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CHAPTER ONE

Trust me. Organising a wedding is a pain in
the rectum.

Not that there was any great hurry now.
Perilla’s Aunt Marcia had passed away just after the Winter
Festival, bolt upright in her chair where she’d nodded off after
dinner. Hyperion the doctor had been there at the time, as well as
Clarus and Marilla, and he’d said in his letter that it had been
the best way for her to go. Still, it was the end of an era: Marcia
and the villa in the Alban Hills had been a fixture for more years
than I liked to count. The villa itself wouldn’t be gone, mind,
Aunt Marcia had made sure of that. Once Clarus and Marilla were
hitched in four months’ time the couple would take it over lock
stock and menagerie as the old girl’s posthumous wedding
present.

So there I was, holed up in my study with an
abacus while Perilla was scouring Rome for dress material to kit
out the bridesmaids. I’d just added up the column of figures for
the sixth time and got my sixth different answer when Bathyllus
scratched at the door and sidled in. He had his propitiatory face
on, which was fair enough because in the Corvinus household
interrupting heavy arithmetic is the domestic equivalent of
invading Parthia.

‘Yeah, Bathyllus,’ I said. ‘What is it?
Plague of rats in the kitchen? Housemaid gone berserk with a
cleaver?’

‘No, sir.’ Not a flicker. ‘A visitor.’

I laid the tablet down and brushed the
torn-out hair off the desk. ‘What kind of visitor?’

‘A freedman by the name of Dion.’

‘Who the hell’s Dion?’

‘I don’t know, sir, and he wouldn’t
elaborate. I did ask him to call back tomorrow but he says it’s
important.’

‘Is that so, now?’ Odd, but then I could do
with a break. Whoever the guy was, and whatever he wanted, it
couldn’t be any worse than another bout of wrestling with
prenuptial arithmetic. Mind you, I’d take that to cruising the
shops with Perilla any day. ‘Okay, then. Wheel him in.’

I poured myself another cup of well-watered
Setinian - abacus-wrestling needs a clear head, but you can take
abstinence too far - and sat back in my chair just as the door
opened again and the distraction came in. He was a middle-aged guy,
Asian-Greek by the look of him, very prim and proper, on the plump
side and with a definite lack of hair under the freedman’s cap.

‘Marcus Valerius Corvinus?’ he said. Educated
voice, with a slight Greek accent. ‘It’s kind of you to see me. I’m
Naevius Sertorius Dion.’

If the last name meant nothing to me, the
first two certainly did. I set the cup down. ‘Naevius Sertorius? As
in Naevius Sertorius Macro?’

‘Yes, sir. I was the commander’s secretary.
He freed me in his will.’

I knew Macro, sure: ex-commander of
Praetorians, Gaius’s right-hand man until our fledgeling emperor
told him and his wife to kill themselves, and one of the most
dangerous bastards I’d ever met. ‘So?’ I said.

‘He left a letter for you, sir.’ He drew it
out from his belt and laid it carefully on the desk.

I looked but didn’t touch. Odd was right.
‘Why should Macro write to me? And the guy’s been dead for almost
three months.’

‘He thought it better that there should be a
delay, sir. I’m sure the letter will explain, if you’d be good
enough to open it.’

Polite but firm; very firm. And from his tone
of voice and the expression on his face I knew that freedman or not
the guy wouldn’t be fobbed off by a promise to read the thing
later. If I wanted him out of my study, letter unread, it’d mean
calling in the bought help to drag him through the door by the
heels. I was beginning to get a bad feeling about this.

Bugger.

I reached for the roll of paper and broke the
seal:

‘Naevius Sertorius Macro to Marcus Valerius
Messalla Corvinus. Greetings.

When you read this, Corvinus, both I and
Ennia will be dead, on the emperor’s orders. What excuse he’ll
offer publicly or in private I don’t know, but whatever it is it
will be the product of misinformation and calumny.

I fully realise the extent of the favour I
am asking you to perform for me. We were never friends, you and I,
but even when circumstances inevitably placed us on opposite sides
I have always had the greatest admiration for your integrity, your
persistence, and your skill in sifting truth from fiction. As
indeed has the emperor. That last is important, and the prime
reason for this letter, since if anyone can clear my name with
Gaius then it is you.

Accordingly, I beg you (and you know that I
am not a man who begs easily) to try to do so if you can, to the
best of your abilities. I can give you no prior help; or rather -
since of course I have my own suspicions on the matter - I will
offer you none, because these suspicions are subjective and may be
unfounded. Better that you are left to yourself; that approach has
served admirably hitherto, and I therefore see no reason to depart
from it.

I have asked Dion to keep this letter back -
he is aware of its general tenor - until such time as my death is
no longer recent, and so as an issue of general concern and
interest: I think that, given Gaius’s present state of mind, this
would be the wisest - and the safest - course of action. Our new
emperor is very young and has his foibles but at root he is a
decent and fair-minded man, and once time has distanced him a
little from events I am sure that, if supplied with the appropriate
evidence, he will be amenable to their reassessment. If nothing
else, my rehabilitation will remove the stain from our children,
and knowing that you will be working towards it when we are gone
will ease both my and Ennia’s minds greatly.

Believe me, Corvinus, that whatever the
outcome you have my grateful thanks and my very best wishes.

Macro.’

I let the page fall. Shit.

Dion was watching me closely. ‘Well, sir?’ he
said.

‘Well what?’

‘Will you do it? Look into the circumstances
of the master’s death?’

I sighed. ‘Listen, pal. Contrary to what your
ex-master seemed to assume I’m not a complete idiot.’ Decent and
fair-minded, right? From what I’d seen of the bugger - and I’d seen
a fair amount of him over the years - the adjectives fitted Our
Gaius like bedsocks did a snake. ‘Macro was chopped by the
emperor’s order. End, finish, close the book. Even if there is any
dirt to be dug I put one spade in the ground and I’ll find myself
told to slit my own wrists. Quite rightly so.’

‘But he’s innocent! He didn’t do
anything!’

‘Calling someone like Macro innocent is like
saying Brutus and Cassius were old Julius’s bosom chums. Now come
off it, Dion, you know I can’t help, even if I wanted to. Which I
don’t. I’m sorry, but if the guy didn’t deserve chopping this time
he’d already deserved it a dozen times over.’

‘If he had,’ - Dion was angry,
but he was holding it in - ‘If he had, then he was acting for the good of Rome.
Sir.’

Yeah, well, I’d heard that one before, too.
It was funny how often the good of Rome coincided with the good of
whoever claimed it as an excuse, and Macro had been as altruistic
as a fox in a hen-run. ‘Fine’ I said. ‘I won’t argue. But the
answer’s still no. And that comes with bells on. Now just go, okay?
Thanks for coming, but I’m busy.’

Dion drew himself up. ‘Valerius Corvinus,’ he
said, ‘I am gravely disappointed in you. And so would the master
be.’

‘Yeah. Yeah, right.’ I reached for the
abacus. ‘The door-handle’s behind you. Just turn it and push.’

‘Whoever poisoned the emperor’s
mind against the commander had reasons of his own for doing it.
Thanks to you it would appear that he will get clean away,
and that, sir, might not in the end be to the good of Rome at all.
Forgive me, but from what Macro said about you I’d expected far,
far more. Evidently I was wrong and so was he. You couldn’t care a
fig for the truth.’

He turned and left, slamming the door behind
him, and the slap of his sandals echoed along the corridor.

The echoes faded.

I stared at the door’s panelwork for a good
half minute. Then I picked the letter up and read it through again,
twice.

Hell.

Watery Setinian’s no food for the brain. I
got up, opened the door and yelled for Bathyllus to bring me half a
jug of the proper sort. Then I lay down on the reading couch to
think.

***

I was a good half way down the jug when
Perilla got back hot, tired and material-less an hour later.

‘That was a complete waste of
time,’ she said as she collapsed onto the other couch. ‘I have been
in every material shop in the city including that big new one by
the Livian Porch that everyone’s talking about and there’s simply
nothing suitable. You’d think you could find something the right weight and colour for
bridesmaids’ dresses in Rome.’

I grunted. Me, when I want a new cloak or a
pair of boots I just go out and buy them, and so long as they fit
and do the job they’re supposed to do I couldn’t care less about
finicky details like colour and style. Hell is a woman shopping.
And a woman shopping for wedding supplies is hell with frills on.
Still, a sympathetic grunt is all they want, usually.

‘So,’ she went on, ‘It’s a nuisance but I’m
afraid we’ll just have to try elsewhere.’

Well, so long as the ‘we’ wasn’t used
inclusively she could try where she liked. ‘Fine by me,’ I said.
‘You have anywhere particular in mind?’

‘I thought Alexandria.’

I almost swallowed my winecup.
‘What?’

‘Alexandria, dear. The big city on the coast
of Egypt?’

Oh, gods! She wasn’t joking, either. Bring
weddings and women together and you kiss sanity goodbye. The Macro
problem could wait. ‘Perilla...’

‘We can take Marilla and Clarus. They’d love
it. They’ve never been abroad.’

This was getting surreal. ‘Lady, just listen
to yourself! Capua or Naples, fine, although why the shops there
should be any better than the Roman ones beats me. Alexandria’s the
other side of the fucking Mediterranean!’

