaced. He wanted 1o help her. And be would have
done so. But even as be took half a pace towards her some-
thing hit the tiled roof behind hir and bounceg off into the
garden, A light stone, the size of a chiki’s fist. He saw it land.
Another struck the pergola. And suddenly it was dusk and the
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gir was full of missiles. He was being hit repeatedly on the
bead and shoulders. Frothy rocks, they looked 1o he: a whinsh,
perrified sponge. They weren't heavy bui they swung. It was
like being caught in & sudden hailstorm — a warm, dark, dry
hailstorm, if such 2 thing were imaginable, He ran for the cover
of the arrjum, ignoring Corelia’s cries, pushing his mother in
front of him. The door ahead — Ampliarus’s old entrance
was hanging open and he stumbled out into the street.

Corelia did not see him go. She ducked back into ber room
tw escape the bombardment. She had one tast impression of the
workd outside, shadowy in the dust, and then alf light -as axiin-
guished and dhere was nnthing in the picck dackness, not even
a scream, only the roaring waterfall of rock.

InHmhnumli&wpewliarlynormal.Themm
shining, the sky and sea were 2 brilliant blue. As Anilius
reached the coastal road he could even see fishermen out in
their boats casting their nets. It was like some crick of the
summer weather by which half of dhe bay was lost from view
in a violent storm whilst the other half blessed its good formne
and continued to enjoy the day. Even the noise from the moun-
tuin seemed unthrearening — a background rumble, drifting with
the veil of dabris towards the peninsula of Surrenmum.
Outside the town gares of Herculaneum a small crowd had
gathesed to watch the proceedings, and & couple of enterprising
traders were senting up stalls to sell pastries and wine. A line
of dusty mravellers was aiready plodding down the road, mosdy
on foot and carrying luggage, some with cars piled high with
their belongings. Children ran along bekind them, enjoying the
adventure, but the faces of their pasents were rigid with fear-
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Attilius felt as if he were in a dream, A fat man, his mouth full
of cake, sitting on a milestone, called cut cheerfully 1o ask what
it was like back there.

'As black as midnight in Oplonnis,” someone replied, ‘and
Pompeii must be even worse.’

‘Pompeii?’ said Armlius sharply. Thar woke him up. “Whar's
bappening in Pompeii?"

The traveller shook his head, drawing his finger ecross his
throat, and Attilius recoiled, remembering Corefis. When be
bed forced her to leave the aqueduct he had thought ke was
sending her out of harm's way. But now, as his eye followed
the curve of the road towards Pompsil, to the point wheee it
disappeased into the murk, be realiced be had done the oppo-
riee. The outpouring of Vesuvius, caught by the wind, was
blowing directly over the town.

‘Don’t go that way, citizen,” warned the man, 'there’s no
way through.

Bur Avdlius was already tarning his horse to face the stream
of refugees.

Tbe further he went the more clogged the road became,
and the more pitiful the state of the flesing population.
Most were coated in a thick grey dust, their hair {tosted, their
faces like death masks, spaered with blood. Some <arried
torches, sSll lit: a defeated army of whitened old men, of ghosts,
trudging away from a calamitous defeat, unable even to speak.
Their animals — oxen, ssses, horses, dogs and cats ~ resembled
alabastee figures come creakingly to bife. Behind them on the
highway they left a trail of ashy wheelmarks and foorprims.
On one side of him, isolated crashes came from the olive
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groves. On the other, the sea seemed 10 be coming to the beil
in a myrind of tiny fountains. There was a clatter of stones
on the road ahead. His horse stopped, lowered its head, refused
to move. Suddenly the edge of the ¢loud, which had seemed
to be almost half a mile away, appeared to come rushing
towards them. The sky was dack and whirling with tiny projec-
tiles and in an insape the day passed from afternoon sun 1o
twilight and he was under a bombardment. Not hard siones
but white clinker, small clumps of salidified ash, falling from
some tremendous height. They bounced off his head and
shoulders. People and wagons loomed out of the haif-light.
Women screamed. Torches dimmed in the darkness, His horse
shied and eurned. Attilivs ceased (o be a rescuer and became
just another pare of the panicking stream of refugees, frant-
cally trying to outrun the storm of debris, His horse slipped
down the side of the road into the ditch and cantered along
it. Then the air lightened, became browmish, and they bumt
back into the sunshine,

Everyone way hurrying now, gaivanised by the threat at
theiz backs. Not only was the road v Pompeii impassable,
Auilius realised, but a slight shift in the wind was spreading
the danger westwards around the bay. An clderly couple st
weeping beside the road, 100 exhausted 1o run any fusther. A
cart had overnurned and a man was desperarely trying to righ
i, while his wife sooched & buby and & litde girl clung to her
skirts, The fleeing column streamed around them and Ateilius
was carried in the flow, borne back along the road towards
Hercubmeum.

‘The shifting position of the walt of falling rock had becn
noticed at the city gates and by the time he reached them the
traders were hastily packing away their goods. The crowd was
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breaking up, some heading for shelrer in the 1own, others
pouring out of it to join the exodus on the road. And sill, amid
alt this, Attilius could see across the red-tiled roofs the
normaiity of the fishermen on the bay and, fusther ou, the big
grain ships from Egype sweering towards the docks at Puteoli.
The sea, e thought: if he could somehow launch a boa, it
mighe just he possible 1o skirt the downpour of stones and
apptoach Pompeii from the south ~ &y sea. He guessed it would
be useless to try to fight his way down 1o the waterfront in
Herculaneum, but the great villa just outside i¢ — the home of
the senator, Pedius Cascus, with his woop of philosophers —
pechaps they might have a vessel he could use.

He vode a little further atong che crowded highway uneil
he came to a high pair of gareposts, which be judged must
belong 10 the Villa Calpumia. He tied his horse ro a railing in
the courtyard and locked around for any sign of life but the
enormouns palace seemed to be deserred. He walked through
the open door into the grand amium, and dien along the side
of an enclosed garden. He could hear shouts, footsteps runniag
along the marble corridors, and dhen n dave appeaned wround
a corner pushing a wheelbarrow stacked high with rolls of
pupyri. He ignored Anilfus’s shout and headed through & wide
doorway into the brilliant afiernoon light, as another slave, akso
pushing a wheelbarrow — this on¢ empty — hurried through the
entrance and into the house. The engineer blocked his path.

‘Where's the senator?”’

‘He's in Rome." The slave was young, temified, sweating,

“Your mistress?®

"Beside the pool. Piease — lec me pase”

Attilius moved aside to Jet him go and ran out into the sun.
Beneath the terrace was the buge pool be had seen from the

273



ROBERT HARRIS

liburniar: on his voyage 10 Pompeii and all arouad it people:
dozens of slaves and white-robed scholars hurrying back and
forth feerying armfuls of papyri, stacking thetn into boxes ar
the water’s edge, while a group of women stood to one side,
staring along the coast towards the distant storm, which looked
from here like an immense brown sea-fog. The craft offshore
from Herculaneum were mere ewigs against it. The fishing had
stopped. The waves were getting up. Attilivs could hear them
crashing againss the shore in quick succession; no sooner had
one broken than another came in on wp of it. Some of the
women were wailing, bur the elderly marron in the centre of
the group, in a dark blue dress, szemed calm as he approached
her. He remembered her — the woman with the necklace of
giant pearls.

‘Are you the wife of Pedius Cascus?

She nodded.

“Marcus Attiliug. Imperial engineer. I met your husband two
nights #go, at the admiral’s villa.’

She Jooked ar him eagerly. ‘Has Pliny sent you?*

‘No. I cama to beg a favour. To sk for a boat.’

Her face fell. “Do you think if I had a boat I would be
standing here? My husband took it yesterday to Rome.’

Attilius Jooked around the vast palace, at its starues and
gardans, at the ant teeasures and books being piled up on the
lawny. He turned to go.

“Waitl” She calied after him. “You must help us.’

“There’s nothing I can do. You'll have to take your chanee
on the road with the rest.”

‘I"m not afraid for myself, But the library — we must rescue
the library. There are too many books to mave by road.”

"My concern is for people, not books.”
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‘People perish. Books are immortal.’

“Then if books are immortal, they will survive without my
assistance.’

He began climbing the path back up towards the house.

"Waid" She gathered ber skirts and ran after him. “Where
are you going?’

“To find a boat.”

‘Pliny has boars. Pliny has the greatest fleet in the world at
his command.”

‘Pliny is on the other side of the bay.’

‘Look across the seal An entiré mountain is threaténing 10
descend on st Do you think one man in ane Lirtle hoat can do
anything?® We need a flect. Come with me’

He would say this for her: she had the willpower of any
man. He followed her around the pillared walkway surrounding
the pool, up a fight of steps and into a Library: Most of the
compartments had been stripped bare. A couple of slaves were
loeding what remained into 2 wheelbarrow. Mashle heads of
ancient philosophers looked down, dumbstruck ar what was
happening.

‘This is where we keep the volumes which my ancestors
brought back from Greece. One hundred and ewenty phays by
Sophocles alone. All the works of Aristotle, some in his own
hand, They are irrcplaceable. We have never allowed them co
be copied,” She gripped his arm. *Men are born and dic by the

every hout. What do we matter? These great works
are alf that wiil he beft of us. Pliny will undersmnd.” She sat at
the small cable, 1ook wp & pen and dipped it in an ornate brass
inkstand, A red candl= flickered beside her. “Take him this letter.
He knows this library. Tell him Rectina pleads with hira for
reseye.’
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Behind her, scross the cerrace, Anilius could see the
ominous darkness moving steadily around the bay, like the
shadow on a sundial. He had thoughe it might diminish bu if
anything the force of it was intensifying. She was right It
would take big ships - warships ~ to make any imprassion
against an enemy on this scale. She rolled the leter and sealed
it with the dripping candle, pressing her ring into the soft wax.
‘You have a horse”

“I'd go faster with a fresh ope.”

“You'll bave in.’ She called to one of che slaves. ‘“Take Marcus
Attilius to the stables and saddie the swiftest horse we have’
She gave him dhie letter and, 23 he took it, clasped her dry and
bony fingers around his wrist. ‘Don’t fail me, engineer.’

He pulled his kand free and ran after the slave.



Hora nona
(15232 bours]

‘The effect of the sudden reloass of Auge volumes of
magma can alter the geometry of the plumbing syssem,
descabilize the shallow reservoir, end indie sovcmonal
W&M«:WMM t.'walpmu
magma, amﬂwwmof&
kydrothermal system associated with the challow reservoir.'
Encyclopedia of Volcanoes

t took Attlius just under two hours of hard riding o

reach Misenum. The road wound along the coastdine,

sometimes running directly beside the water's edge,
sometimes climbing higher imtand, past the immense villas of
the Roman elite. All the way along it he passed small groups
of spectators gathered at the edge of the highway 1o wawch the
distant phenomencon. He mostly had his back ro the mountain,
but when be rounded the northern edge of the bay and began
to descend towards Neapolis, he could see it again, away ro his
left — a thing of extraordinary bewuty now. A delicate veil of
white mist had draped itself around the central column, rising
for mile after mile in a perfect oranshucent cylinder, reaching
up to brush the lower adge of the mushroons-shaped eloud that
was toppling aver the bay,
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There was no sense of panic in Neapolis, a sleepy place at
the bes1 of times. He had far ourpaced the weary, laden refugees
energing from beneath the hail of rock and no word of the
catastrophe enveloping Pompeii had yet reached the city. The
Greek-style temples and theatres facing out to sea gleamed
white in the afreroon sun. Tourists strolled in the gardens, In
the hills behind the 1own be could see the redbrick arcade of
the Aqua Augusta where she ran zbove the surface. He
workdered it the water was flowing yet but he did not dare siop
to find out. In truth, he did not care. What had eardier seerned
the most viesl marter in the world had dwindled in importance
o nothing. Whar were Exomnius and Corax now but dust?
Not¢ even dust; barely even a memory. He wondered whaz hed
happaned to the other men. But the image of which he could
not rid kimself was Corcelix — the way she had swept back her
hair as the mounted her horse, and the way she had dwindled
into the distance, following the road he had set {or her - to the
faee thar be, 2nd nor Destiny, had decreed.