‘I’m quite well aware of that, thank you,
Marcus. But the sea connections are excellent. And we could stay
with Stratocles. He wouldn’t mind if we turned up on spec, I’m
sure.’

‘Who the hell’s Stratocles?’ I was seriously
worried now. Once the lady gets an idea into her head she’s like a
terrier with a rat. And, like I say, where wedding shopping’s
concerned women aren’t rational.

‘You remember. Uncle Fabius’s old freedman.’
Fabius had been Aunt Marcia’s husband, dead over twenty years
before. ‘He owns a paper factory that supplies half the copyists in
Rome. And he’s got a huge house near the city centre. There would
be plenty of room.’

Forget the rat and terrier; we
were operating on a whole new level here. If she’d got down to the
fine details of accommodation then we were in real trouble. This
thing had to be knocked on the head right now before she started
asking what socks I wanted packed. ‘Perilla, watch my lips. We
are not chasing off to Alexandria just so you and Marilla can go on
a shopping binge. It’s ridiculous!’

‘No it isn’t. I told you. There are plenty of
boats, and it wouldn’t take long at this time of year. Twelve or
fifteen days at most.’

‘Plus the ten it’d take to get down to
Brindisi. Plus the shopping binge. Plus the journey home. We’d be
lucky if we got back in enough time to chill the wine for the
sodding reception. Jupiter, lady, have some sense!’

‘Well.’ She sniffed. ‘We can think about it,
at least.’ Right. Keeping an eye out for flying pigs all the way.
‘So how was your day?’

Ah. I told her, as gently as possible. Not
that that helped much.

‘Marcus, you can’t!’ She was staring at me in
horror. ‘Whatever the reasons, Macro died by direct order of the
emperor. If you start poking around Gaius will be livid, and if
there is anything to find it’ll be even worse. You did say no,
didn’t you?’

‘Yeah, but -’

‘Listen. Macro’s death is nothing to do with
you. You didn’t even like the man. And Ennia was Gaius’s mistress,
everyone knows that. Their suicides were the emperor’s business, no
one else’s, and they’re finished and done with. Now don’t be
stupid.’

‘I’ve been thinking it through. Macro’s
wasn’t the only enforced suicide round about that time. There were
Gemellus and Silanus just before the new year. If all the deaths
were connected then -’

‘Juno! Will you
listen!
Macro was
Praetorian Prefect and the emperor’s chief advisor. Gemellus was
Gaius’s co-heir, at least Tiberius named him as such in his will.
And Junius Silanus was Gaius’s father-in-law and the most powerful
man in the senate.’

‘Right. Full marks. So what if -’

‘Stop it! Just...bloody...stop
it!’ I blinked: the lady never, ever swears, not even mildly. ‘I’m
not dense, and it doesn’t need half a brain to see the
what if
here. You’re going
to say that they were involved together in some sort of plot
against Gaius, yes? That they were, in effect, executed for treason
but it wasn’t made public.’

‘Ah...yeah. Yeah, that would just about cover
it. Or at least -’

‘Fine. So what?’

‘How do you mean, so what?’

‘Marcus, what on earth business
is it of yours? This is political! Gaius may be a lot of things but he isn’t a fool.
If he does something he does it for a reason, and even if it’s the
wrong reason he’s still the emperor. Start grubbing around in the
whys and wherefores of politics just for the fun of it and you’ll
find yourself ordered into suicide as well. What’s more, you’ll
deserve to be.’

Yeah. True. All of it. Even so -

Silently, I passed her the letter. She read
it through. Twice. Then she said, very quietly:

‘Oh.’

‘Doesn’t sound like an admission of guilt,
does it?’

‘No, but all the same.’ She
handed the roll back. ‘All the same, Marcus. Don’t do it. Don’t get involved. I mean
it; please, not this time. It’s far too dangerous, and it isn’t
worth it.’

‘No arguments,’ I said. ‘None at all.’

She smiled. ‘Good. That’s a huge relief. The
best thing you can do with that letter is burn it.’

I reached over for the wine jug and topped up
my cup. Bugger; this was going to be tricky. ‘None the less,’ I
said. ‘I, ah, was thinking I might go round for a word with old
Cornelius Lentulus tomorrow. Just to set my mind at rest, clear the
air a bit. That wouldn’t hurt, would it?’

Perilla’s smile faded and she turned
away.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Yes, I think it would. Very
much so. And, Marcus Valerius Corvinus, I think you are a complete
fool.’

Ah, well, I
couldn’t disagree there, either; but then I always had been, and it
was too late to change.

 



CHAPTER
TWO

I’d first met Lentulus years before, the
time of the Ovid business: he’d been one of my father’s cronies,
and a lot more human than the average specimen of that
pokered-rectum bunch. That first time he’d told me he never wanted
to see me again, but we’d bumped into each other since at various
social get-togethers - Lentulus was the party animal’s party animal
- and the guy had mellowed like a ripe cheese. Although he was
getting on now, pushing eighty, he was still a heavyweight on the
senate benches: literally rather than politically, because the guy
must’ve weighed as much as a rhino. How they got him into his seat
I don’t know. Probably with a crane.

There was nothing wrong with his mind,
though. What Cornelius Lentulus didn’t know about the ins and outs
of politics over the last sixty years you could write on a
bootstrap. But - and this was what was important - he had a mouth
as loose as a cat-flap. Especially when he was half-pissed, which
was most of the time.

Lentulus lived just up the Caelian Hill from
us, in an old rambling property that must’ve been one of the first
ones built. Which was where I found him the next day, sitting in
the shade of the peristyle garden with a jug of wine and the best
part of a bushel of fruit beside him.

‘Corvinus, my boy! This is a surprise! Sit
yourself down!’ He snapped his fingers - or tried to; half-pissed
was right - at a hovering slave. ‘A cup for the lad, you! Quick,
now! Chop-chop!’

There was a wickerwork chair by the nearest
pillar. I pulled it over and sat. Lentulus’s chair was solid oak
and practically the width of a bench. It looked like it’d been
reinforced.

‘How are you, Lentulus?’

‘Very bonny. Very bonny indeed. Soaking up
the sunshine and the booze in unequal measures. How’s your Rufia
Perilla?’

‘She’s fine.’ I was always impressed with
Lentulus’s memory for names. He might’ve met Perilla once or twice
at most, but half-cut as he was the guy hadn’t even skipped a
beat.

‘Don’t go out much, the pair of you.’ He
pushed over the tray of fruit, but I shook my head. ‘Least, I don’t
see you around. You missed a party last night at Quintus Largus’s
place, young Corvinus, by the gods you did! Palmyran belly-dancers,
naked mud-wrestling and the sweetest little boy-band from Ascalon.
Of course, I can only watch now. Comes to us all.’ He chuckled. ‘Or
rather it doesn’t, more’s the pity. Ah. Here’s your cup. Try this
one, see what you think. Pour, Desmus, you idle bugger! Mine
too.’

The slave who’d brought the cup filled it
from the jug. I sipped...

Beautiful.

Lentulus was watching me. ‘Good, yes?’ he
said.

‘Yeah.’ I took a proper swallow. Not Italian.
Easily top-range-Alban standard. If I were pushed I’d say east of
Sicily, but it wasn’t Greek, or at least not one of the Greek wines
I recognised. On the other hand, as an offside chance, it could be
small-vineyard Gallic; they were producing some nice individual
stuff these days in Gaul, if you were careful about your shipper.
The fact was, though, I hadn’t a clue, and that doesn’t often
happen.‘What is it?’

‘Mareotic. Egyptian. Alexandrian, rather.
They use a different process from us, but by hell it works. I had
two dozen gallons delivered yesterday of different vintages and I’m
working my way through them. Take a flask home with you if you
like. I’ll tell one of my lads to carry it down the hill for
you.’

‘Thanks, that’d be -’ I stopped. ‘Ah...maybe
not. Thanks all the same.’

‘No?’ Lentulus’s piggy eyes widened.
Then he shrugged. ‘Suit yourself, boy. Never known you turn down
good wine, though. Not sickening, are you? There’s a lot of it
about just now.’

‘No, I’m fine.’ With Perilla on her
Alexandrian jag maybe a reminder like a freebie flask of the local
wine was a bad idea. Pity. It was lovely stuff.

‘Good. I’m glad to hear it.’ He took a swig
from his own cup and shifted his huge bulk. The reinforced chair
creaked. ‘Now, young Marcus Valerius Corvinus, you can just cut to
the chase, please.’

Yeah, well. No flies on Lentulus; there never
had been. ‘Tell you the truth,’ I said, ‘I was wondering about
Sertorius Macro’s suicide.’

‘Were you, indeed? Wondering what?’

‘Why he did it.’

‘Because the emperor told him to.’

I grinned; I’d always had a soft spot for
Lentulus. ‘You know what I mean, you old bugger,’ I said. ‘What had
he done?’

‘Why do you want to know?’

‘Call it curiosity.’

‘I’ll call it no such thing.’
Lentulus emptied his cup and without looking at the man held it out
for the slave to refill. ‘I don’t play ingénus, Corvinus, and I’m not senile. You’re
digging the dirt, same as before. Only this time - trust me -
there’s nothing to dig for.’

He had suddenly gone serious. I remembered
the first time, and I warned myself to be careful. He was an okay
guy, Lentulus, but like I say he was no fool.

‘Fine,’ I said. ‘Fair enough.’ I took out
Macro’s letter and handed it over.

He read it carefully, then handed it back.
‘Load of rubbish,’ he said. ‘Macro was guilty of conspiracy and
treason.’

‘But he wasn’t charged with treason.’ Even I
knew that. With the wedding arrangements taking up all my time I
hadn’t been following events all that closely, but I couldn’t’ve
missed the Commander of Praetorians and the emperor’s closest
friend being arrested on a conspiracy charge.

‘Of course he wasn’t. Nor were the other two,
Silanus and that poor specimen Gemellus. How could they be? The
treason charge doesn’t exist any more.’

I sat back. Oh, Jupiter, neither it did: when
Gaius had come to power he’d abolished it, and burned all the
incriminating documents gathered under the Wart’s regime publicly
in the Market Square. Uness they were copies, of course: as a PR
exercise for the new management it was effective enough, but clean
government has its limits. ‘So what reason did Gaius give?’ I
said.

‘A word of warning; don’t call him Gaius,
boy, not to his face, not now he’s emperor. He doesn’t like it.
Stick to Caesar.’

‘Fine. But you haven’t answered the
question.’

‘Neither I have. Not intentionally, I’ll do
it now. Macro was accused of pandering his wife to gain influence.
Silanus - well, the emperor just claimed that he was becoming too
pushy. Gemellus had, and I’m quoting the bloody bulletin verbatim,
“anticipated the emperor’s death and waited for the chance to
profit from his illness”. There you are. That do you?’

Gaius’s illness. That’d been almost a year
ago, when he’d come down with a month-long fever that had nearly
killed him. Gemellus had represented him at the Games, major
religious ceremonies and so on; on any occasion, in other words,
where politics or political decisions weren’t involved...

Bugger that for a valid reason to chop the
kid. Bugger it twice, and five times on the Kalends.

‘No, it won’t do me,’ I said. ‘As an excuse
it’s thin as hell.’

Lentulus chuckled, his jowls heaving. ‘Right.
Agreed. But I told you: a straight charge of treason wasn’t an
option. Gaius had to do the best he could with a bad job, leaving
the juicy bits out. And, like I say, the whole shower were guilty
as sin, barring Gemellus who wouldn’t recognise a conspiracy if it
bit him in the bum.’

‘He wouldn’t? And why would that be,
now?’

‘Because the boy was an idiot. Literally an
idiot, even more lame in the head than Claudius, which believe you
me is saying something. Half the time he didn’t know what day it
was.’

‘So why did he have to die?’

‘Don’t be simple yourself, Corvinus! Tiberius
had named him in his will as co-heir. Even though Macro had the
senate set the will aside that still meant something. Oh, not for
Gemellus personally; he wouldn’t’ve made a decent shopkeeper, let
alone an emperor, and the senate wouldn’t’ve touched him with a
ten-foot pole. But if Gaius were dead he’d make someone a damn good
puppet. Besides’ - he held out his cup for another refill - ‘you
can’t have two king bees in a hive. Gaius was quite right to be rid
of him. Not before time. I didn’t blame him myself, and I don’t
know of anyone who did.’

‘For the gods’ sakes, Lentulus!’

‘Practical politics, lad. Welcome to the
world.’

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘So what was the real
story?’

Lentulus shrugged. ‘No secrets
there. At least for all but public consumption, and you remember
that qualification when you leave here, boy, or you’ll be in real
trouble. You and me both, and I’m too old to take the hassle. All
this is just between ourselves, right?’ I nodded. ‘When Gaius fell
ill and looked like dying Macro and Silanus got together with the
plan of using Gemellus as a figurehead emperor. Maybe going so far,
if they could arrange it, of giving the emperor a push into the
urn. Only Gaius recovered, found out, and that was that.’ He drew
his finger across his throat. ‘Tsikkk! Served the pushy bastards right. Gaius has
his faults, but he’s a smart young bugger with his head screwed on,
and he doesn’t stand for any nonsense. That’s what we need in an
emperor. Silanus was a pompous fool with more breeding than sense.
Macro was the other way about, and the last thing we - I mean the
senate - wanted was another Sejanus. Which is what we would damn
well have got if the conspiracy had succeeded.’

‘And Ennia?’

‘The bitch was getting to be a bore, and she
was in the plot up to her neck. Gaius was well rid of her, too.’
Lentulus drained his cup. ‘You’re not drinking, boy.’

Obediently, I took a swig and held the cup
out for Desmus to refill. Well, food for thought right enough,
although it was all pretty predictable. Still -

‘To change the subject, I hear your adopted
daughter’s getting married.’ Lentulus tapped the rim of his cup and
Desmus refilled it. Jupiter! The old guy could sink them! And he’d
probably been doing it since breakfast. If Lentulus bothered with
breakfast. ‘Valeria Marilla, isn’t it? Lives with old Paullus
Maximus’s widow up in the Alban Hills?’

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Yeah, that’s right. Only she
died last December.’

‘I’m sorry to hear it. She was a fine-looking
woman in her day, Marcia. Completely wasted on a dry stick like
Paullus. Getting an invitation, am I?’

I grinned. ‘If you like. But they want a
quiet wedding, in Aunt Marcia’s villa.’

‘Bugger that, then. I haven’t been out of
Rome in years, and I’m not built to climb hills. Or be carried up
them. Who’s the groom?’

‘His name’s Clarus. Publius Cornelius
Clarus.’

‘One of our lot?’ Lentulus’s eyebrows rose.
‘Well, well. Don’t know of any relations by that name.’

‘Maybe because he isn’t one. One of the
Cornelii, I mean. His family’s from Boeotia, originally. They had
the citizenship from Africanus.’

Lentulus blinked. ‘Good gods!
You’re telling me that he’s a bloody Greek?’

‘Not for ten generations, no. His father’s
the local doctor.’

‘A doctor?’ Lentulus laughed. ‘Corvinus, boy,
your father’ll be spinning in his urn!’

‘Yeah, well.’ Actually, though, I doubted it:
when it came to the crunch, Dad was okay. Still - remember that
Lentulus, for all his upper-class background, was pretty tolerant
as far as the Roman social milieu went - it was a foretaste of what
Clarus would have to face in the way of prejudice, if he ever
decided to move to Rome. Not that he ever would, I was pretty sure
of that. He and Marilla were happy in Castrimoenium.

‘I’m sorry.’ Lentulus must’ve read the
expression on my face, because he was suddenly serious again. ‘That
was in bad taste. I didn’t mean it.’

I shrugged. ‘No problem.’ I held out my cup
for more of the Mareotic. ‘So tell me about these Palmyran
belly-dancers.’

He did, and we got quietly smashed. I managed
to ask one more question, though, before I left a couple of hours
later.

‘Dion?’ Lentulus frowned. ‘Can’t remember
Macro having a secretary by that name, let alone tell you where to
find him. But then I didn’t really know the man socially. I kept my
distance. His major-domo was a man called Antiphon. He might be
able to help. Old Caecilius Cornutus took him on when Macro went.
You’ll find him on Broad Street, near the junction with
Pallacinae.’

Fine. Well, I reckoned it had been a fair
morning’s work, albeit pretty disquieting.

I didn’t believe that stuff about Macro and
Silanus, for a start.

 



CHAPTER
THREE

‘Macro wouldn’t’ve done it, lady. No way. And
I’ve got my doubts about Silanus as well.’

Perilla dunked her chickpea
rissole viciously in the fish-pickle-and-mustard dip. Half of it
broke off, and she scooped it out with her spoon. ‘Marcus, I
am not getting involved,’ she said tightly. ‘You know what I
think. When - not if, when - the emperor gets to hear that you’re
shoving your nose into matters of high politics you’ll be out of
Rome before you can say “exile”. And that’s if you’re lucky and
don’t have to slit your wrists.’ She glared at me. ‘And it’s not as
though you’re at a loose end at present. We’ve got a wedding in
four months’ time to organise, and it’s not going to be much fun
for Clarus and Marilla if you’re dead or stuck on some island or
other. Nor for me either, for that matter. Leave it
alone!’

I shifted uncomfortably on the couch. She was
right; sure she was. I didn’t owe Macro anything, quite the
reverse, and messing around with the system, especially when the
system was Gaius, was tantamount to putting your head in a
crocodile’s mouth in the hopes that it had gone vegetarian. Even
so, I had my self-respect to consider. And that last exchange with
Dion had hurt.

‘Yeah, well,’ I said. ‘I’ll be careful. I
promise.’

Perilla reached for the bean casserole and
said nothing.

‘Look, how would conspiring against Gaius
help Macro?’ I de-shelled a snail. ‘He was sitting pretty as it
was, and he couldn’t go any further. He’s a no-account Italian
provincial from the sticks, his family are nobodies, the great and
good in Rome hate him worse than poison and think he’s another
Sejanus in the making. Gaius is the only future he’s got. And he’s
not a fool, he knows it.’

No reaction. The lady wasn’t even looking at
me.