He passed through Neapolis and out into the open country
agsin, into the immense road-tunne) that Agripps had carved
beneath the promontory of Pausilypon - in which the torches
of the highway staves, as Seneca had observed, did not so much
pierce the darkness as reveal it — past the immense concrete
grain-whacfs of the Puteoli liarbour = another of Agrippa’s
projects — past the outskirts of Comae ~ where the Sibyl was
said ro hang in her horde and wish for death — past the vast
oyster beds of Lake Avernus, past the great rerraced baths of
Baise, past the drunks on the beaches and the souvenir shops
with their brightly painted plassware, the children flying kites,
the fishermen repairing their flaxen nets on the quaysides, the
men playing bones in the shade af the oleanders, past the
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centucy of marines in full kit running at the double down to
the naval base — past all the reeming life of the Roman super-
power, while on the opposite side of the bay Vesuvius emired
& second, rolling boom, rurning the founmain of rock from grey
to black and pushing it even higher.

Pliny'smmcomwtlmitmighaﬂbembdue
he got there. Every 50 often he would come waddling out
of his library to check on the progress of the cotumn. Each tme
he was reassured. Indeed, if anything, it scemed o he growing,
An sccurate estimation of its height was impoasible. Posidonius
held that miss, winds and clouds rose no mare than five miles
above the earth, but most experts — and Pliny, on balance, took
the majoriry view — put the figure ar one hundred 2nd eleven
miles. Whatever the truth, the thing ~ the column ~ ‘the mani-
(estation’, ag be had dacided 1o call it - was enormous.

In order o make his observations as accurate as possible
he had ordersd that his water clock should be carriad down
to the harbour and set up on the poop deck of the liburnian,
While this was being done and the ship made ready he
searched his Jibrary for references to Vesuvius. He had never
before paid much antention to the mountain. It was o huge,
30 obvious, 50 inescapably tkere, that he had preferred to
concentrate on Nature's more esoteric aspecrs. But the first
Work he consulted, Strabo’s Geograpdy, brought him up short.
‘Ths area appears 10 Aave deen on fire in the past and 10 have
kad craters of flame . . .' Why had be never noticed it? He
called in Gaius to take a look.

“You see bere? He compares the moanrain to Ema. Yet how
can that be? Etna has a crater two miles across. 1 have seen it
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with my own eyes, glowing across the sea at night. And all
those islands that belch flames ~ Strongyle, ruled by Aeclus,
god of wind, Lipari, 2nd Holy Island, where Vulcan is said to
bive — you can see them all burning. No one has ever reported
embers on Vesuvius.”

‘He says the craters of flame “were sudsequently excinguished
by alack of feal®,' his nephew pointed our. “Perhaps that means
some fresh source of fuel has naw been tapped by the moun-
rin, and has brought it back re life.” Gaius looked up excit-
edly. 'Could that explain the arrival of the sulphur in the water
of the aqueduct?’

Plisty regarded him with fresh respect. Yes. The lad was
right. That rust be it. Sulphur was the universal fuel of all
these phenomena — the coil of flame a1 Comphantium in
Bactria, the bizzing fishpool on the Babyonian Plain, the field
of stars oear Mount Hesperius in Ethiopia. But the implica-
nons of that were awful: Lipari and Holy Island had once
burned in mid-sea for days on end, wntii a deputation from the
Senate had sailed out 10 perform a propitiatory ceremony. A
similar explosive fire on the Itatian mainland, in the middie of
a crowded population, could be a disaster.

He pushed himself 1o his feet. ‘1 must get down to my ship.
Alexion!' He shouted for his slave. *Gaius, why don’t you come
with me? Leave your transfation.’ He held our his hand and
smiled. ‘] release you from your lesson.’

‘Do you really, uncle?’ Gaius stared across the bay, and
chicwed his lip. Clearly he, ton, had realised the potenrial conse-
quences of a second Ema on the bay. “That’s kind of you, but
10 he honest I have actually reached rather a tricky passage. Of
coutse, if your ingist -

Pliny coudd see he was afraid, and who could blame him?
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He felt a flutter of apprehension im his own stomach and he
was an old solider. Jt crossed his mind to arder the boy 1o come
— no Roman should ever sucoumb to fear: what had happened
to the scern values of his youth? — but then he thought of Julia
Was it fair 10 expose her only son 10 needless danger? ‘No, no,’
he said, with fosced cheerfulness. ‘1 won't insist. The sea looks
rough. It will make you sick. You stay here and lock after your
modher.’ He pinched his nephew's sporty cheek and ruflled his
greasy hair. *You'll make a good lawyer, Gaivs Plinius. Perhaps
a greac one. T can see you in the Serace one day. You'll he my
heir. My books will be yours. The name of Pliny will live
through you —' He stopped. Jt was beginning 1o sound too
much like a valedicrory. He said gruffly, ‘Rewrn to your studies.
Tell your mother Pl be back by nightfall.

Leaning on the arm of his secretary, and without 2 hack-
ward glance, the admirat shuffied out of his library.

A ttitius had ridden past the Piscina Mirabilis, aver the
causeway into the port, and was beginning his ascent of
the steep road to the admiral's villa, when be saw a detachment
of marines ahead clearing a path for Pliny’s carrizge. He just
had time ro distnount and step into the street before the proces-
sion reachad him.

‘Admiral!

Pliny, staring fixedty ahead, nimed vaguely in his diree-
ton. He saw a figure he did not recognise, covered in dus, his
tunic tocn, his face, arms and legs streaked with dried blood.
The appariticn spoke again, ‘Admirall it’s Marcus Atliust

‘Engineer®’ Pliny signalled for the carriage to stop. “What"s
happened o you?'
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‘It’s 2 caraptrophe, admiral. The mouncain s exploding —
raining rocks — Atilius licked his cracked lips. ‘Hundreds of
people are fleeing cant along the coastal road. Oploncis and
Pompeii are being buried. I've ridden from Herculaneum. ]
have & message for you -’ he searched in his pocket * — from
the wife of Pedius Cascus.’

"Rectina? Pliny rook the lerier from his hands and broke
the seal. He read it twice, his expression clouding, and suddenly
he locked ill — ill 2nd overwhelmed. He leaned over the xide
of the carrige and showed the hasty serawl to Anilius: ‘Pliny,
my dearest friend, the fbrary is in penil. 7 am olone. 7 beg you to
come for us by sea — at ance — if you suill lowe 1hese old books and
your fairkfid oid Recting. *This is veally true?* he asked. ‘The
Villa Calgurnia is threatened:"

"The entire corst is threatened, admiral.' What was wrong
with the old man? Had drink and age entirely dulled his wits?
Or did he think ic was all just a show ~ some spectacular in the
amphitheatre, laid on for his inevest? “The danger follows the
wind. It swings like a weathervane. Even Misenum might not
be safe.’

‘Even Miscrum mighk not be safe,' repeated Pliny. ‘And
Rectina iy alone.” His eyes were watering. He rolled up the
letrer and beckoned o his secretary who had been running with
the marines beside the carriage, ‘Where is Antius?'

‘At the quayside, admiral.’

‘We need ta move quickly. Climb in nexe to me, Atclius.
He rapped his ring on dhe side of the carriage. ‘Forward!’
Auilius squeezed in beside him a5 the carriage lurched down
the hill. “Now tell me everything you've seen.’

Adttilius tried 1o order his thoughts, bue it was hard to speak
coherently. S1ill, he tried to convey the power of whar he had
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winessed when the roof of the mountain lifted off. And dhe
blasting of the summit, he said, was merely the culmination
of a host of other phenamena ~ the sulphur in the soil, the
pools ¢f noxious gas, the earth emors, the swelling of the
land which had severad the matrix of the aqueduct, the disap-
pearance of the local springs. Al these things were intercon-
nected.,

‘And nore of us recognised ir,’ said Pliny, with a shake of
his head. 'We were as blind 23 old Pomponianus, who thought
it was the work of Jupiter.’

“That's not quite true, admiral. Ore man recognised it—a
native of the land near Ema: my predecessor, Exomnius.

‘Exomnius?’ said Pliny, sharply. ‘Who bid 2 quarter of 2
million sesterces at the battom of his own reservoir?’ He
noticed the bafflement on the engineer’s face. ‘It was discov-
ered this morning when the last of the water bad drained away.
Why? Do you know how he came by it®’

They were entering the docks. Anilius could se¢ 2 familiar
sight — the Minenn lying alongside the quay, her main mast
nRised and ready to sail — and he tbought bow 0dd it was, the
chatin of evants and circuemstances that had brought him to this
Place, at this time. 1f Exomnius had not been bom & Sicilian,
ke would never bave ventured on to Vesuviusand would never
have disappeared, Aurilius would never bave been dispatched
from Rome, would never have set foot in Pompeii, would never
have known of Corelia or Amplistus or Corax. For & brief
moment, he glimpsed the extraordinary, perfect logic of it all,
from poisoned fish to hidden sifver, and he tried to think how
best he could describe it to the admiral. Bat he had barely
tarted before Pliny waved him to stop.

“The periness and avarice of man!’ he said impariendy.
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‘It would make a bock in iself. What does any of it matrer
now? Put it in a report and bave it ready on my return. And
the aqueduct?”

‘Repaired, admiral. Or at any rate she was when 1 icft her
this morning.”

*Then you have done good work, engineer. And it will be
made kmown in Rome, I promise you. Now go back 1o your
quarters and rest,'

The wind was flapping the cables against the AMinerva's
soast. Torquatus stoed by the aft gangplank wlking to she flag-
ship commander, Antiug, and a group of seven officers. They
came to attention as Pliny’s carriage approached.

‘Admiral, with your permission, 1 would rather sail with you,’

Pliny looked at him in surprise, then grinned and clapped
his pudgy hand on Ailios’s knee. ‘A scientist! You're just like
mel 1 knew it the moment I saw you! We shall do great things
this day, Marcus Attilius.” He was wheezing out his orders even
as his secretary helped him from the carriage. ‘Torquatus — we
sail immediately. The engineer wili join us, Antius ~ sound the
general alarm. Have a signal flashed to Rome in my name:
“Vesuvius exploded just before the seventh hour. The popula-
tion of the hay is threatened. I am putting the entire fleet to
362 o evacuate survivors.”’

Antius stared a¢ him, “The ensirs fleet, admiral®’

"Everything that floats, What have you gor out there?’ Pliny
peered short-sightedly towards the outer harbour where the
warships rode at anchot, rocking in the gathering swell. ‘“The
Concordia 1 can see, is that® The Libsrtas, Justina. And what's
that one — the Pieras? The Europa.’ He waved his hand. ‘All of
them. And everything in the inner harbour that isn’t tn dry
dock. Come on, Antiusl You were complaining the other night
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that we had the mightieat fleer in the world but it never saw
action, Welt, here is action for you.’

‘But action requires an enemy, admsral.’

*Thera"s your enemy.” He pointed to the dack pall spreading
in the distance. ‘A greater enemy than any force Caesar ever faced.’

For a moment Antjus did nor eove and Actilius wondered
if he mighr even be contidening disobeying, but then & gleam
came into his eyes and he wrned to the officers. "You heard
your orders. Signal the Emperorand sound the general muster.
And let it ba known that I'll cut the balls off any captain who
isn’t at sea within half an hour.

Itwasatthemid-poimofdaeninhbou:,mdingmm
admiral's water clock, that the Minsere was pushed away
from the quayside and slowly hegan to swive! round 1o face
the open sea. Attilius cook up his old posidon against the rail
and nodded to Torquatus, The captain responded with a slight
shake of his head, as if 1o say he thought the venture madness.

‘Note the time,’ commanded Pliny and Alexion, squatting
betide him, dipped his pen into his ink and scratched down 2
humeral,

A comfortable chair with armrests and 1 high back had been
8et up for the admiral ou the small deck end from this elevated
Position he surveyed the scene as it swung hefore him, It had
been a dream of his over the past two years 10 command the
fleet in bartle — to draw this immense sword from its acabbard
= even though ke knew Vespasian had only appointed bim s
a peacerime admintsiratar, 10 keep the blade from rusting. Bue
encugh of drills, Now at East he could see whar barle-stations
really looked like: the piercing notes of the rrumpers drawing
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men from evesy corner of Misenum, the rowing boats ferrying
the first of the sailors put to the buge quadrirernes, the advance
guard already boarding the warships and swarming over the
decks, the high masts being raised, the oars readied. Antius had
promised him he would bave twenty ships operational imme-
diately. That was four thousand men — a legion!

When the Mirerva was pointing directly eastwards the
double hank of oars dipped, the drums began to beat below
decks and she was stroked forwards. He could hear his personal
standard, errblazoned with the imperial eagle, catching the wind
from the stern-post hehind him. The hreeze was on his face.
He felt a dghtening of anticipation in his stomach. The whole
of the rowm had turned out ta watch. He could see them Jining
the streets, Jeaning out of the windows, standing on the fla
zoofs. A thin cheer carried across the harbour. He searched the
hillside for his own villa, saw Gaius and Julia cuside the library,
and raised his hand. Another cheer greeted the gesture,

*You see the fickleness of the mob?’ he called heppily to
Actilius. ‘Last nighe 1 was spat at in the street. Today 1 am 2
hera. All they live for is a show]l’ He waved again.

‘Yes — and see what they do tomorrow,” mustered
Torquans, ‘if balf their men are loat.”

Attilius was tken aback by his anxicty. He said quietly,
“You thirk we are in that much danger?®’

“These ships look strong, engineer, but they are held
together by rope. I’ll happily fight against any mortal enemy.
But only a fool sails into combat with Nature.'

The pilor at the prow shouted & warning and the helmsman,
standing behind the admiral, heaved on the tiller. The Minerva
threaded herwmen the anchored warships, close enough for
Attilins 10 see the faces of the sailors on the decks, and then
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she swung again, passing afong the narural rock wall of the
harboue, which seemed ro open slowdy, like the wheeled door
of a great temple. For the first dme they had a clear view of
what was happening across the bay.

Pliny gripped the arms of his chair, 100 overcome o speak.
But then he remembered his duty t¢ science. ‘Beyond the
promontory of Pausilypon,’ he dictared hesitandy, ‘the whole
of Vesuvius and the surrounding coast are masked by a drifiing
cloud, whitsh-grey in colour, and streaked with black.” But
that was too bland, he thought: he needed to convey some sense
of awe, “Thrusting above this, bulging and uncoiling, as if the
bot entrails of the earth are being drwm cut and dragged
towards the heavens, rises the ceniral coluran of the manifes-
tation.” That was better. ‘It grows,' he continued, ‘ss if
supported by a continual hlast. But at its uppermost reaches,
the weight of the exwded material becomes 100 great, and in
pressing down spreads sideways. Wouldn't you agree, engi-
neer?’ he called. ‘1t is the weighe thar is spreading it sideways?”

“The weight, admiral,’ Att¥ivs shoured back. *Or the wind.’

“Yes, a good point. Add that to the record, Alexion, The
wind appears stronger at the higher altitude, and accordingly
topples the manifestation to the south-east” He gestured to
Tormuatus. ‘We should take advantage of this wind, captain!
Make full saill’

‘Madness,’ said Torquatus b Anilius, under bis breath.
“What sort of commander seeks out a storm?” Bat he shouted
to his officers: “Raise the main sajlt’

The tranverae pole which supporred the sait was lifted from
its resting place in the centre of the hult and Artilius had to
scramble towards the stern as the sailors on either side seized
the cables and began to haul it up the mast. The sail was sill
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Furted and when it reached its position beneath the carchesium
~ 'the drinking-cup’, as they calied the observation platform ~
a young lad of ne more than ten shinned up the mast to release
it. He scampered along the yard-arm, untying the fastenings,
and when the lasz was loosened the heavy linen sail dropped
and filled immediarely, tutening with the force of the wind.
The Minerva creaked and picked up speed, scudding chrough
the waves, rising cords of white foam on either side of her
sharp prow, like a chisel slicing through soft wood.

Pliny felt his spirits fill with the sail. He pointed ro the leit.
“There’s our destination, aaptain. Herculaneum! Steer straight
towards the shore — o the Villa Calpurnial’

‘Yes, admirall Helmsman - take us east!’

The sail cracked and the ship banked. A wave of spray
drenched Atdlius - n glorious sensation. He rubbed the dus
from his face and ran his bands theough his filthy heir. Below
decks, the drums had increased to a frantic rempo, and che cars
becamne a blur in the crashing waves and spray. Pliny’s secre-
tary had to lay his arms across his papers 1o prevent them
blowing away. Auilivs looked up at the admiral. Pliny was
Jeaning forwards in his chair, his plump cheeks glistening with
sea-spray, eyes alight with excitement, grinning wide, all race
of his former exhaustion gone. He was a cavalryman on his
horse agsin, pounding across the German plain, javelin in hand,
t0 wreak havoe or the barbarians.

“We shall rescue Rectina and the libsary and carry them 1o
safety, then join Antius and the rest of the fleet in evacuating
people further along the coast — how does that sound ro you,
ewptain”

‘As the admiral wishes,” responded Torquatus stiffly. ‘May
I ask what time your clock shows?'
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*The start of the tenth hout,” said Alexion.

The caprain raised his eyebrows. "Sq, then ~— just three hours
of full daylight left.’

He lelt the implication hanging in the aic, but the admiral
waved itaway. ‘Look at the speed we 're making, captaini We'll
soon he ar the coast.”

‘Yes, and the wind which drives us forwards will make it
all the harder for us to put to sea again.’

‘Sailors!” mocked rhe admiral above the sound of the waves.
‘Ate you listening, engineer? I sweac, they're worse than
farmers when it comes ro the weather. They moan when there
i#n’t 2 wind, and then complain even louder when there is!

‘Admirall’ Torquatus seluted. ‘If you will excuse me?’ He
tumed awvay, his jaw clamped tght, and made his way, swaying,
towards the prow.

‘Observations at the centh hour,” said Pliny. ‘Are you ready,
Alexion?' He placed his fingertips together and frowned. It was
a congiderable technical challenge 10 describe 2 phencmienon for
which the language had not yet been invenced. After & while, the
various metaphors — columns, tree trunks, founsains and the like
~ seemned 0 obscure rather than illuminace, failing 1o capture
the sublime power of what he was witmessing. He should have
brought a poet with him — he would have been more use than
this caudous caprain, ‘Drawing closer,” he began, ‘the manifes-
tation appears a3 a gigantic, heavy rain cloud, increasingly black.
As with a storm viewed from a distance of several miles, it is
possible ro see individual plumes of rain, drifting like smoke
across the dark surface. And yer, acconding to the engineer,
Maccus Amilivs, these are falls not of rain but of rock.” He
pointed to the poop deck beside him. “Come up here, engineer.
Describe to us again what you saw. For the record.’
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Anilius climbed the short Jadder 10 the platform. There was
something urerly incongruous about the way in which the
agmiral had arranged himself — with his slave, his postable
desk, his throne-fike chair and his water clock — when ser
againgt the fury into which they were sailing. Even though the
wingd was ar his back, he could hear the roar from the moun-
tain now, and the towering cascade of rock was suddenly much
rvearec, their ship as fragils as a leaf at the base of a waterfall,
He started to give his account once more and then a bolt of
lighmimg arced acvoss the roiling mass of cloud —~ not white,
but a brilliant, jagged sweak of red. It bung in the air, like 2
vivid vein of blood, and Alexion started ro cluck his tongue,
which was how the superstizious worshipped lightning,

"Add that o the list of phenomena,” commanded Pliny.
‘Lighting: a grievous portent.’

Terquatus shouted, ‘“We’re sailing 100 closa!’

Beyond the admirsl’s shoulder, Ardliuz could see the
quadriremes of the Misene fleet, atill in sunlight, streaming out
of basbour in a V-formation, like a squadron of flying geese.
But then he became aware that the gky was darkening, A barrage
of falling stones was exploding on the surface of the sea to
their right, creeping rapidly closer. The prows and sails of the
quadrirernes blurred, dissolved to ghost-ships, as the air was
fifled with whirling rock.

In the pandemonium, Torquatus was everywhere, hellowing
orders. Men ran along the deck in the half-light. The ropes
supporting the yard-arm were unhitched and the sail lowered.
The helmsman awung haed lefr. An instans later a bal] of Light-
ning came huziling from the sky, touched the top of the mast,
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travelled down it and then aloag the yard-arm, In the brilliance
of irs glare Anilius saw the admiral with his head ducked and
kis hands pressed 10 tle back of his neck, and his secretary
leaning forwards to protect his papers. The fireball shot off the
edge of the pole and plunged into the sez, rrailiag fumes of
sulphur. Tv died with a violent hiss, raking its light with it. He
closed his eyes. If the sail had not been lowered it would surely
have gone up in flames He could feel the drumming of the
stones on his shoulders, hear them rarwtting across the deck. The
Minerva must be hrushing along the edge of the cloud, he
realised, and Torquarus was tying ro row them ow from
beneath it — and abrupily he sneceeded. There was a final lash
of missiles and they burst back out intc the sunshine.

He heard Pliny coughing and opened his eyes 1o see tha
admiral standing, brushing the debris from the folds of his toga.
He had held on to a handful of stones and as he flopped back
into his chair he examined them in his palm. All along the length
of the ship, men were shaking their clothes and feeling their
flesh for cuts. The Minerva was still sceering direcdy towards
Hereulaneum, now less than a mile distant and clearly visible,
but the wind was getring up, and the sea with it, the helmsman
straining 1o keep them to their conrse as the waves crashed
against the left side of the ship.

‘Encounter with the manifestation,” saict Pliny, calmly. He
stopped to wipe his face on his sleeve and coughed again. ‘Are
you taking this down? What time i it*’

Alexion tipped dhe stones from his papers and blew away the
dust. He leaned towards the clock. "The mechanism is broken,
admiral.’ His voice was trembling, He wes almost in rears.

"Well, no matter. Let’s say the cleventh hour.’ Pliny held
Lp one of the stones and peered at it closely. “The material is
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a frochy, bubbled pumice, Greyish-white. As light as ash, which
falls in fragments no largec than a man’s thumb." He paused,
and added gendy: “Take up your pen, Alexion. If chere’s one
thing 1 can’t abide it’s cowardice.’

The secretary’s hand was shaking. It was hard for him to
write as the liburnian pitched and rolled. His pen slipped across
the sucface of the papyri in an illegible scrawl, The admiral’s
chair slid across the deck and Artilius grabbed it. He said, *You
cught 10 mave below deck,’ a3 Torquatus sumbled towards
them, bare-headed.

‘Take my helmet, admiral.’

“Thank you, capmain, but this old skuil of mine provides
quite sdequate protection.’

‘Admiral ~ [ beg you = this wind will run us straighe into
the atorm — we must mem back!”

Pliny ignored him. “The pumice is less like rock, than airy
fragments of a frozen clond.” He craned hs neck 1o stare over
the side of the ship. ‘It floats on the surface of che sea fike
lumps of ice. Do you see? Extraordinaryl’

Attilius had not noticed it before. The water was covered
in a carpet of stone. The cars brushed it aside with svery stroks
but more floated in immediavely 1o replace it. Torquarus ran 0
the low wall of the deck. They were surrounded.

A wave of pumice broke over the front of the ship.

‘Admical <

‘Fortune favoury the brave, Torquarus. Steer towards the
shore!"

For a short while longer they managed to pleugh on, but
the pace of the oars was weakening, defeated not by the wind
or the waves but by the clogging weight of pumice on the
water. It deepened as they neared the coast, two or three feet
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thick — a broad expanse of rustling dry suef. The blades of the
cars flailed helplessly across it, unable to bring any pressure to
bear, and the ship began to diift with the wind towards the
waterfall of rock. The Villa Calpurnia was tantalisingly close.
Atrilius recognised the spot where he had stood with Rectina,
He could see figures running zlong the shore, the piles of bocks,
the fluttering white robes of the Epicurean philosophers.

Pliny had stopped dictating and, with Attitius’s assistance,
had pulted himself up on to his feet. All around che timber was
creaking as the pressure of the pumice squeezed the hull. The
engineer felt him sag slightly as, for the first time, he seemed
to appreciate that they were defeated, He stretched out his hand
towards the shore, ‘Rectinz,’ he murmured.

The rest of the fleer was beginning to scatrer, the V.
formarion disintegrating as the ships battled to save themselves,
And then it was dusk again and the familiar dhunder of pumice
hammering drowned out every other sound. Torquarus
shouted, ‘We’ve lost control of the shipl Everybody — below
decks. Engineer - help me lift him down from here.’

‘My records!’ protested Fliny.

‘Alexion has your records, admiral.” Arrilius had him by one
arm and the captain by the other. He was immensely heavy.
He stumbled on the Jast step and neary fell full-length bue they
managed 0 retrieve him and lugged him slong the deck towards
the open teapdoor that led down 1o the rowing stations as the
sir turned to rock. ‘Make way for the admirall’ panted
Torquatus and then they almost trew him down the ladder.
Alexion went nest with the precious papers, weading on the
admiral’s shoulders, then Artiliza jumped down in a3 shower of
pumice, and finalty Torguatus, damming the trap behind them.
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[20:02 hours]

‘During fthe firss] phase the venr radius was probably of
the order of 100 metres. As the eruption conrirsued,
inevitable widening of the vens permived seill higher
maxs eription rates, By the evening of the 24*, the
column Aeight Aad increased, Progressively deeper levels
within the magme chamber were rtapped, until after about
seven kows the more mafic grey pumics was reached.
Thir was gpecred ar about 1.5 million ronnes per sacond,
and carrisd by convection to maximum Aeighes of around
23 krlomecres.”