‘Silanus, now, at least he has form, sure.
He’s got family connections with the imperials that go back to
Augustus and the Wart married his daughter to Gaius when he was on
Capri. Plus he’s a political animal. If Macro was one of the guy’s
chief advisors when he took over then Silanus was the other.
Silanus I can believe as a conspirator, just, although he’d be a
bloody fool to try anything unless he was hundred percent sure of
his ground. But not Macro.’

Perilla laid her spoon down. ‘Have you
considered that he might not have had any choice?’ she said.

‘How do you mean?’

‘Gaius was ill. Possibly - probably, from all
indications - terminally so. Macro was about to lose him anyway.
There needn’t have been any conspiracy at all. If the only heir was
Gemellus, who you say Lentulus told you wasn’t up to the job, then
it makes perfect sense for the emperor’s advisors to make
contingency plans. After all, someone would have to run the empire
if Gaius died.’

I grinned to myself. Well, at least the lady
was talking. And dangle the bait of an intellectual puzzle in front
of Perilla’s nose for long enough and she’ll go for it every time.
She’s like me that way; the difference is she doesn’t admit it, not
even to herself. Still, I had to play this careful. I helped myself
to some of the beans and took a spoonful.

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘So why not just present it
like that to Gaius when he recovered? I mean, he’s a long way from
stupid. And he’s an imperial born and bred, he knows how important
making sure of the succession is, that’s built in with the
brickwork. What else could he expect? Why chop the poor bastards
just for doing their job while he was out of things?’

Perilla sighed. ‘I don’t know, Marcus,’ she
said. ‘And unlike you I don’t think it’s any of my business to
guess. Now eat your dinner before it gets cold.’

We ate in silence for a while.

‘So,’ Perilla said finally, her eyes on her
plate. ‘What are you going to do now? I mean, you are going to do
something, I assume, whatever I say.’

I grinned to myself again. Got you! It was
just a matter of waiting.

‘Find Dion,’ I said. ‘He may not know much,
but he was Macro’s secretary after all. And he was pretty insistent
that the guy had been set up. He must have a reason for thinking
that, other than simple loyalty. Besides,’ I took another spoonful
of beans, ‘he’s the best I’ve got at present.’

‘He didn’t give you a contact address?’

I shook my head. ‘I didn’t ask. And I’d just
turned him down flat. But Lentulus said Macro’s major-domo might be
able to put me on to him. Guy called Antiphon, sold on to a
household on Broad Street.’

She was quiet for a long time. Then she said,
softly, ‘Marcus, you will be careful, won’t you? That’s a
promise?’

‘Sure.’

‘And if - well, if things do begin to turn
nasty, you will give this up straight away?’

‘Cross my heart and hope to die, lady.’

She set her spoon down. ‘Don’t say that!’
she snapped. ‘Ever!’

***

I went to call on Antiphon next morning.

Drusilla, the second of Gaius’s three younger
sisters, had died from a sudden fever at the beginning of the month
and although the regulations governing the public mourning were
still technically in force not even Gaius could keep the ordinary
Roman punter po-faced for long, and things were slowly but surely
getting back to their noisy, chaotic normal. Still, the city centre
was quieter than usual, and I made good time through the thin
crowds. It wasn’t all that far, either: Broad Street runs north of
the centre parallel with the Saepta as far as the Pincian, but the
corner with Pallacinae is right at the market-place end.

The Cornutus place was one of the old
upper-class houses you get in that part of town, that rub shoulders
with more run-down properties like a dowager out of her place and
forced to mix with the riff-raff. The slave parked on a stool in
front of the door stood up when I went to knock.

‘The master’s in Capua, sir,’ he said. ‘And
the rest of the family. They won’t be back for another month.’

‘That’s all right, pal,’ I said. ‘I wanted to
talk to Antiphon, if he’s around.’

The guy blinked, which was fair enough: you
don’t often get purple-stripers turning up on the doorstep and
asking to speak to the bought help. However:

‘Yes, sir, he’s here. If you’d like to come
in and wait I’ll bring him to you. Who shall I say?’

‘Valerius Corvinus. He doesn’t know me.’

‘Very well.’ He took me inside and through to
the atrium. ‘Make yourself comfortable, sir. I won’t be a moment.
What was it about?’

‘It’s in connection with his last master,
Sertorius Macro. I’m trying to trace one of his freedmen.’

The guy blinked again when I mentioned Macro,
but he simply nodded and left.

I sat on one of the couches. I didn’t know
Cornutus, but the guy was clearly old money with a penchant for
art: there were some nice paintings on the walls, seascapes,
mostly, but a few architectural ones too. Good solid traditional
stuff, with none of the risqué nymphs-and-satyrs jobs you find in
the more adventurous houses. The statues matched, too, all decently
draped, but if they were copies they were top of the range.

‘Valerius Corvinus, sir?’

I turned. Antiphon was younger than I’d
expected, but he fitted the decor: solid, respectable, no
flash.

‘You’re looking for one of my ex-master’s
freedmen, I understand,’ he said.

‘Yeah. His secretary Dion. He brought me a
letter a couple of days back and I need to check up on a few
things. I didn’t get his address and I was wondering if -’ I tailed
off. The guy was looking puzzled.

‘What was the name again, sir?’ he said.

‘Dion. Like I say, he used to be Macro’s
secretary, and -’

‘But the master didn’t have a secretary, sir.
Not a personal one. He used the Praetorian clerks.’

‘Okay. So maybe I misheard him.’ I hadn’t;
there was something screwy here. ‘Anyway, the guy’s name was
definitely Dion, so -’

‘He had no slave or freedman by that name at
all, sir.’

Oh, Jupiter! This just didn’t make sense!
‘You’re sure?’

‘I was with the master for ten years, and I
am absolutely sure.’

Bloody hell! But Dion’s name had been in the
letter! If the guy didn’t exist, then -

‘Hang on, pal.’ I’d brought it with me, just
in case I did get to talk to Dion. I took it out of my mantle-fold
and handed it over. ‘Take a look at this for me, will you?’

He unrolled it and read. Then he looked
up.

‘The master didn’t write this, sir,’ he
said.

‘What?’

‘Oh, the handwriting is similar,
but it’s definitely not his. The s’s are wrong, and the t’s. And I’m afraid - well, the master was
no scholar, to put it mildly. Half these words he wouldn’t even
know, let alone use. I’m sorry, but I don’t understand.’

I took the letter back. ‘No more do I, pal,’
I said. ‘No more do I. Thanks for your help, anyway.’

I left, my brain numb.

Gods almighty, what the hell was going on
here?

 



CHAPTER
FOUR

What I needed now was a half jug of wine and
a think. In that order. Renatius’s wasn’t too far, on Iugarius, but
there was a new place I’d thought I might try off Augustus Market.
Besides, this time of day Renatius’s would be packed with familiar
punters and I’d just get sucked into a conversation I didn’t
want.

The place had tables and stools outside,
under a shady trellis - late June in Rome’s no time to be sitting
out in the full sunshine - and if it wasn’t exactly busy it wasn’t
empty either. A good sign. I sat down and the waiter came over.

‘You have such a thing as Mareotic, pal?’ I
said.

‘Just what’s on the board, sir.’

I looked. ‘Make it a half jug of Massic.’

‘Half of Massic it is.’ He went off.

Okay, so what was I to make of this, then? I
was used to a puzzle at one end of the line, but not at both. Who
the hell was Dion, what connection, if any, did he have with Macro,
and why was he so anxious - as anxious he obviously was, to go to
all this trouble - to have me look into the bastard’s death? Above
all, what the hell was the point of this faffing around? He must’ve
known that, if I did start an investigation, his porky about being
Macro’s secretary and the whole whacky letter business would hold
up for about as long as spit on a hot griddle. As indeed it had. So
why tell the porky in the first place?

Because although the investigation was
important for some reason so was keeping himself - or whoever he
represented - out of it. Obviously.

‘Your Massic, sir.’ The waiter, back with the
half-jug, cup and a complimentary plate of olives. Well, I couldn’t
complain about the speed of the service. And when I tasted it the
Massic wasn’t bad either. The first cupful didn’t even touch the
sides, and I poured myself a second and took a good swallow.

So. What had we got?

First of all, he was pretty well-informed. He
knew me, where to find me, and that I’d known Macro and we hadn’t
got on. He knew how to get me hooked despite myself. He knew
Macro’s handwriting well enough to produce a passable forgery, but
not well enough to do it absolutely right. He’d got an axe to
grind, maybe even a personal axe, because if not - again - why the
hell bother in the first place? On the other hand, he wasn’t in a
position to do anything himself. That much fitted, at least: he’d
been a Greek, probably an Asiatic Greek, not a Roman, and if he
wasn’t freedman class he’d been a damned good actor. Smart freedman
class, though: ‘secretary’ had hit it nicely. I reached for the
winecup. Then again -

A hand grabbed my wrist. I refocused.

‘Marcus Valerius Messalla Corvinus?’

‘Yeah.’ The guy who’d sat down on the stool
across from me was built like a slab of the Capitol, if a slab of
the Capitol had had that much hair growing in its nostrils. ‘Who
the hell are you?’