Volcanoes: A Planetary Perspective

Minerva's decks they crouched and listened to the dram-

ming of the stones above them. The air was rank with
the sweat and breath of two hundred sailors. Occasionally, a
foreign voice woald cry out in some unrecognisable tongue
anly to be silenced by a harsh shour from one of the officers.
A mam near Aitilius moaned repeatedly in Latin that it was the
end of the world ~ and that, indeed, waa what it fele like to the
engineer. Nawure had reversed herself so thac they were
drowning beneath rock in the middle of the sea, drifting in the
depths of night during che beight hours of the day. The ship
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was rocking viclently but nene of the oars was moving, There
WS 1K puUrpose 10 any activity for they bad no idea of the
direction in which they were pointing. There was nothing to
do but endure, cach man huddled in kis own thoughts.

How long this went on, Anilius could not cabculate. Perhaps
one hour; perhaps rwo. He was not even sure where he was
below decks. He knew that he was clinging to a narrow wooden
ganery that seemed to run the length of the ship, with the double-
banks of sajiors crammed on benches on either side. He could
bear Pliny wheezing somewhere close, Alexion suffling like a
child, Torquatus was entirely silent. The incessant hammering
of the pumice fall, sharp to begin with as it rartied on the timber
of the deck, gradually became more muffled, as pumice fell on
pumice, sealing them off from the workd. And that, for him, was
the worst thing — the sense of this mass slowly pressing down
on thern, burying them alive. As time passed hie began 10 wonder
how long the joists of the deck would hold, or whether the sheer
weight of what was above them would push them beneath the
waves. He tried 20 console himself with the thought thaz pumice
was Jight: the engineers in Rome, when they were constructing
a great dome, sometimes mixed it into the cement in place of
rock and fragments of brick. Nevertheless be gradualiy became
aware that the ship was starting 1o list and very soon aher tha
acry of panic went up from some of the szilors 10 his right that
water was pouring through the oar-holes.

Torquatus shouted at them roughly to be <quiet then called
down the gantry o Pliny chat be needed 1o take 2 parry of men
above decks to try 1o shovel off the rock-fall,

‘Do what you have to do, caprain,’ replled the admiral. His
voice was calm. "This is Plinyt' he suddenly bellowed above
the roar of the storm. ‘I expect every man 1o bear himse¥f like
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a Roman sokiier! And when we rerurn to Misenum, you will
all be rewasded, I promise youl'

There was some jeering from the darkness.

‘if we remarn, more like!’

"It was you who got us into the mess!’

‘Silence!” yelled Torquatus. ‘Engineer, will you belp me?’
He had mounted the short ladder to the rapdoor and was trying
w push it open but the weight of the pumice made it hard to
lift. Amiling groped his way along the gantey and joined him
on the ladder, holding on to it with one hand, heaving with the
ather at the weoden panel sbove his head, Together they raised
it slowly, releasing a cascade of debris thar bounced off their
heads and clauered on to the timbers below. 'I need tweney
ment’ ordered Torquatus. “You five banks of oars — follow me.'

Antilius climbed out after him into the whid of flying pumice,
There was a strange aimost brownish light, as in a sandstorm,
and s he straightened Torquatus grabbed his arm and pointed.
it ook Atilius a moment 1o see what he meant, but then he
glimpsed it too — 2 row of winking yellow lighrs, showing faindy
through the murk. Pompeii, he thought — Corelial

“We"we drifted beneath ¢he worst of it and come in close
1o the coast!’ shouted the captain. ‘The gods alone know where!
We'll ery 1o run her ageound! Help me at the heim!® He wrned
and pushed the nearest of the oarsmen back towards the trap-
door. “Get back below and cell the others 1o row — o row for
their lives! The rest of yoa — hoist the saill’

He ran along the side of the ship towards the siern and
Attitins followed, his head loweted, his feet sinking into the heavy
Banker of white pumice that covered the deck like snow. They
were 30 low in the water he felt be could almost have stepped
down on to the carpet of rock and walked ashore. He clambered
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up on to e poop deck and with Torquams be seized the great
oar that steered the liburnian. Bur even with two men swinging
on it the blade wouldn’t move against the Roating mass.

Dimly, he could see the shape of the sail beginning to rise
before them. He heard the crack as it started to fill, and ar the
same time there was a ripple of movement along the banks of
oars. The helm shuddered slightty beneath his hands. Torquarus
pushed and he keaved, his feet scrabbling for a purchase in the
lovse stone, and slowty he felt the wooden shafi begin to move.
For a while the liburnian seemed 10 Jist, mononless, and then
a gust of wind propelled them forwards. He heard the drum
beating again below, the oars setding inro a steady rhythm, snd
from the gloom ahead the shape of the coast began to emerge
- a breakwater, a sandy beach, a row of villas with torches lit
along the terraces, people moving at the edge of the sea, where
waves were pounding the shore, lifting the boats in the shal-
lows and flinging chem back on Jand, Whatever place this was,
he realised with disappointment, it was not Pompeii.

Suddenly the rudder jumped and moved so freely he
thoughr it must have snapped and Torquarus swung it hard,
alming them towards the beach. They had broken clear of the
clinging pumice and were into the rolling waves, the force of
the sea and the wind propelling them directly a2 the shore. He
saw the erowd of people on the beackh, all irying to load their
possessions into the boats, turn tc ook at them in astonish-
ment, saw them break and scarter as the liburmnian bure down
upon them, Torquatus cried out, ‘Brace yourselves!” and an
instant Later the hull scraped rock and Atibius went flying down
on to the main deck, his Janding cushioned by the foot-thick
matiress of stone.

He lay there for a moment, winded, his cheek pressed 1o
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the warm, dry pumice, a5 the ship rolled beneath him. He heard
the shouts of the sailors coming up from below decks, and dhe
splashes as dhey jumped into the surf. He raised himself and
saw the sai] being lowered, the anchor flung ¢ver the side. Men
with ropes were running up the beach, trying ro find places to
secure the ship. It was twilight — not the twilight thrown owt
by the eruption, which they seemed o have sailed straight
through, but the natural dusk of early evening. The shower of
stones was light and intermiccent and the noise as they scat-
tered over the deck and plopped into the sea was lost in the
boom of the sutf and the roar of the wind. Pliny had emerged
from the rapdoor and was stepping carefully through the
pamice, supporeed by Alexion — a solid and dignified figure in
the midse of the panic all around him. If he felt any fear he
did not show it and as Artllius approached he raised his arm
almost cheerfully.

“Well, this is a piece of good forune, engineer. Do you see
where we are? 1 know this place well. This is Stabize — a most
pleasare town in which to spend an evening. Torquatus!' He
beckoned 1o dhe capain. 'T suggest we stay here for the nighr.’

Torquatus regarded him with incredullry. “We have no
choice about it, sdmiral. No ship can be launched against this
wind. The question is: how soon will it carry thac wall of rock
upon us?’

‘Perhaps it won't,’ said Pliny. He gazed across the surf at the
lights of dhe Linle town, rising into the low hillside. I: was sepa-
rated from the beach by the coastal road that ran afl around the
hay. The highonay was clogged with the same weary rraffic of
refugees thar Atilius had encountered earlier ¢ Herculaneum.
On the shore itself, perhaps a hundred people had congregated
with their possessions, hoping tc escape by sea, but unable 10 do
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more than gaze hopelessly ar the crashing waves. One far and
elderly man stood apart, surrounded by his household, ocea-
rionafly throwing up his hands in Jamentation, and Attilius felr
a stir of recognirion. Pliny had noticed him, roo. ‘That's my
friend, Pomponianus, The poor old fool,” he said, sadly. ‘A
neevous fellow at the best of times, He'll need cur comfort, We
must wear our bravest faces, Assist me to the shore.’

Artilius jumped down into the sea, followed by Torquars.
The water was up ro their waists at one moment, ar the next is
was 1wirling around their necks. It was no easy task to take off
a man of the admiral’s weight and condition. With Alexion's
help Pliny finally got down on ro his backside and shuffied
forwards and as they took his arms he slipped into the water.
They managed ro keep his head above the surface, and then,
in an impressive show of self-control, be shrugged off their
support and waded ashore unaided.

‘A stubborn old fool,” said Torquatus, as they watched him
march up the beach and embrace Pomponianus. ‘A magpifi-
cent, courageous, stubborn old fool. He's almoat killed us rwice
and T swear he'll try aguin Sefore he’s finished.’

Attlius glanced along the coast towards Vesuvius but be
could not see much in the gathering darkness except for the
luminous white lines of the waves running in to hatter the coast,
and beyond rhem the inky black of the falling rock. Another
line of red lightning sphit the sky. He smid, ‘How far are we
from Pompeii?*

“Three miles," answered Torquatus. ‘Perhaps Jess. It looks
like they're raking the worst of it, poor wretches. This wind —
the men had bectar seek some sheleer.'

He began wading towards the shore leaving Attilius alone.

If Stabjae was three miles downwind of Pompeii, and
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Vesuvius lay five miles the other side of the city, then this
monstrous clond must be ¢ight miles long. Eight miles long,
and - what® — at Jeast five miles wide, given how far it reached
out into the sea, Unless Corelia had fled very early she would
have had no chance of escape.

He stood thers for a while, buffered by the sea, until a¢
length he beard the admiral calling his name. Helplessly he
turned and made his way through the restless shallows, up on
to the beach to join the rest.

omponianus had a villa on the sea-front only a short walk

along the road and Pliny was suggessing they should atl
return to it. Attilius could hear them arguing as he
approached. Pomponianus, panicky, was objectng in his high
voice that if they ieft the beach they would iose their chance
of a place in a boat. But Pliny waved that sway. ‘No sense in
waiting here,’ he said. His voice was urgent. ‘Besides, you can
always sail with us, when the wind and sea are more
favourable. Come, Livia — take my arm.’! And with
Pomponianus’s wife on one side and Alexion on the arher,
and with the household slaves strung our behind them —
lugging marble buss, carpets, chests and candelabra — he led
them up on ro the road.

He was hurrying as fast as be could, his cheeks puffed our,
and Amitius thought, he knows — he knows from his observa-
tions what is about ta bappen. Sure enough they bad just
reached the gates of the villa when it came on them again like
1 summet storm — first a few heavy drops, as a warning, snd
then the air exploded over the myrtle bushes and the cobbled
courtyard. Awtilins could feel someone’s body pressing into his
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from behind, he pushed into the man in front and togedier they
tumbled through the door and into the darkened, deserted villa.
People were wailing, kaocking blindly inro che furnirure. He
beard a woman's scream and a crash. The disembodied face of
a slave appeared, illuminaied from below by an oil lamp, and
then the face vanished and he heard the familiar wamps as a
torch was lit. They huddled in the comfort of the light, masters
and slaves alike, as the pumice clartered on 1o the rerracorta

eoof of the villa and smaghed into the ornamental gardens
ourside. Someone went off with the oil lamp to faich more
torches and some candles, and che slaves went on lighting them

long after there was sufficient light, a5 if somehow the hrighrer
the scene, the more safe they would be. The crowded hall soon

had an almost festive feel ta it, and that was when Pliny, with

his arm draped round the quivering shoulders of Pomponianus,

declared that he wouid like 10 ear.

Theadmira!!ladno belief in an afterlife: ‘Neither body nor
mind has any more¢ sensation after death than it bad before
birth.” Nevertheless, he put on a display of bravery over the next
few hoars which none who survived the evening would after-
wards forget. He had long agn resolved chat when death came
for him he would andeavour to meet it in the spirit of Marcus
Sergius, whom he had crowned in the Metuna! History as the most
courageous man who had eves lived — wounded twenty-three
tines in the course of his campaigns, left crippled, twice caprured
by Hannibal and beid in chains every day for twenty months;
Sergius had ridden into his final baude with a right hand made
of iron, a substitute for the one he had lost. He was not as
successful as Scipio or Caesar, but what did that maner? ‘Al
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the whiff of the old Republic: of men of the stamp af Cato
and Sergius; of a city fighting to become an empire; of the
dust of the Campus Martins; of trial by ivon and fire.

The admiral did most of the talking and he tried 10 kaep it
light, avoiding all mention, for example, of Rectina and the
precious Library of the Villa Calpurnia, or the fare of the fleet,
which he supposed must be broken up by now and scarrered
all along the coast. (Thar afone might be enough to foree his
suicide, he realised: he had put to sea without waiting for impe-
rial authority; Tirus mighe nor be forgiving.) Instead he chosa
to talk aboue the wine. He knew a lot sbout wine. julia called
him 'a wine bore’. But whar did he care? To bere was the priv-
ilege of age and rank. If it had not been for wine his heart
would have packed in years ago.

“The records rell us that the summer in the consulship of
Opimius was very much like this one. Loag hot days filled with
endless sunshine — “sipe™, a3 the vintners call it.” He swirled the
wine in his glass and sniffed it. “Who knows? Perhaps, two
centuries from now, men will be drinking the vintsge from this
year of ours, and wondering what we were like, Qur skill. Our
courage.” The thunder of the barrage seemed 1o be increasing.
Somewhere wood splintered. There was a crash of breaking
tiles. Pliny looked around the table at his fellow diners — a
Pomponianus, who was wincing at the roaf and clinging to the
hand of his wife; a¢ Livia, who managed 1o give him a stoall,
tight smile {(she always had been twice the man her Iushand
wad); at Torquatus, who was frowning at the floot; and finally
at the engineer, who had not said a word throughout the meal.
He felt warmly towards the aquarius ~ a man of science, after
his own heart, who had sailed in search of knowledge.

“Let us drink a roast,” be suggested, ‘to the genius of Roman
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engineering — to the Aqua Augusta, which gave us saming of
what was 10 happen, if only we had had the wit 1o heed itl’ He
raised his glass cowards Awiliug ‘The Aqua Augustal’

“The Aqua Augusal

They drank, with varying degrees of enthusiasm. And it
was 2 good wine, thought the admiral, smacking his lips. A
perfect blend of the old and the young. Like himself and the
engineer, And if it proved to be his Jast? Well then: it was an
appropriate wine to end on.

When he announced that he was going o hed he could see
that they assumed he must be joking. But na, he assured them,
he was serious. He had wained himsell to fall asteep ot will -
even upright, in a saddle, in a freezing German forest. This?
Thix was nothingl “Your arm, engineer, if you will be so kind.’
He wished them all good night.

Atritius beld a torch aloft in one hand and with the other
he supported the admiral. Together they went owt into the
ceneral courtyard. Pliny had stayed here often over the years.
It was a favourite spot of his: the dappled light on the pink
stone, the smell of the flowers, the cooing from the dovecore
set in the wall above the veranda, But now the garden was in
pitch datkness, crembling with the roar of falling stone. Pumice
way strewn across the covered walkway and the clowds of dust
from the dry and brittle rock ser off his wheezing. He stopped
outside the door of his usual room and waited for Attilins 1o
clear a space so that he could pull it open, He wondered what
had happened t the birds. Had they flown away just before
the manifestarion started, thus offering a perteny, if an augur
had been on hand (o divine it? Or were they out there some-
where in the Black night, battered and huddled? “Are you fright-
ened, Marcus Attilius?’
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“Yes.”

‘That’s good. Te be brave, by definition, one kas first 1o
be afraid.' He rested his hand on the engineer’s shoulder 15 he
kicked off his shoes. 'Narure is 8 merciful deity,” he said. "Her
anger never {asts forever, The fice dies. The storm blows itsell
out. The flood recedes. And this will end as well. You'll see.
Get some rest)”

He shuffled into the windawless room leaving Auilius 10
close the door behind him.

T he engineer stayed where lie was, leaning against the wall,
watching the rain of pumice. After 2 while he heard loud

snores emanating from the bedroom. Extraordinary, he
thought. Either the admiral was pretending to be asleep — which
ke doubted — or the old man really had nodded off. He glanced
ar the sky. Presumably Pliny was right, and the ‘manifestacion’,
a5 he stiil jnsisted on calling it, would begin 10 weaken, But
that was not happening yer. 1f anything, the force of the storm
was intensifying. He detected a different, harsher sound to the
dropping rock, and the ground beneath his feet was trembling,
as it had in Pompeii. He vencired our a cautious pace from
beneath the canopy, holding his torch towards the ground, and
immediately he was struck hard on kis arm. He almost dropped
the torch. He grabbed a kump of the freshly fallen rock.
Pressing himself against the wall he examined it in the light.
Et was greyer than the cardier pumice — denser, larger, as if
Several pieces had been welded rogether — and it was hitning
the ground with greater force. The shower of frothy white rock
had been unpleasant and frightening but not especiaily painful.
To be struck by a piece of this would be enough to knock a
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man unconscious. How long had this been going on?

He carried it into the hall and gave it to Tarquarus, '[t’s
gelting worse,’ he said. ‘While we've been cating, the stones
have been getting heavier.” And then, to Pomponianus, 'What
sort of roofs do you have here, sir? Flat or pitched?’

‘Flat,’ seid Pomponiznus. “They form rerraces. You know
~ for the views across the bay.”

Ah yes, thought Antilius = the famous views. Perhaps if
they had spent a linde less time gazing out to sea and rather
more looking over their shouldess ax the mountain behind them,
they might have been berter prepared. ‘And how ¢id is the
house?’

“it's been in my family for generations,’ said Pomponianus
proudly. “Why?’

‘It ign"t safe. With char weight of rock falling on it — and
on old imber, toc ~ sooner or later the joists will give way.
We need to go outside.’

Torquatus hefted the rock in his hand. ‘Ourside? Into dhis?’

For a moment nobody spoke. Then Pomponianus started
to wail that they were finished, thar they should have secri-
ficed to Jupiter aa he had sugpesed right at the beginning, but
that nobody ever listened 10 him -

‘Shut up,” said his wife. "We have cushions, don't we? And
pillows and sheets? We can prowect ourselves from rocks.’

Torquatus said, “Where’s the admiral®’

‘Aslesp.

‘He's resigned himself w death, hasn’t he? Ali that nonsense
about wine! But I'm not ready to die, are you?’

'No." Amilis was surprised by the firmness of his answer.
After Sabina had died, he had gone on rumbly, and if he had
been told his existence was about 10 end, be would not have
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cared much one way or the other. He did not feel that way now.

‘Then let’s return 10 the beach.’

Livia was shouting to the slaves to fewch pillows and linen as
Attllius hustied back into the courryard. He could sdll hear
Pliny’s snores. He banged on the door and tried 1o open it but
even in the short sime he had been away the path had filled again
with debris, He had ro kneel 1o clear ir, then draggad open the
door and ran in with kis torch. He shook the admital’s Bechy
shoulder and the old man groaned and blinked in the light.

‘Let me be.'

He reied to roll back on his side. Atilius did not argue with
kim. He hooked his elbow under Pliny’s armpit and hauled him
t hig feet. Staggering under the weight he pushed the protesting
admical towards the door and they were barely scvoss the
threshold when he heard one of the ceiling beams crack behind
them and part of the roof came crashing 1o the floar.

They put the pillows on their heads crossways, so that the
ends covered their ears, and tied them in place with strips
torn from the sheets, knotting them tightly under their chins.
Thelr hulging white heads gave them the look of blind, subrer-
tanean insects. Then zach collected a roreh or a lamp and with
one hand on the shoulder of the pesson in front - apac from
Torquatus, who took the lead and who was wearing his helmes
rather than a pillow — they set off to walk dhe gaundet down 10
the beach.

Al around then was a fury of noise — the heaving sez, the
Hizzard of rock, the boom of roofs giving way, Occasionally
Attilius felt the muffled thump of 2 missile striking his skull and
his ears rang as they had not done since he had been beaten by
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his teachers as a child. It was ke being stoned by a mob — as if
the deities had vated Vulcan a trivmph and this painful proces-
sion, stripped of all humen digniry, was how he chose ro humil-
iate his captives. They edged forwards slowly, sinking up 1o
their knees in the loose pumice, unable 1o move any faster than
the admiral, whose coughing and wheezing seemed to worsen
each dme he smmbled forwards, He was holding on ta Alexion
and being held on 1o by Auilius; behind the engineer came
Livia and, behind ber, Pomponianus, with the staves forming
a line of rorches at the back.

The force of the hombardment had cleared the road of
refugees but down on the beach there was & light and it was

towards this that Torquatus led them. A few of the citizens of
Stabiae and some of the men of the Minene had brcken up

one of the useless ships and set it on {ire. With ropes, the heavy
sail from the Kiburpian and a dozen oars dhey bad built them-
selves a large shelter beside the Bare. People who had been
fleeing along the coast had come down from the road, begging
{or protection, and a crowd of several hundred was jostling for
cover. They did nor want to let the repulsive-looking
newcomers share their makashife tent and there was some
jeering and scufBing around the entrance untl Torquatus
shouted that he had Admital Pliny with him and would crucify
any marine who refused to obey his orders.

Grudgingly, room was made, and Alexion and Anilius
lowered Pliny to the sand just inside the entrance. He asked
weakly for some water and Alexion took a gourd from a slave
and held it ro his lips. He swallowed a lisde, coughed and lay
down on his side. Adexion gently untied the pillow and placed
n under his head. He glanced up at Attilius. The engineer
sheugged. He did not know what to say. It seemed to him
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unlikety that tle old man could survive much more of this.

He urned away and peered into the interior of the shelter.
Peaple were wedged together, barely able to move, The weight
of the pumice was causing the roof to dip and from time 1o
time a couple of the saitors cleared it by lifting it with the ends
of their oars, tipping the stones away. Children were crying,
One boy sobbed for his mother. Otherwise nobody spoke or
shouted. Actilius tried 1o work out what dme it was — he
assumed it must be the middle of the night bur then again it
would be impossible to tell even if it was dawn — and he
wondered how long they could endure. Sooner or later, hunger
or thirst, or the pressure of the pumice rising on either side of
their tent, would force them to abandon the beach. And then
what? Stow suftocation by rock? A death more drawn-out and
ingenicus than anything Man had ever devised in the arma?
So much for Pliny’s belief that Narure was a merciful deity!

He tugged the pillow from his sweating head and it was as
his face was uncovered that he heard someone croaking his name.
In the crowded near-darkness he could not make ous who it was
at first, and even when the man thrust his way towards him he
did not recognise him for ho seemed to be made of stone, his
face chalk-white with dust, his hair raised in spikes, like Medtusa’s.
Cnly when he spoke his name — ‘It’s e, Lucius Popidins' — did
he realise that it was one of the aediles of Pompeii.

Artilius seizad his arm. ‘Corelia? Is she with you?”’

‘My mother — she collapsed on the road.” Popidius was
weeping. ‘I couldn't carry ber any longer. I had 10 leave her.”

Attilius shook him. “Wbhere s Corelia?”

Popidius's eyes were blank holes in the mask of his face.
He looked like one of the ancestral effigies on the wall of his
house. He swallowed hard.
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‘You coward,’ said Azlius.

' tried to bring her,” whined Popidius. ‘But ther madman
had lockad her in her room.”

‘S¢ you abandoned her?’

“Whar else could I do? He wanted 0 imprison us all!’ He
clurched a¢ Awlius’s mnic. ‘Take me with you, That's Pliny
over there, isn’t it? You've got a ship? For pity's sake — T can’t
go on alone -’

Al pushed him away and suumbled rowards the entrance
of the tent. The bonfire had been crushed to extinction by the
tain of rocks and now thar it had gone our the darkness on the
beach was not even the darkness of night bur of a closed coom.
He strained his eyes towards Pompeii. Who was 10 say that the
whole world was nor in the process of being destroyed? That
the very force which held the universe together — the logas, as
the philosophers called it - was not disintegrating® He dropped
to his knees and dug his hands into the sand and he knew at thar
moment, even as the grains squeezed through his fingers, that
everything would be annihilaed — himsedf, and Pliny, Corelia,
the library at Herculaneum, the Hees, the cities around the bay,
the aqueduct, Rome, Caesar, everything that had ever fived or
ever been built: everything would evenrually be reduced 1o a
shoal of rock and an endlessly pounding sea. Nonz of chem
would leave s¢ much as a footprint behind them; they would not
even leave a memory. He would die bere on the beach with the
rest and theic bones would be crushed to powder.

But the mounmin had not done with them yet. He heard a
woman scream and raised his ey¢s. Faint and miraculous, far
in the distance and yet growing in intensity, be saw a corona
of fice in the sky.

j10



VENUS

25 August

The final day of the eruption



Inclinatio

[0o:¢2 Bours)

‘There comes a point when 30 much magma is deng
erupted 3o guickly that the eruption column density
becornes toe great for stable convection 10 persist. When
this condiion prevails, column collapse 1akes place,
gencrating pyroclastic flows and surges, whick am for
more lethal than tephra fail.’