‘Just someone who wants to keep you still
living, pal. And your wife Rufia Perilla. And your adopted daughter
and her fiancé up in the Alban Hills. Castrimoenium, isn’t it? Nice
place.’

My belly went cold.

‘Course, that’d depend on whether you were
sensible or not.’ He leaned forwards and I could smell his early
lunch on his breath. Raw onions and cheap wine had figured
prominently. ‘Asking questions, poking your nose into things -
well, that’s not sensible, is it, sir? Give it up now, that’d be my
advice. Before someone gets hurt.’

I pulled back on my hand, but I might as
well’ve tried to shake off a vice. ‘Touch my family, you bastard,
and you’re dead meat. You and whoever sent you.’

‘Oh, I don’t think so, sir, I really don’t.
Believe me. And like I say this is just a friendly warning. Next
time - well, let’s hope there’s not a next time, for everyone’s
sake, eh?’ He leaned over and patted my shoulder. ‘I’ll see you
around. Be good. Enjoy your wine.’

And he was up and off, striding into the
crowds that packed the entrance to Augustus Market. I stood up
myself, but he’d already disappeared and I knew I hadn’t a hope in
hell of following him let alone catching the bugger. And there
wasn’t a lot I could do to him even if I did.

I sat down again and swallowed the wine in
my cup at a gulp, brain and guts both churning.

***

When I got back home Perilla was in the
garden going through what I just knew was the wedding checklist for
the umpteenth time.

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘You win. I’m giving it
up.’

‘What?’ She set the tablet and stylus down
on the table beside her.

‘The investigation. I’m giving it up.’

She looked scared. ‘Marcus, what’s
happened?’

I told her.

‘The guy was a plain-clothes Praetorian,’ I
said when she’d finished biting her knuckles. ‘Or if he wasn’t he
behaved like one. Perilla, he knew the lot! My name, your name,
about Marilla and Clarus. He even knew where Marcia’s fucking villa
was.’

‘Gently, dear,’ Perilla said.

‘And that bugger Dion was a fake. Macro’s
major-domo had never heard of the guy. The same goes for Macro’s
fucking letter. He didn’t write the fucking thing at all.’

‘Marcus. Please. Sit down.’ I did. ‘Take a
deep breath, hold it to a count of five, and let it out.’ I did.
‘Good. So. Now exactly what are you going to do?’

‘Give up. I told you. It isn’t worth it.’

She was frowning. ‘You’re sure? Absolutely
sure?’

‘Lady, I’m not a complete idiot, or a
potential suicide. If the warning came from Gaius - and six gets
you ten it did - then I can’t go head-to-head with the emperor,
whatever the rights or wrongs might be. Besides, I promised.’

‘Yes, that’s true. Still, when has that ever
mattered?’

I stared at her. ‘Whose side are you on?’

‘Yours. That’s the point.’ She picked up the
wax tablet again. ‘Fine. So if you think the emperor wants to stop
you then your logical next step would be to confirm it with
him.’

‘What?’

‘Go and see him.’

‘Gods almighty, Perilla -!’

‘Why not? It would save everyone a lot of
grief and heartache, wouldn’t it? If the wineshop man was a
Praetorian, and Gaius had sent him, then why shouldn’t the emperor
confirm it? Then you can say, Yes, Caesar, all right, I’m sorry,
I’ll stop being such a nosey bastard from this moment on, and
you’re both happy. Or at least you’ll know where you stand. Or am I
wrong?’

I was laughing despite myself.
I leaned over and kissed her. ‘Absolutely right, lady. We have a
deal.’ I turned and raised my voice. ‘Bathyllus!’

The little guy had been hovering as usual.
I’d hardly got the last syllable out when he shimmered over.

‘Wine, sir?’

‘Yeah, but then I want you to put on your
cleanest socks and go on over to the palace. Make an appointment
for me to see the emperor.’

Bathyllus doesn’t faze easily, but he did
now. ‘Ah...’

‘You heard me, sunshine. I’m not joking. The
palace, appointment with the emperor, asap.’

‘Yes, sir.’ He hesitated. ‘Could I suggest,
though, that when you do go you wear a mourning mantle?’

Oh, bugger; I’d forgotten about that. Rome
might be getting back to normal after Drusilla’s death, but she’d
been far and away Gaius’s favourite sister. From all accounts her
death had hit him hard - he hadn’t even been able to attend the
funeral on Mars Field - and he was still a long way from getting
over it. Turning up looking crisp, summery and well-barbered,
smelling of roses and with a broad grin on my puss, would go down
with the guy like a six-day-old anchovy in a heatwave. If, that
was, he agreed to see me at all. Still, things were urgent, and I
had to try.

‘Well reminded, Bathyllus,’ I said. ‘Off you
go. Spit spot.’

He left.

‘Flute-players,’ Perilla said.

I frowned. ‘What?’

‘For the wedding, Marcus. I’d thought of
getting them from the guild in Rome, but Marilla says she’d rather
use ones from Bovillae. What do you think?’

‘Ah...Bovillae’s fine with me. If that’s what
Marilla wants.’

‘Very well.’ She made a tick on the list.
‘Clarus can arrange that. He has an uncle in Bovillae. Now what
about Patinius Cruso? I’m a bit worried about him.’

‘Who the hell’s Patinius Cruso?’

‘You know perfectly well, dear. The priest.
He was a very close friend of Aunt Marcia’s and he’s known Marilla
all her time in Castrimoenium. He must be well over eighty.’

‘So?’

She sighed. ‘Marcus, he’s completely senile.
The last time I saw him his major-domo was trying to convince him
that a loincloth and hobnailed boots were not appropriate dress for
a dinner party. We’d be far safer with someone else, agreed, but
he’s a lovely old man and he’d be desperately upset if we passed
him over.’

‘It’d make for an interesting ceremony. Not
many people get married by a priest in a loincloth and boots.’

‘Be serious.’

‘Okay. So make sure the major-domo rides
close shotgun on the day and have one of the other priests primed
to take over. If necessary we can bundle the old guy up in his
mantle and lock him in a broom cupboard until the reception.’

‘Hmm. Well, if you’re sure.’ She made another
tick. ‘What about flowers?’

‘Your wine, sir.’ Bathyllus must’ve gone off
to the palace; the slave with the tray was one of the skivvies.

I took the wine and sipped. Well, there was
nothing I could do now until Gaius agreed to see me. Or not, as the
case might be. And at least Perilla was off the Alexandrian
jag.

I was still puzzled over this Dion business,
though. That made no sense at all.

 



CHAPTER
FIVE

I got my appointment two days later.

I was nervous as hell; sure I was. We’d got
on well enough in the past, Gaius and me, on the occasions that we
had met, and although Macro’s letter had been a fake the bit about
him being well-disposed had seemed true enough. Even so, the guy
was emperor now, he could break me with no more trouble than
swatting a fly. And he was about as reliable as an adder with
fang-ache.

Besides, we’d had four enforced top-bracket
suicides inside of eight months. Those sort of statistics aren’t
exactly encouraging.

I’d let Bathyllus choose the wardrobe. Going
unshaven for the two days, which is proper mourning etiquette, had
seemed a bit OTT - the guy didn’t like crawlers, I knew from past
experience, and Drusilla hadn’t been family - so I didn’t do it;
but a plain mourning mantle and no barber’s powder was only
sensible. I took the litter, too: walking from the Caelian to the
Palatine in the afternoon heat of summer can leave you humming, and
that I didn’t want either.

I gave my name to the palace flunkey - like
all the slaves in the imperial quarters he was in a mourning-tunic
himself, and half his fringe was missing - and he took me in to the
Presence.

Gaius looked terrible. Yeah, well, he usually
did - not a good-looking guy, our emperor - but I’d seen
privy-slaves in better nick. If I’d had any doubts about his grief
over Drusilla, I didn’t have them any more. Oh, sure, his
mourning-tunic would be top-of-the-range quality, but even at a
room’s-distance in the poor light I could see he’d had the same one
on for days. From the length of his stubble he hadn’t shaved since
Drusilla’s death; hadn’t eaten all that much, either, because he
looked like a half-starved goat. Skulls came to mind. Mildewed
ones, at that. The room’s curtains were closed, there were only a
few lamps lit and the place smelled of stale sweat and incense.

I bowed my head as the slave closed the door
behind me. ‘Caesar.’

‘Hello, Marcus.’ Well, at least he sounded
brighter than he looked, which admittedly wasn’t saying much. The
usual bright, brittle drawl was missing. ‘Come in. Have a seat, if
you can find one. I’m afraid the place is a bit of a mess. The
slaves want to tidy it, but I just can’t be arsed. I’ve told them
to stay out.’

I moved over to the couch opposite his. There
was a tray on it, with bowls of untouched food that looked like
it’d been there for days. I lifted it out of the way, onto a side
table, and sat down.

‘I’m sorry about your sister, sir,’ I
said.

‘Yes. Yes, thank you.’ He gave a brittle
smile that didn’t touch his eyes. These I didn’t like the look of
at all; they shifted, and they glittered in the lamplight. ‘Mind
you, she’s a goddess now, you know. Or she will be shortly, as soon
as I can make her one. I thought Panthea would be a good name - the
Universal Divinity. Venus, sort of thing. In fact, she could share
Venus’s temple in the Julian Market, in the short term, anyway.
What do you think?’