Volcanoes: A Planetary Perspective

A sickle of luminous cloud — that was how Pliny
describedt it —a sickle of luminous cloud sweeping dawn
the western slope of Vesuviug beaving in its wake 2 patchwork
of fires. Some were winking, isolated pinpricks — farnhouses
and villas that had been set alight. But elsewhiere whole swathes
of the forant were blazing. Vivid, leaping sheets of red and
orange flame tore jagged holes in the darkness. The scythe
moved on, implacably, for at least as lung as it would have taken
to count to @ hundred, flared briefly, and vanished.
‘The manifestation,” dictated Pliny, ‘has moved into a
different phase.’
To Adiliug, there was something mdefinably sinisrer about
thar silent, moving crest — its mysterious appearance, its enig-
matic death. Born in the rupeured summir of the mounain it

T be lighe wravetled slowly downwards from right to left.
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must have rolled away to drown itsell in the sea. He remem-
bered the fertile vineyards, the heavy clumps of grapes, the
manscled slaves. There wauld be no vintage this year, ripe or
otherwise

“It’s hard to tell from here,” Torquatus said, ‘bur judging
by itz position, I reckon that cloud of flame may just have
prssed over Herculaneum.”

‘And yet it doesn"t seem to be on fire,” replied Anilius. “That
part of the coast looks entirely dark. It's as if tbe town has
vanished —'

They looked towards dhe base of the burning mountsin,
searching for some point of light, but tbere was nothing.

The effect on the beach at Stabiae was o shift the balance
of terror, first ane way and then the other. They could soon
smell the fires on the wind, a pungent, acrid taste of sulphur
and cinders. Someone screamed that they would all be burned
alive. People sobbed, none lowder than Lucius Popidius, who
was cafling for his mother, and then someone else — it was one
of the sailors whe had been prodding the roof with his oar —
exclaimed thar the heavy linen was no bonger sagging, That
quictened the panic.

Attilfus cautiously strerched our his arm beyond the shelier
of the tent, his palm held upwards, as if checking for rain. The
marine was right. The air was stifl full of small missiles but the
storm was not as violent as befare. Tt was as if the’ mountain
had found a different outlet for its malevolenr energy, in the
rushing avalanche of fire rather than in the steady bombard-
ment of rock. In thar moment be made up his mind. Better 10
die doing something — better to fall beside the coastal highway
and lie in some unmarked grave — than to cower beneath this
fimsy shelter, filled with fearful imaginings, a spectator waiting
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for the end. He reached for his discarded pillow and planged it
firmly on his head then felt around in the sand for the strip of
sheet. Torquatus asked him quietly what he was daing.

‘Leaving?® Pliny, reclining on the sand, his notes spread
around him and weighed down with piles of pumice, iooked
up sharply. “You'll do no such thing. I absolurely refuse you
permission to ga.”

“With the greatest respect, admiral, I ake my orders from
Rome, not from you.' He was surprised some of the slaves had
not also made 2 run for it. Why not? Habit, he supposed. Habir,
and the lack of anywhere to tun 1.

‘But I need you here.” There was a wheedling nore in Pliny’s
hoarse voice. *What if something should happen to me?
Somecone must make sure my observations are not lost o
posterity.’

“There are others who can do that, admiral. I prefer ro take
my chance on the road.'

‘But you're a man of science, engineer. I can tell it. Thar's
why you came. You're much more vatuable to me here.
Torquatus ~ stop him.”

Tbe caprain hesitated, then unfastencd his chin-strap and
took off his helmet. ‘Take this)’ he said. ‘Meal is better protec.
tion than feathers.” Amilius started to provest but Torquarus
thrust ic into his hands. “Take it — and good Juck.’

‘“Thank you." Artilius grasped his hand. “May luck go with
you, toa”

It fitted him well enough. He had never wom a helmer
before. He stood and picked up a torch, He felt like a gladi-
ator about ro enter the arena.

*Bur where will you go?’ protested Pliny.
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Attilius stepped into the storm. The light stones pinged off
the helmez. 1t was unerly dark apart from the few torches
planted into the sand around the perimeter of the shelter and
the distant, glowing pyre of Vesuvius,

‘Pompeii.’

orquarus had estimated the distance berween Stabiee and
TPompeiiatdtreenﬁksvm hour's walk along a good road
on a fine day. But the mounsin had changed the laws of time
ard space and for 2 long while Anilius scemed to make no
progress at all.

He managed to ger up off the beach and on to the road
without too much difficulty and be was lucky thar the view of
Vesuvius was uninrerrupted because the fires gave him an
aiming-point. He knew that as long as be walked straight
towards them he must come to Pompeii eventually. But he was
pushing inte the wind, 50 that even though he kept his head
hunched, shrinking his world o his pale legs and the littla paich
of stone in which he waded, the rain of pumice stung his face
and clogged his mouth and nostrils with dust, With each step
he sank up o his knees in pumice and the effect was like rying
10 climb a hill of gravel, or a barn full of grain — an endless,
fearureless slope which rubbed his skin and rore at the muscles
at the rop of his thighs. Every few bundred paces be swayed
to 4 stop and somehow, holding the torch, he had to deag first
ane foot and then the other cut of the clinging pumice and
pick the stones out of his shoes.

The temptation to lic down and rest was overwhelming and
yei it had co be resisied, be knew, because sometimes he stum-
bled into the bodies of those who had given up already. His
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torch showed soft forms, mere outlines of humanity, with occa-
sionally a protruding foot, or a hand clawing at the air. And it
was not only people who had died on the road. He blurdered
into a team of oxcn thar had become stuck in the drifts and a
horse thac had collapsed between the shafts of an abandoned
wagon, irs burden 100 heavy ra pull: 2 stone horse pulling a
stone cart. All these chings appeared as brief apparitions in the
Bickering cincle of light he carvied. There must have been much
more that mercifully he could not see. Sometimes the living a5
well as the dead emerged fleetingly out of the darkness — a
man carrying a cat; @ young woman, naked and deranged;
another couple carrying a long brass candelshrum slung across
their shouldess, the man at the front and vhe woman a¢ the back.
They were heading in the opposite direction to him, From
¢ither side came isolated, barely human cries and moans, such
as he imagined might be heard on a batdefield after the fighting
was done. He did not stop, apart from once, when he heard a
child erying out for its parents. He stopped, listening, and sam-
Bled around for a while, trying to find the source of the voice,
calling our in response, but the child went quier, perhaps out
of fear at the sound of a stranger, and eventually he gave up
the search.

All this lasted for several hours.

At some point the crescent of light appeared aguin ar che
summit of Vesuvius, sweeping down, following more or less
the same rrajectory as hefore. Thbe glow was brighrer and when
it reached the shore, or whar he guessed was the shore, ic did
nat die at once but rolled on out to sea before tapering away
into the darkness. It was followed by the same easing in the
fall of rock, But this time on the slopes of the mountin it
seemed ro extinguish the fires rather than rekindle them. Soon

317



ROBEAT HARRIS

afterward his torch began ro siutter. Most of the pitch had
trarned away. He pushed on with a renewed enetgy born of
fear because he knew that when it died he would be left help-
1esg in the darkness. And when that moment came it was indeed
terrible — more horrible than he had feared. His legs had
vanished and be could see nothing, not even if he brought his
hand right up to his eyes.

The fires on tha side of Vesuvius bad also dwindled o an
occasional riny fountain of ocrange sparks. More red lightning
gave a pinkish glow to the underside of dhe black cloud. He
was no longer sure in which direction be was {acing. He was
disembodied, urterly alone, buried almost up to his thighs in
swone, the earth whiding and thundering around him. He flung
away his extinguished torch and let himself sink forwards. He
sireiched out his hands and Jay there, feeling the mantle of
purnice slowly accumulating around his shoulders, and it was
peculiarly comforting, like being tucked up in bed at night as
a child. He laid his cheek o the warm rock and felt himself
relax. A greae sense of tranquillity suffused him. if this wes
death then it was pot 100 bad: he could accept this « welcome
it, aven:, as one might a well-earned rest at the end of a hard
day’s work our on the arcades of the aqueducts.

In his dreams the ground was melting and he was drop-
ping, rumbling, in a cascade of rocks, towards the centee of the
earth,

Hewwohnbyhux,mdby the smell of burning.

He did not know how long he had slepr. Long enough
to be almost entirely buried. He was in his grave, Panicking,
he pushed with his forearms and slowly he felt the weight on
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his shoulders vield and split, beard the rusde of stones as they
tumbled off him. He raised himself and shook his head, spit.
ting the dust from his mouch, blinking his eyes, sill huried
below the waist.

The rain of pumice had mosdy stopped — the familiar
warning-sign — and in the disiance, immediately before hirg, low
in the sky, he saw again the familiar scythe of glowing cloud.
Excepr thar this time, instead of moving like a comet from right
to left, it was descending fast and spreading laterally, coming his
way. Immediately behind it was an interval of darkness which
sprang inte fire a few moments later as the heat found fresh
fuel on the southern flank of the mountair; before it, carvied
on the furnace-wind, came a rolling boom of naise, such that
if he had been Pliny he would have varied his mewphor and
describad it not as a cloud but as a wave — a boiling wave of
red-hot vapour that scorched his cheeks and watered his eyes.
He could smell his hair singeing.

He writhed to free himself from the grip of the pumice as
the sulphurcus dawn raced across the sky rowards him.
Something dark was growing in the centre of it, sing out of
the ground, and be realised that the ¢rimson light was silhou-
sting a town less than half 2 mile away. The vision bright-
ened. He picked out city walls and watchtowers, the pillars of
a roofless temple, 2 row of blasted, sightless windows ~ and
people, the shadows of people, running in panic along the fines
of the ramparts. The speczacle was sharp for only a little while,
just long encugh for him ta recognise ic as Pompeii, and then
the giow behind it slowly faded, raking the city with it, back
into the darkness,
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%t i dangerous 10 assume that the worst it ovar afier the

tritial explosive phase. Predicring an erwption’s ond is

even more difficult than predicting its beginning.’
Encyclopaedia of Volcanoes

e pulled off his belmet and used it as a bucker,

digging the lip of the metal into the pumice and

emprying it over hls shoulder. Gradually as he
worked he became aware of the pale white shapes of his arms.
He stopped and raised them in wonder. Such a trivial matter,
t0 be able 10 see one's hands, and yet he couid have cried with
relief. The morning was coming. A new day was struggling ©
be born. He was stll alive.

He finished digging, wrestled his [egs loose and hauled
himself up on to his fect. The freshly ignited crop of fires high
up on Vesuvius had restored his sense of direction, Perhaps it
was his imaginarion but be even thought he could see the
shadow of the city. Vague in tha darkness, the plain of pumsice
spread our around him, a ghostly, gendy undulating landscape.
He set off wowards Pompeii, wading up 1o his knees again,
sweating, thirsty, dirty, with the acrid stench of buming in his
nose and throat. He assumed, by the nearness of the city walls,
that he must he almost inside the pert, in which case there ought
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to be a river somewhere. Bur the pumice had submerged the
Sarnus into the desert of stones. Through the dust he had 2
vague impression of low walls on cither side of him and as he
stumbled forward he realised that these weren't fences but
buildings, buried buildings, and that he was labouring along s
steeet at roof level. The pumice must be seven or eight feet
deep at least.

Impossible ro believe that people could have lived through
such a bombardment. And yet they had, Not cnly had he seen
them moving on rhe city’s ramparts, be could see them now,
emerging from holes in the ground, from beneath the ombs
of theit houses ~ individuals, couples supporting ane another,
whole familes, even a modher holding a baby. They stood
around in the grainy hcown half-light, brughing the dust from
their clothes, gazmg at the sky. Apart from an occasional scat-
tering of missiles the fall of rock had ceased. Butit would come
again, Attilive was certain. There was a patwern, The greater
the surge of burning air down the slopes of the mountzir, the
more energy it seemead to suck from the storm and the longer
the lull before it starred anew. There was no doubr, either, that
the surges were growing in strength. The first appeared to have
hit Herculaneum; the second (o have ravelled beyond it, out
to sea; the third 10 bave reached almost as far as Pornpeii itsaif.
The next might easily sweep across the entire town, He
ploughed on.

The harbour had entirely vanished, A few masts poking ouc
of the sea of pumice, a broken sternpost and the shrouded
outline of a hull were the only clues that it had ever existed.
He could hear the sea, but it sounded a long way off. The shape
of the coast had altered. Occasionally, the ground shook and
then would come the distant crash of walls and dmbers giving
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way, roofs collapsing. A ball of lightming fizzed arross the land-
scape and struck the distant columns of the temple of Venus. A

fire started. It became harder to make progress. He sensed that
he was wading up a slope and he tried o visualise how the port
had looked, the ramped roads leading up from the wharfs and
quaysides to the city gates. Torches lcomed cut of the smoky
air and passed him. He had expected to encounter crowds of
survivors seizing the opportunity to escape from the town but
tha maffic was all the other way. People were going back into
Pompeii. Why? To search for those they had lost, be supposed.
To see whar they could retrieve from their homes. To Joor. He
wanted to tell them to run for it while they had the chance bur
be hadn't the breath A man pushed hite out of the way and
overtook him, jerking from side o side like a marionetta ag he
scrambled throngh the drifes.

Attilius reached the top of the amp. He groped through
tha dusty twilight until be found & corner of heavy masonry
and felt his way around it, inco the tow tunnel which was all
thar remained of the great entrance to the town. He could have
reached up and touched the vaulted roof. Someone lumbered
up to him from behind and seized his arm. ‘Have you seen my
wifer"

He was holding a small oil lamp, with bis hand cupped
around the flame — a young man, handsome, and incongru-
ously immaculate, as if he had heen out for a siroll before
breakfast. Actiliun saw that the fingers encircling the Ixmp were
manicured.

‘Fra sotry -

'Julia Felix? You must know her. Everyone knows her.” His
voice was trembling. He called out, “Has anyone bere seen Julia
Felix?’
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There was a stir of movement and Auilius rezlised there
were 2 dozen or more people, crammed rogether, sheltering in

the passageway of the gate.
‘She’s not been this way," someone muttered.

The young man groaned and sraggered towards the own.
‘Julial Julial* His voice grew fainter as his wavering lamp disap-
peared into the darkness. “julia¥

Armilius said loudly, ‘Which gate is this?’

He was answered by the same man. “The Stabian.’

'S this is the road which leads up to the Gare of Vesuviug?’

‘Don’t tell him!” hissed a voice. “He"s just a stranger, come
10 rob us!’

Other men with torches were forcing theie way up the ramp.

“Thievest" shsieked a woman. ‘Qur properties are all un-
guarded! Thicves!’

A punch was thrown, soineone swore and suddenly the
narTow entrance was a rangle of shadows and waving torches.
The engineer kept his hand on the wall and sambled fosward,
treading on bodies. A man cursed and Bingers closed around
his ankle. Autilius jerked his leg free. He reached the end of
the gate and glanced bebind him just in time to sce a torch
jammed into a woman’s face and her hair carch fire, Her screams
pursued him as he turned and tried to run, desperats ro escape
the brawl, which now seemed (0 be sucking in people from the
side alleys, men and women emerging from the datkness,
shadows out of shadows, slipping and sliding down the stope
to join the fight.

Madness: an entire town driven mad.

He waded on up the hili rying 10 find his bearings. He was
sure this was the way to the Vesuvius Gate — he could see che
orange fringes of fire working their way across the mountain
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far ahead — which meant he could not be far from the House
of the Popidii, it should be on this very street. Off to his left
was a big building, its roof gone, a fire burning somewhere
inside it, lighting behind the windows the giant, bearded face
of the god Bacchus — a theatre, was it? To his right were the
stumpy shapes of houses, like a row of ground-down reeth,
only 2 few feet of wall left visible. He swayed towards them,
Torches were moving. A few fires had been lir. People were
digging frantically, some with ptanks of wood, a few with their
bare hands, Othets were calling out names, dragging out boxes,
carpets, pieces of broken furniture. An old woman screaming
bysterically. Two men fighting over something - he could not
see what ~ another urying to run with a marble bust cradled in
hia arms.

He saw 2 team of horses, frozen in mid-gallop, swooping
out of the gloom above hia head, and he stared at tham sapidly
for 2 moment until he realised it was the equestrian monzment
at the big crossroads. He went back down the hill agzin, past
what he remembered was 2 bakery and at last, very faintly on
a wall, ar knee-height, hie found an inscription: “RIS NEIGHBOURS
URGE THE ELECTION OF LUGIUS POPIDIUS SECUNDUS AS AEDILE.
HE WILL PROVE WORTHY.'

Hemmagedwsquem through a window on one of the
side streets and picked his way among the rubble, calling
her name. There was no sign of life.

Tt was still possible to wotk out the arrangement of the two
houses by the walls of the upper stories. ‘The roof of the atrium
had collapsed, but the flat space next to it must have been where
the swimming pool was and over there must have been a second
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courtyard. He poked his head into some of the rooms of what
had once been the zpper floor. Dimly he could make cut broken
pieces of furniture, smashed crockery, scraps of hanging
"drapery. Even where the roofs had been sloping they had given
way under the onslaught of stone. Drifts of pumice were mixed
with terracora tiles, bricks, splintered beams. He found an
empry bird cage on shat must have been a balcony and stepped
through intc an abandoned bedrcom, open to the sky.
Obviously it had been a young weman's room: abandoned
jewellery, a combs, a broken mirror. In the fitthy half-light, a
doll, partly buried in the remains of the roof, looked
grotesquely ke a dead child. He lifted what he thought was a
blanket from the bed and saw char it was a cloak. He tried the
door - locked — then sat on the bed and examined the cloak
more closely.

He had never had much of an eye for what women wore.
Sabina used to say that she could have dressed in rags and he
would pever have noticed. Bue this, he was sure, was Corelia's,
Popidius had said she had been locked in hee room and this
wat 2 woman's bedroom. There was no sign of a body, eicher
here or ousside. For the first time he dared 10 hope she had
escaped, But when? And to where?

He turned the cloak over in his bands and rried to think
what Ampliatus would have done. He warted to imprison us all’
— Popidiug’s phrase. Presumably he had blocked all the exits
and ordered everyone to sit it our. But there must bave come
& moment, towards evening, as the roofs began to collapse,
when even Ampliatua would have recognised that the old bouse
was a death-trap. He was not the type to wait arcund and die
without a fight. He would not have led the city, though: that
would not have been in character, and besides, by then it would
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have been impossible 1o travel very far. No: he would have
tried to Jead his family 10 a safe location.

Attilius raised Corelia’s cloak te his face and inhaled her
scent. Perhaps she would have wied to ger away from her father.
She hated him enough. But he would never have Jet her go. He
imagined they must have organised a procession, very like the
ane from Pomponianus's villa at Stabize. Pillows or blankets
tied around their heads. Torches to provide a litde Jight. Out
into the hail of rock. And then — where? Where was safe? He
tried to think as an engineer. Whar kind of roof was strong
enough to withstand the stresses imposed by eight feet of
pumice? Nothing flat, chat was for sure. Something buike with
modern methods. A dome would be ideal. But where was there
a modern dome in Pornpeii?

He dropped the cloak and stumbled back on to the balcony.

undreds of peaple were out in the streets now, milling

sround at roof-level in the semi-darkness, like anes whose
nest had been kicked to pieces. Some were aimiess — lost, bewil-
dered, demenred with griel, He saw a man calmly removing
his clothes and folding them as if preparing for a swim. Others
appeared purposeful, pursuing their own private schemes of
search or escape. Thieves — or peshaps they were the rightful
owners: who could relt any more? — darted into the alleyways
with whatever they could carry. Worst of all were the names
called plaznrively in the darkness. Hed anyone seen Feliclo or
Pherusy, or Verus, or Appuleia — the wife of Nareizsus? — or
Speculaor the Jawyer Terentius Neo? Parents had become sepa-
rated from their children. Children stood screaming ourside the
ruins of houses. Torches flared rowards Anilius in the hope
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that he might he someone else - a father, a husband, a brother.
He waved them away, shrugging off their quesdons, intent on
counting off the city blocks as he passed them, climbing the
kill nosth towards the Vesuvius Gate — one, two, three: each
seemed ro rake an age to come 10 an end and all he could kope
was that his memory had not ler him down,

At least a bundred fires were burning on the south side of
the mountain, spread out in 2 complex consteflation, hanging
low in the sky. Altlius had learned 1o distinguish berween
Vesuvius's flames. These omes were safe: the after-effects of 2
trauma that had passed, [t was the prospect of another incan-
descent cloud appearing above them on the crest of the moun-
tain that filled bim with dread and made him push hia aching
legs beyond the poinc of exhaustion 2 he waded through the
shastered city.

At the corner of the fourth block he found the row of shops,
three.quarters buried, and scrambled up the slope of pumice
on to the low roof. He crouched just behind the ridge. Its outline
was sharp. There must be fires beyond it. Slowly he raised his
head, Across the flar surface of the buried builder’s yard were
the nine high windows of Ampliatus’s baths, each ane bril-
liandy ~ defiandy — Jit by torches and by scores of oil-tamps.
He could see some of the painted gods on the far walls and the
figures of men moving in fromt of them. All that was |acking
was muvic: then it would have Jooked as though a party were
in progress.

Adttilius slithered down into the enclosed space and set off
across it. Such was the intensity of the illumingtion he cast a
shadow. As he came closer be saw that the figures were slaves
and that they were clearing the Jrifis of pumice where they
had been blown ino the three big chambers — the changing
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room, the tepidarium and the caldarium - digging it out like
snow with woaden shovels where it was deepess, or ¢lsewhere
merely sweeping it away with brooms. Parrolling behind them
was Ampliatus, shoating that they should work harder, occa-
sionally grabbing a shovel or a brush himself and showing how
it should be done, before resuming his obsessive pacing, Attilins
siod watching for a few momenzs, hidden in the darkness, and
then cautionsly begam to climb towards e middie room ~ the
tepidarium — at the back of which he could see the entrance to
the domed sweating-chamber.

" There was no chance be could enrer withour being seen so
in the end he simply walked in ~ waded across the surface of
the pumice, straighr through the open window, his feet
crunching on the tiled floor, the slaves staring at him in amaze-
ment. He was halfway o the sweating room when Ampliatus
saw him — "Aquarias!’ — and hurried 10 intercept him. He was
smiling, his palms spread wide, ‘Aquarius! I've been expecting
youl"

He had a cut in bis emple and che hair on the left side of
his scalp was siff with blood. His cheeks were scrarched and
more blood had seeped throagh the coating of dst, carving
red furrows in the white. The mouth was turned up at the
corners: a2 mask of comedy. The dazzling light was reflected
in his eyes, which were open very wide. Before Amilius could
tay anything he started talking again. ‘We must get the aque-
duct running immediately. Everything is ready, you see.
Nothing is damaged. We could open for business tomorrow, if
only we could conneet the warer.' He was tatking very quickly,
the words tumbling out of bim, barely finishing one sentence
before he went on t tha nexe. Sa much in his bead to express!
He could see it allt ‘People will need ane place in the town thet
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works. They il need to barhe — it H be dirty work, getting every-
thing back in order. But it’s not just that. [r'll be a symbol o
gather round. If they see the baths are working, it will give
them confidence. Confidence is tha key to everything. The key
to confidence is water. Water is everything, d’you see? i need
you, aquarius. Fifry-fifry. What do you say?'

'Where's Corelia?’

"Corelia?’ Ampliatus’s eyes were still alert for & potential
deal. ‘You want Cacelia? In exchange for the water?’

‘p“ha”’

‘A marriage? I'm willing 10 consider it." He jerked his
thurmb. ‘She’s in there. But I'll want my lawyers to draw up
terms.'

Autilivs turned away and stwrode through the narcow
entrance into the laconium. Seated on the srone benches zraund
the small domed sweating room, lic by the torches in theit iron
holders on the wall, were Coreliz, het mother and ker brather.
Opposite them were the steward, Scumrius, and the giant gate-
keeper, Massava, A second exit led 1o the caldacium. As the
engineer came in, Corelia looked up.

“We need to leave,” he said. ‘Hurry. Everyone.’

Ampliatus, at his hack, blocked the door. ‘Ch no,’ he said.
‘Nobody leaves. We've endured the worst. This isn't the time
to run. Remember the prophecy of the sibyl

Antilius ignored him, ditecting his words to Corelia. She
seemed paralysed with shock. ‘Listen. The falling rock is not
the main danger. It’s when the fall stops that winds of fire
travel down the mountain. Fve seen them. Everything in their
path is destroyed.”

‘No, no. We’re safer here than anywhere,’ insisted
Ampliatus, ‘Believe me. The walls are three feer thick.
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‘Safe from heat in a2 sweating room?’ Anilius appealed to
thern all. ‘Don't listen to him. If the kot cloud comes, this place
witl cook you like an oven. Corelia." He held out his hand 10
her. She glarced quickly towards Massava, They were under
guird, Acilius reatised: the laconium was their prison celi.

‘Nobody is leaving,’ repeated Ampliatus, ‘Massavo!’