My stomach went cold. ‘Very nice, Caesar,’ I
said.

‘Yes. She’ll like that. Still, it’s hard, not
having her around in the flesh any more. She was a lovely girl.
We’re all quite devastated.’

I said nothing.

‘Life, however, must go on, I suppose.’
Another brittle smile and a shrug of the shoulders. ‘Now. What can
I do for you?’

This was the tricky bit. I cleared my
throat.

‘I had a letter the other day, sir. From
Sertorius Macro. Only it turns out that it wasn’t.’

The smile had become a frown. ‘Macro? He’s
dead. Been dead for months.’

‘Yes, sir. I know. It was delivered by
someone who claimed to be his secretary. That wasn’t right
either.’

‘Marcus, petal, you’re not making sense.’

I took the letter out and handed it over.
‘Read it yourself, sir. But as I say it’s a forgery.’

‘How very odd.’ He unrolled it. ‘Bring some
light over, would you? It isn’t very bright in here.’

I got up and fetched the nearest candelabrum
closer - half the lamps were out of oil - then waited until he’d
read the thing through.

He chuckled.

‘It’s a load of balls,’ he said. ‘Patronising
to boot. I mean, what “foibles” do I have, for goodness’ sake? And
I certainly was not “misinformed”. The man was a scheming bastard,
and that wife of his was worse. I should never have given either of
them house room. Especially her.’

‘You’re sure of that, sir?’

‘Absolutely sure. Macro pushed his overblown
bedmate at me to worm his way into my confidence, then when I fell
ill the two of them got together with that pompous idiot Silanus
and stinky young Gemellus to get rid of me altogether. Only it
didn’t work. I was protected, you see. The gods of Rome protected
me.’

‘So there was an actual conspiracy?’

‘Of course there was. They were completely
guilty, all of them. Naturally, I couldn’t make it public, not
after making such a song and dance about scrapping that dreadfully
unpopular treason charge. But I could kill them all anyway.’ He
grinned. ‘By the gods, I could! I was a bit sorry about Gemellus,
mind, he was just two tiles short of a roof, poor lamb, but I’d’ve
had to do it sooner or later anyway, and he wasn’t much of a
loss.’

My belly went cold again.

‘So.’ He handed back the letter. ‘If that’s
all that’s worrying you -’

‘Not quite, Caesar,’ I said.

‘You mean there’s more?’

‘I - well, I sort of got interested.’ I
swallowed.

‘Really?’ He raised himself on his elbow.
‘You surprise me.’

‘I mean, why the letter in the first place? I
know it’s a forgery, but -’

He laughed. ‘Oh, Marcus!
Marcus!
You don’t change,
do you? Now don’t tell me you want to take this further! I said: it’s
absolute balls!’

‘So why when I start asking a few questions
should some heavy go for me in a wineshop and threaten me and my
family to get me to stop?’

The laughter died. ‘What?’

‘It happened a couple of days ago, sir. I,
uh, wondered at the time if you hadn’t sent him yourself.’

‘Why on earth would you think that?’

‘He was pretty well informed. And he looked
like a Praetorian.’

He laughed again. ‘Marcus, petal,’ he said.
‘If I wanted you to stop pushing your fucking long nose into
something then I’d’ve hauled you over here and told you myself. Or
sent someone who not only looked like a Praetorian but was one to
do it for me in no uncertain terms, with a nasty great sword in his
hand to stress the point. That’s what this is all about.’ He
gestured round the room. ‘I’m the emperor, for the gods’ sake, I
don’t need to be subtle. Besides, I know you and it wouldn’t work.
You wouldn’t take a telling. So I’d’ve ordered the Praetorian with
the sword to use it there and then or had you use it for him and
saved us all a lot of trouble.’ The hairs crawled on my neck. ‘Not
guilty, love. It wasn’t me, I promise you.’

Well, that was a relief, anyway. Still, we
weren’t through the woods yet.

‘If you do want me to stop, Caesar,’ I said,
‘then I will.’

He looked at me for a long time, frowning.
Then he chuckled.

‘Really?’ he said. I didn’t answer. ‘Do you
want to? The truth, now!’

‘Not particularly.’

‘There you are, then. That’s settled.’ He
reached forward and clapped me on the shoulder. ‘So don’t. It’s no
skin off my nose. You’re a fool, Marcus, because there’s nothing to
find and you’re wasting your time, but that’s your business.
Besides, past experience has taught me that your long nose finds
its way into very unexpected places. I may be wrong, and that would
be interesting.’

I breathed out. ‘Thank you, Caesar.’

‘Oh, tush, petal! Enjoy yourself. You’ve got
carte blanche. You can’t do me any harm, and who knows? You might
do me some actual good. I told you: the gods are protecting me. Now
push off, there’s a lamb. Give my regards to that wife of
yours.’

‘Yes, Caesar.’ I got up and moved towards the
door.

‘Oh, and Marcus?’

I turned. ‘Yes?’

‘Don’t worry. I’ll look into this Praetorian
business. You think the man was a Praetorian?’

‘I’m not sure, sir, but yes.’

‘Then I’ll put the word out. You won’t have
any more trouble in that direction, I promise you. And if I find
the bastard he’ll be on the menu at the next Games. I’ll send you a
special ticket.’

That was a relief, too. It’s nice to know you
have an emperor on your side, even if he is Gaius. ‘Thank you,
sir.’

I left.

 



CHAPTER
SIX

‘It wasn’t the emperor.’

I’d changed out of my mantle and joined
Perilla for a pre-dinner drink in the garden. Bathyllus had brought
a half-jug of Setinian for me and a fruit juice for Perilla. Wine
had never tasted so good.

‘You’re absolutely certain?’ Perilla
said.

‘Yeah. He even gave me carte blanche for
carrying on the investigation.’ I stretched out my feet and rested
them on the footstool. ‘Maybe Gaius isn’t so bad after all.’

‘But that’s absolutely marvellous!’ Perilla
was beaming.

‘Isn’t it? So we’re off the hook and running,
lady. All we’re left with now is the problem.’

‘Oh, good. And that is, precisely?’

Yeah. Right. Good question. This thing wasn’t
like a straightforward murder, with a definite victim and a
definite perp. Oh, sure, there were bodies enough, but they were
bodies politic and they’d killed themselves on Gaius’s orders; no
difficulty there. It wasn’t a matter so much of whodunit at this
point as why was it done.

And then there was the whole business of
Dion. Or whatever the bastard’s real name was.

‘Let’s start with the conspiracy,’ I
said.

‘There was a conspiracy after all?’

‘So Gaius assured me, and he was telling the
truth as far as he knew it, I’m convinced of that. More or less
along the obvious lines: Junius Silanus was intriguing with Macro
to get rid of Gaius and use Gemellus as a puppet emperor. Although
that doesn’t work, does it, for the reasons I gave you, not where
Macro was concerned, anyway, and he’s crucial. So, me, I don’t
think there was a conspiracy at all, whatever Gaius says, because
it doesn’t make sense. I think the three of them - Macro, Silanus
and Gemellus - were set up.’

‘As it says in the letter. Implies, at
least.’ Perilla was twisting a strand of her hair. ‘Very well,
Marcus, I’ll accept that, as a hypothesis anyway. Why?’

‘That’s nursery-slopes stuff. Macro and
Silanus were Gaius’s top advisors, had been ever since he became
emperor, and Macro since well before that. You could even say his
only advisors, because they were responsible for most of the policy
decisions. Gemellus, fine, he was a poor stick who hadn’t a hope in
hell of being approved as emperor by the senate if they’d any
choice in the matter. Only with Gaius dead they wouldn’t have: at
least Gemellus was an imperial, Tiberius had named him as co-heir,
and he was Gaius’s legally-adopted son. Who else was left with a
legitimate claim? Claudius? The day that guy gets the purple
there’ll be a blue moon. And Gaius’s only child died with his
mother at birth, so there was no direct heir at all.’

‘So what you’re saying,’ Perilla said, ‘is
that the conspiracy, once it was detected, cleared the field
completely. Of both potential heirs and advisers. And the
conspiracy was a fake. Someone put the idea of it in Gaius’s mind
just for that reason.’

‘Right. Macro’s - or Dion’s - “misinformation
and calumnies”. The question is, who did it clear the field for?
Cui bono, in other words?’

‘You said. There was no one left.’

‘What about the sisters?’

‘Oh, Marcus! They’re women!’

‘Yeah, but they’ve got husbands, haven’t
they? And Livia was a woman too. You telling me that bitch wasn’t
political?’

Perilla went very quiet and reached for her
fruit juice.

‘Go on,’ she said.

‘So let’s take them one by one. Agrippina.
Drusilla. Livilla.’

‘Very well.’

‘Youngest and most unlikely first. Livilla.
Her husband’s Marcus Vinicius. He’s got about as much drive and
ambition as a hamster, his idea of the perfect evening is to curl
up with a good book, and he wouldn’t say boo to a gosling. And
she’s a bubble-headed moron.’

Perilla smiled. ‘Actually I know Vinicius
quite well; we see each other at poetry readings and he’s a very
nice man indeed. I quite agree, he’s not conspirator material.
Neither, for the reason you gave, is his wife.’

‘Scrap them, then. Next, Drusilla. Gaius’s
favourite sister. Recently and suddenly dead at, what, twenty-two?
Twenty-three? If Gaius hadn’t been obviously so cut up and if he
hadn’t been so unconcerned about me poking around then I’d be
wondering about that, personally. A fifth death in the imperial
circle hard on the heels of four compulsory suicides is stretching
coincidence too far.’

‘Your paranoia’s showing, dear. It was
scarcely hard on the heels; Macro and Ennia have been dead for over
two months, the others for much longer. And summer in Rome’s a bad
time for fevers. These things happen. There’s no reason to suspect
that Drusilla’s death wasn’t natural.’

‘No. Right. Or at least that the emperor was
responsible. Even so, I’d take an outside bet there’s something
fishy there. Mark it for later. Anyway, her husband’s Aemilius
Lepidus. Same age as Gaius, from a good family with strong imperial
connections: his father was tipped as a possible successor to
Augustus and his sister was married to Gaius’s brother Drusus.
Plus, he’s in thick with the emperor. Gossip says they’re even
lovers.’

‘Gossip will say anything.’

‘Yeah, well, he’s pretty eclectic in his
tastes, our Gaius. And at least he’d be keeping it in the family.
Anyway, Lepidus is a better bet than Vinicius, if only just because
from all reports the guy’s a mental and political lightweight, and
his late wife wasn’t a particularly pushy type either, despite her
closeness to her brother.’ I paused. ‘He’s making her a goddess, by
the way. Gaius is, I mean.’

‘What?’

‘True. He told me himself. She’s to be called
Panthea and she’s sharing a temple with Venus the Mother,
presumably until he can build her one of her own.’

‘But that’s ridiculous!’

‘You heard it here first, lady. Watch and
marvel.’ I took a swig of wine. ‘Okay. So we’re left with the
eldest sister. Agrippina.’

‘Ah.’

‘Ah is right. Agrippina’s married to Domitius
Ahenobarbus, and from past acquaintance we know all about him,
don’t we? They’re the dream team. He’s ambitious, ruthless,
political to his back teeth, a total bastard, and with form to
boot, and she’s a pushy little bitch, smart and devious as hell and
hard-nosed as they come, just like her mother and Livia. Plus
they’ve got a son now, young Nero. He’s only six months old, sure,
but he’s a five-star imperial on his mother’s side, the sainted
Germanicus’s only grandson, and with Gaius dead that’d weigh with
the senate.’

‘Wait a moment, dear. I thought the plan was
to make Gemellus into a puppet emperor.’

‘Yeah, and how long do you think he would’ve
survived with Agrippina and Ahenobarbus pulling the strings? If
we’re looking for a cui bono, or rather a quibus bono, I reckon
that pair of beauties are top of the list.’

‘Hmm.’ Perilla was still twisting at her
hair. ‘Yes. Mind you, I’m not sure where all this is getting you,
Marcus. Even if Agrippina and Ahenobarbus were responsible for this
pseudo-conspiracy then what can you do about it? They’re imperials,
Macro and the rest of them are dead and buried, and equable as
Gaius seems to be he’s not going to take kindly to you accusing his
sister and brother-in-law of treason, not if you haven’t a shred of
actual proof. I’m sorry, but whether you’re right or not the whole
thing’s impractical.’

Yeah; it was. I frowned and reached for my
winecup. Bugger. So how did we get the proof? Finding Dion and
talking to him might be a start, sure, but I hadn’t the least idea
how to go about that. And if he didn’t want to be found then I was
on a hiding to nothing.

Bathyllus shimmered through the portico.
‘Excuse me, sir. Madam.’

‘Yeah, little guy?’ I said. ‘What is it now?
A delay with the dinner? Don’t worry, we’re fine out here for the
present. Just tell Meton -’

‘Your mother and Helvius Priscus have
arrived, sir. Should I bring them through or would you rather come
inside?’

I groaned. Oh, hell. ‘Bring them out,
Bathyllus. And tell the skivvies to fetch a couple more
chairs.’

But Mother had already appeared, with Priscus
in tow. Despite the heat she looked her usual carefully-groomed and
mantled self, and a good ten years younger than her real age, which
was sixty that year. Priscus, on the other hand, was doing his
usual impersonation of a sartorially-challenged tortoise.

I got up.

‘Hello, dear, how are you both?’ Mother
swooped over and air-kissed me on both cheeks, then did the same
for Perilla. ‘I’m sorry to come unannounced, but I knew you
wouldn’t mind.’

‘I thought you were on your way to Baiae,’ I
said.

‘We’re leaving tomorrow morning. You should
join us, you know. Summer in Rome is absolutely dreadful.’

‘It’s okay.’ Given the choice between frying
in Rome and being bored out of my skull in Baiae surrounded by the
top five hundred’s glittering best I’d take the big city every
time.

Bathyllus had reappeared with the
chair-toting skivvies. He hovered while Mother and Priscus settled
themselves.

‘I’ll have a vervain mint, Bathyllus,’ Mother
said, arranging the folds of her mantle. I winced. ‘Chilled, if you
can manage it. Helvius Priscus will have the same.’

I glanced at Priscus, who was doing his sad
tortoise act in the other chair, and he gave me the faintest of
shrugs. Well, the guy was happy enough, and for an octogenarian
with all the salient features of a reanimated Egyptian mummy he
seemed to be thriving.

‘Top that up for me while you’re about it,
little guy.’ I passed him the jug. ‘And another fruit juice for the
mistress.’

‘You drink too much, Marcus,’ Mother
said.

‘First today.’

She looked at me - Mother’s no fool, far from
it - then turned to Perilla. ‘How are the wedding preparations
going?’

‘Oh, we’re getting there, Vipsania,’ Perilla
said. ‘It’s a bit awkward, with the ceremony being in
Castrimoenium, but Marilla was insistent.’

‘I think she’s very sensible, myself.’ Mother
sniffed. ‘The Alban Hills are much more picturesque than Rome.
Besides, Clarus’s family are all locals, aren’t they?’

I stiffened slightly, but she didn’t mean
anything by it: Mother may be related to old Agrippa, who was
Augustus’s right-hand man, but she’s no snob. And Marcus Agrippa
had been provincial Italian himself. As, for that matter, had
Augustus.

‘Mmmaa!’ Priscus said. Bleated. We all turned
towards him. ‘Before I forget, Marcus, and speaking of Clarus, I
wanted to consult the lad’s father about a skull I came across
recently. Pre-Etruscan, almost certainly Iapygian. Personally I
think it shows Illyrian features, which of course would be most
significant in determining the provenance of the Messapians.
Although there again the features may be native Cretan, which in
its turn would link them with Caria.’

There was a silence. Finally, Mother turned
back to me. ‘Yes. Well anyway, dear, the reason we dropped by was
to ask you a favour.’

Oh, bugger. Mother’s favours had a nasty
habit of blowing up in your face, like one of these super-smart
Greek experiments with steam hydraulics. ‘Ah...what would that be,
now?’ I asked cautiously.

‘It’s to do with our wedding present. You
know, the busts?’

Right: Mother and Priscus had wanted to
commission a pair of portrait busts of Marilla and Clarus from a
Greek sculptor rejoicing in the name of Archimenides. ‘Yeah,’ I
said. ‘Not a problem, is there?’

‘Very much so, I’m afraid. We’re back to
square one now because yesterday the silly idiot got himself
squashed by a marble block falling from a crane. And as I said
Titus and I are off to Baiae tomorrow.’

‘So you want me to find another sculptor.’
Bugger. Double bugger.

‘Oh, no. At least, we’ve got a name.’

‘I did that,’ Priscus said.

‘In fact, you know him. Or at least you know
someone who knows him.’

‘Mother -’ I said.

‘Larcius Paullus.’

‘I don’t know anyone called Larcius
Paullus.’

Mother sighed. ‘Paullus is the sculptor,
dear. You know, the trouble with you is that you never listen.’

‘Young chap, totally brilliant.’ That was
Priscus. ‘An Ostian native, if you’ll believe it, but the family’s
Greek on the mother’s side. He did a bust three months ago of my
friend Septimius Gallus. Spitting image, peas in a pod. And he
wasn’t even dead at the time.’

Oh, gods. ‘Look, Mother, can we start again?
Please?’

‘Certainly. You really shouldn’t drink so
much, dear, it rots the brain. Paullus is Agron’s wife’s nephew. We
thought the Graeco-Roman connection on the sculptor’s side would be
quite a nice touch. Very appropriate.’

Things were finally beginning to make sense.
I’d known Agron almost as long as I’d known Perilla; in fact, he’d
been mixed up in the Ovid business. He wasn’t Greek himself - he
was Illyrian, originally, an ex-legionary - but his wife Cass was.
And, come to think of it, I knew Paullus as well, although I’d
never met the kid: he was the young wizard with the charcoal-stick
that I’d got to do me lightning sketches of the visitors to Publius
Vitellius’s house. Yeah, that’d be seven years back, so he’d be in
his late teens now. Evidently the artistic kid had made good.

‘Oh, thank you, Bathyllus.’ The little guy
had smarmed over with the loaded tray, and Mother took her chilled
vervain mint. ‘Lovely.’