Actlius seized Corelia’s wrist and tried to drag her rowards
the caldarium before Mastavo had time to stop him, but the big
man was too fast. He sprang (o cover the exit ard when Actilius
atternpted to shoulder him aside Massavo grabbed him by the
throat with his forearm and dragged him back into the room.
Antilius let go of Corelia and struggded o prise away the grip
from his windpipe, Normally he could look after himself in a
fight but not against an oppanent of this size, rot when his
body was exhausted. He heard Ampliawus order Massavo to
hreak his neck -~ ‘Break it like the chicken he is!” — and then
there was 2 whoosh of flame close to his ear and a scream of
pain from Massavo. The arm refeased him., He saw Corelia with
a wrch clenched in both hands and Massavo on his knces.
Ampliatus called her name, and theve was something aimost
pleading in the way he said i1, streaching ow his hands to her,
She whirled round, the fire streaking, and husled the torch at
her father, and then she was through the door and into the
caldatium, shouting eo Amilius 10 follow.

He blundered after her, down the tunnel and into the bright-
ness of the hot room, across the immaculately cleaned floor,
past the slaves, out through the window, into the darkness,
sinking into the stones. When they were balfway across the
yard he looked back and he thought perhaps thar her father
had given up — he could see no signs of pursuit at first — b
of course, in his madness, Ampliatus had noc: he never would.
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The unmistakable bulk of Massavo appeared in the window
with his master heside him and the light of the window quickly
fragmented as torches were passed out to the slaves. A dozen
men armed with brooms and shovels jumped out of the
caldarium and began fanring out across the ground.

It seemed to take an age of slipping and sliding to clamber
back up on to the perimeter roof and drop down into che street,
For an instant they must have been dimly visthle on the roof
~ long enough, ar least, for one of the slaves 1o see them and
shout a warning. Atdilius felt a sharp pain in his anile as he
landed. He took Corelia’s arm and limped a little way further
up the hili and then they both drew back into the shadow of
the wall as the torches of Ampliams‘s men appeared in the road
behind them. Their line of esxcape to the Stabian Gate was cut
off,

He thought then that it was hopeless. They wese trapped
between two sets of fire — the Aames of the torches and the
flames on Yesuvius — and even as he looked wildly from one
10 the other he detected a faint gleam beginning to form in the
same place high up on the mountain as before, where the susges
had been born. An idea came to him in his desperation ~ absurd:
ha dismissed it — but it would not go away, and suddealy he
wondered if it had not been in the back of his mind all along.
What had he done, after all, except head towards Vesuvius while
everyone clse had sither stayed put or run away ~ first along
the coasal road from Stabiae 10 Pomgpeii, and then up the hill
from the south of the city towards the north? Pethaps it had
been waiting for him from the srart: his destiny.

He peered towards the mountain, No doubt abous it. The
worm of light was growing, He whispered 10 Corelia, ‘Can
you runs’
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.YB.‘

“Then run as you've never run before.'

They edged out from the cover of the wall. Ampliatus’s men
had their backs to them and were staring into the murk rowards
the Stabian Gate. He heard Ampliarus issuing more orders -
‘You two take the side-street, you three down the hill' — and then
there was nothing for it but to start thrashing their way through
the pumice again. He had to grind his teeth against the agony
in his keg and she was quicker than he was, as she had been when
sha had dared up the hill in Misenum, her skirts all gathered in
one hand around her thighs, her long pale legs flashing in the
dark. He stumbled after ber, aware of fresh shouting from
Ampliatus — “There they go! Follow mel" — but when they
resched the and of the block and he risked a glance over his
shoulder he could only s¢e ore torch swaying after them.
‘Cowards!’ Ampliatus was shrieking. "What are you afraid of?*

Buc it was obvious whae bad made them mutiny. The wave
of fire was unmistakably sweeping down Vesuvius, growing
by the instant, nct i height but in breadth — roiling, gaseous,
howzer than flame: white hot ~ only & madman would run
rowards it. Even Massavo would not follow his master now.
People were abandoning their futile artempts 1o dig out their
belongings and staggering down the hillside 1o eacape it
Attilius felt the bear on his face. The scorching wind raised
whids of ash and debris. Corelia looked back at him but he
ueged her forward — against all instinct, againse all sense,
towards the mounmsin They had passed another city block.
There was only one t¢ go. Ahead the glowing sky outlined the
Vesuvius Gate. '

“Wait! Ampliatus shouted. ‘Corelial’ Bur his voice was
faintet, he was falling behind,
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Adtilius reached the comer of the casrellum aquae with his
head lowered inco the stinging wind, balf-blinded by the dusz,
and pulied Corelia after him, down the narrow alley. Pumice
had almost compietely butied the door. Only a nsrrow triangle
of wood was showing. He kicked it, hard, and ar the third
acermnpt, the lock gave way and pusmice poured through the
opening. He pushed her in and slid down after her into the
piteh darkness. He could hear the water, groped towards it, felt
tha edge of tha rank and clambered over it, up to his waist in
watet, pulled her after him, and fumbled around the edpes of
the mesh screen for the fastenings, foand them, lifted away the
grille. He sieered Corelia into the mouth of the tunnel and
squeezed in after her.

‘Move. As far up as you can go.’

A roaring, like an avalanche. She could not have heard him,
He could not heat himself. Buc she scrambled forward inatine-
tively. He followed, putting his hands on her walst and
squeezing hard, pressing her down to har knees, so that as much
of her body should he immersed as possidle. He threw himaself
upon her. They ching to one another in the water. And then
there was only scalding heat and the stench of sulphur i the
darkness of the agueduct, directly beneath the cisy walls,
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Hora altera
{0757 hours}

The Auman body canno: rurvive being in wmperatures
over 200 degrees centigrade for more than a few
momenss, eipecially in the fast moving current of a
surge. Trying to breathe in the dense cloud of kot ask in
the absence of axygen would fead 10 unconsciousmess in a
few breaths, ar well a5 causing severe duras 1o the respi-
razory ek . . . On che other hand, survival is possibie in
the more distel pans of o surge if there is adeguate
shelier 10 protect agatnst the surge flow and its high
temperacure, as well as the mussiles (rocks, duilding
mazerials) emrained in the moving doud of materal.’
Encylopaedia of Volcanoes

n incandescent sandstorm raced down the hill towards
Ampliatug. Exposed walls sheared, roofs exploded,
tiles and bricks, beams and stones and bodies flew at
kim and yet so slowly, as it seemed to him in that long moment

before his death, that be could see them murning againat the
brilliance. And then the blast hit him, barse his ear drums,
ignited hig hair, blew his clothes and shoes off, and whirled

him ypside down, slamming him against the side of a building.
He died in the instan: it 100k the surge to reach the baths

and shoct through the open windows, choking his wife who,
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obeying orders to the lase, had remained in her place in the
sweating room. It caught his son, who had broken free and was
trying to reach che Temple of Isis. Y¢ fified him off his feet,
and then it overwhelmed the steward and the porter, Massavo,
who were running down the streer rowards the Stabian Gare.
It passed over the brothel, where the owner, Africanug, had
rerurned to remieve his takings, and where Zmyrina was hiding
under Exomnius’s bed. It killed 8rebix, who had gone to the
gladiacors' school ar the start of the ecuption to be with his
former comrades, and Musa and Corvinus, who had decided
to stay with him, trusting ro his local knowledge for protec-
tion. It even killed the faithfal Polives, who had been shehering
in the harbour and who went back into the rown to see if be
could help Corelia, it killed more than two thousand in Jess
than half a minute and it lefi theiy bodies arranged in 2 series
of grotesque tableaux for poscerity to gawp at

For although their hair and clothes burned briefly, these
fires were quickly snuffed out by the lack of oxygen, and
instead 2 muffling, six-foot tide of fine ash, travelling in the
wiake of the surge, flowed over the city, shrouding the land-
scape and moulding every detail of its fallen victims. This ash
hardened. More pumice fell. In their snug cavities the bodies
rotted, and with themn, as the centuries passed, the memory that
there had even been a city on this spor. Pompeii became 2 town
of perfectly shaped hollow cititens — huddled together or
lonely, their clothes blown off or lifted over theic heads,
grasping hopelessty for their favourite possessions or clutching
nothing ~ vacuums suspended in mid-air at the level of their
roofs.
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t Stabiae, the wind from the surge caughr the makeshift

shelter of the Minerva's sail and lifeed it clear of che beach,
The people, exposed, conld see the glowing cloud rolling over
Pompeii and heading straight rowards them.

Everyone ran, Pomponianus and Pepidius in the lead.

They would have taken Plmy with them. Torquarus and
Alexion had him by the arms and had raised him to his feet.
But the admical was finished with moving and when he ¢old
them, brusquely, to leave him and to save themselves, they
knew he meant it. Alexion gathered up his notes and repeated
his promise to deliver them to the old man’s nephew. Torquatus
safuced. And then Pliny was alone.

He had done all he could. He had timed the manifestation
in all its stages. He had described its phases — colume, cloud,
storm, fire — and had exhausted his vocabulary in the process.
He had lived a long life, had seen many things and now Nature
had granted him this last insight into Her power. In these
closing moments of his existence he continued to observe as
keenly as he had when young —and what greater blessing could
4 man ask for than that?

The line of light was very bright and yet filled with flicker-
ing shadows. What did they mean? He was still curious,

Men mistook measurement for understanding. And they
always had to put themselves at the centre of everything. That
was their greatest coneeit, The earth is becoming warmer — it
must be out fault!! The mountain is destroying us — we have
not propitiated the godsl [t rains 100 much, it rains too litde
~a comfort 0 think that these things are somehow connected
to our behaviour, that if only we lived 2 litle better, a little
racre frugally, our virnie would he rewarded. But here was
Nawre, sweeping toward him — unknowable, all-conquening,
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indifferent — and he saw in Her fires the furility of human
pretensions.

Ft was hard 0 breathe, ot even 20 stand in the wind. The
air wag full of ash and gric and 2 terrible hrilliznce. He was
choking, the pain across his chest was an iron band. He stag-
gered hackward.

Face it, don’t give in.

Face it, like a Roman.

The tde engulfed him.

Fotﬂacreuofdreday,dwenpﬁmmﬁmed,wihfmh
surges and loud explosions that rocked the ground. Towards
the evening its force subsided and 7t started 10 ram. The water
put out the fires and washed the ash from the air and drenched
the drifting grey landscape of low dunes and hotlows that had
obliterated the {ectile Pompeiian plain and the beautiful coast from
Herculaneum to Stabiae. it fitled the welis and replenished the
springs and created the lines of new swreams, meandering down
towards the sea. The River Sarnus took a different course entirely.

As the 2ir cleared, Vesuvius reappeared, bus its shape was
completely altered. It no longer rose 10 a peak bat te a hollow,
as if a giant bite had been taken (rom its sumnaie. A huge moon,
reddened by dust, rose over an altered world.

Pliny’s body was recavered from the beach — hie fooked rore
asleep than dead’, according to his nephew — and cerried back
to Misenum, zlong with his observations. These subsequendy
proved 50 accurare that a new word entered the Langusge of
science; ‘Plinian’, to deseribe 'a volcanic eruption in which a
narrow blast of gas is ejected with great violence from a central
vent o a heighr of several miles before it expands sideways'.
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The Aqua Augusta continued to flow, as she would for
CENUTES tO Come.

People who bad fled from their homes on the eastern edges
of rhe mountain hegan to make a cauzious rerurn before night.
fall and many were the stories and rumours thar circulated in
the days that followed. A woman was said 16 have given birth
tc a baby made entirely of stone, and it was also observed that
rocks had come e life and assumed human form. A plantation
of trees that had been on one side of the road ro Nola erossed
to the other and bore a crop of mysterious green fruit which
wis 3aid to cure every afftiction, from worms e baldness.

Mirsculous, too, were the tales of survival. A Blind slave
was 39id 10 have found his way out of Pompeii and to have
busied himseif inside the belly of  dead horse on the highway
to Stabiae, in that way escaping the hear and the rocks. Two
beaudful, blond children — rwins — were found wandering,
unharmed, in robes of gold, without a grage on dheir hodies,
and yet unable to speak: they were sent to Rome and taken into
the household of the Emperor.

Most persistent of ail was the legend of 2 man ardt & woman
who had emerged out of the carth itself at dusk on the day the
eruption ended, They had tunnelled underground like moles,
it was said, for several miles, all the way from Pompeii, and
had come up whete the ground was clear, drenched in the life-
giving waters of a subterranean river, whch had given them its
sacred protection. They were repotted to bave been seen
walking together in the ditection of the coast, even as che sun
fell over the shatrered outline of Vesuvius and the familar
evening breeze from Capri stirred the rolling dunes of ash.

But this particular story was generally considered far-fetched
and was dismissed 35 a superstition by all sengible people.
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