‘A pleasure, Madam.’ Crawl, crawl.
Sickening.

‘So, Marcus, I can safely leave it in your
hands, can I? We’re not giving him much time, of course, especially
since he’d have to go through to Castrimoenium to take their
likenesses, but I’m sure he can manage and that we’ll be delighted
with the result. He seems a very capable boy, and as Titus said he
really is quite brilliant.’

‘Yeah,’ I said, reaching for the fresh jug
that Bathyllus had brought. ‘Yeah, he is. No problem, Mother. I’ll
fix it.’

Damn right I would; in fact, the sooner I got
over to Ostia the better, because I’d just realised how I could
track down Dion.

 



CHAPTER
SEVEN

I rode to Ostia the next morning, setting off
at dawn before the heat started to bite: it’s only fourteen miles,
sure, down a good road, but with my expertise on a horse, or lack
of it, it would take me three hours, easy.

Agron was doing well for himself these days.
With Ostia’s harbour silting up worse by the year and the local
boat-building industry in consequent decline, he’d turned the
boatyard he’d inherited through Cass over to making carts and
furniture, which financially had been a very smart move. I saw him
in Rome quite often - he came through on business once a month and
stayed with us, or if it was a quick visit he and I would split a
jug and a plate of cheese in Renatius’s - but it was a good four
years since I’d been to his place, a tenement building on the edge
of town near the old Sullan Wall. He and Cass - Cassiopeia, she was
Alexandrian Greek originally - owned the whole thing, from doorstep
to slates, which I reckoned was a sensible investment: his family
was up to six now, and counting. By the time the kids reached the
marrying stage he’d be able to fill the place, easy.

I parked the mare at a handy trough and went
inside. Forget your picture of a tenement on the Aventine or in the
Subura; Cass made sure this one was kept in good repair, and clean.
The same went for the tenants. Me, I wouldn’t be surprised if she
held defaulters down in the horse trough and scrubbed them
herself.

Agron’s flat took up the whole first floor
and I could hear the sound of kids running around screaming from
the ground-floor lobby. I gritted my teeth, climbed the holystoned
stairs, raised my fist and knocked; although with that racket going
on whether anyone would hear anything hitting the door short of a
sledgehammer was a moot point. Amazingly, it opened.

‘Marcus?’

‘Hey, Cass,’ I said.

‘What are you doing in Ostia?’ Her broad face
split into a grin as she hefted the grumpy-looking bobble-hatted
gnome she was carrying further up against her hip. A big woman,
Cass, almost as big as Agron, which was really saying something.
Mind you, to control the bacchic rout of kids that she’d got she’d
have to be.

‘I’m -’ I began, but I was drowned out by a
prolonged scream from inside that froze my spine and turned my guts
to jelly.

Cass turned round.
‘Tertia! Stop that! And if you make Quintus sick again, my girl,
you’ll be in real trouble!’

The screaming went down a notch. There wasn’t
all that much difference to the sound level, cosmically speaking,
but it seemed to satisfy Cass because she was facing me again.

‘Sorry about that,’ she said. ‘They’ve been
on a high all morning.’

‘Uh...that Septimus?’ I said, meaning the
grumpy gnome. Obviously a new addition to the scrum. At least he
hadn’t got the use of his legs yet.

‘Septima.’ The grin widened. ‘Look, come on
in. Agron won’t be back for a while yet, but if you’ve ridden all
the way from Rome you’ll be -’

‘Ah...that’s okay, Cass, if you don’t mind,’
I said quickly. ‘Not just now.’ Absolutely no way was I crossing
that threshold, not if the kids were on a high: they were bad
enough at the best of times, and from the sound of things I’d
probably be torn apart before I got the length of the living room,
even with Cass there to provide the supporting muscle. ‘It’s
business, and pretty pressing. A commission. In fact, two
commissions.’ There was a loud crash and another scream from beyond
the door, followed by what sounded like a war-to-the-knife squabble
between two blood-crazed maenads. I felt the sweat break out on my
forehead, but Cass didn’t even blink. ‘For young Larcius
Paullus.’

‘Polyxene’s boy?’ She bounced
Sprog Number Seven in the crook of her arm and the gnome burped.
‘Two commissions? Marcus, that is wonderful! He’ll be absolutely delighted! He’s got a
real talent.’

‘Yeah, I remember.’ There was another crash.
Shit; time I was leaving. Past time. They’d be out here with us in
a minute and it’d be Cannae all over again. ‘Uh...where can I find
him?’

‘He works from home. One of the old houses
beyond the seaside gate. I could send Tertia to show you, but you’d
be better dropping in on Agron at the yard. It’s practically next
door.’

‘Fine. Don’t disturb Tertia. I’ll just, ah,
head on over there now.’

She laughed. ‘Coward. Tell him dinner’s two
hours after noon, or it will be today now you’re here. That’ll give
you plenty of time to see Paullus and have a cup of wine together.
But don’t be late, and come back sober or I’ll skin the both of
you.’

‘Got you.’ I had: the inevitable presence of
homicidal sprogs or not, one of Cass’s meals was not to be missed.
She wasn’t kidding about not being late, either: turn up when the
sun was an inch past the mark and you were toast. ‘Oh, by the way,
you may as well have this now. It’ll only get broken.’ I handed her
one of the two packages I’d brought carefully from Rome across the
mare’s crupper, a pistachio and almond-cream pastry the size of a
paving slab. If Cass has one weakness - and it shows in her
sideways spread - it’s pastries. The other package was a Sarsina
cheese. I hadn’t had time to scour the cheese-market for a fresh
Lesuran or a Gabalican, but Meton had come up trumps, and it was
absolutely top grade. Cheese is Agron’s thing. I’d give him that
myself.

I left her sorting out whatever domestic
crisis had been going on behind her back, beat a hasty retreat to
the mare and headed towards the centre of town.

Ostia’s an easy place to find your way around
in; at least, easy compared with Rome. It’s based around the old
Republican fort, and although that’s long gone the streets are laid
out on the army’s grid plan, parallel with the original ditches.
The seaside gate’s to the south-west, and beyond it the town
straggles out along the shoreline, mostly warehousing and
boat-builders’ yards. Or what used to be the shoreline: the tidal
changes that’ve been responsible for the silting up of the harbour
are adding shallows and new land every year, and a lot of the
builders’ yards’ve been left high and dry. Agron’s was one of
these. He - or his father-in-law before him, rather - hadn’t
handled the big stuff, just small coastal fishing boats, but even
so the old man had needed to dredge a channel and keep it clear to
get them to and from the stocks. Since the changeover, though,
Agron hadn’t bothered. The cradles and pits had disappeared in
favour of three or four large sheds. The place was certainly busy,
with a dozen slaves working all out. Noisy, too, with sawing and
hammering, but that sort of noise I could take.

I tied the mare to a handy cart and went
inside. ‘The boss around?’ I asked the nearest slave.

‘Corvinus! What the hell brings you here?’
The man himself, coming over and wiping his hands on a rag. A bit
older, like the rest of us, greying now at the temples, but he
still looked like he could bend iron bars without breaking sweat.
Which he could.

We shook.

‘Business,’ I said. ‘You got half an
hour?’

‘Sure. More, if you want it.’ He raised his
voice. ‘Decimus!’ He did a mime-show of pointing at me and
drinking. One of the slaves raised his hand in salute and grinned.
‘We’ll go to Vetus’s place. He’s got a decent Privernan in.’

‘Maybe later. I was hoping you’d take me to
your nephew Paullus.’

‘What, Polyxene’s Paullus? What do you want
with him?’

‘Commission from Mother of a couple of
portrait busts for Marilla and Clarus. And something for me. Not
another bust, just an idea.’

‘No problem. And it’s in the same direction.’
He strode off towards the yard gates, and I followed. ‘So how are
you? Busy with the wedding?’

I laughed. ‘Yeah. You could say that. Oh, and
by the way, in case I forget Cass says to tell you dinner today’s
two hours after noon.’

‘Fine. That’ll give you plenty of time to get
back to Rome. Unless you want to bunk down for the night in the
living room, of course. We can manage that, easy.’

‘Ah...no. Thanks anyway, pal, but I’ll stick
to the round trip.’

He grinned. ‘Suit yourself.’

‘And I brought you a cheese. Only Sarsinan,
but it’s a good one.’ I handed the package over. ‘I had to prise it
out of Meton with a crow-bar.’

He stopped, unwrapped it and took a sniff.
‘Beautiful! We’ll have it with the Privernan. Vetus doesn’t know a
good cheese from old socks.’ We carried on, back the way I’d come,
towards the town proper. ‘So. A couple of portrait busts, eh? Real
upmarket stuff. Paullus’ll be thrilled, and he could do with the
work. He’s a paint-on-wood guy, really, that’s all people about
here can afford, but he can handle a chisel with the best of them.
Learned it from his great-uncle, and the old man really knew his
marble. That’s Vetus’s, incidentally’ - he pointed at a neat little
wineshop with a trellised vine, that I’d noticed on my way out -
‘and Polyxene’s place is just down this alley. Couldn’t be nearer.
She lives alone now, apart from Paullus, since Larcius died a
couple of years back.’
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