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Work fascinates me. I can happily watch other people doing it for hours at a time, especially when I’m sitting in front of a wineshop with a half of the local best at my elbow. Besides, the guy with the paintbrush obviously believed in a job well done; you could just feel the concentration pouring into every letter, and if he’d been biting his tongue any harder he’d’ve carried it home in a bag. It’s nice to see that even in these degenerate days graffiti artists have their standards.

Literacy, however, isn’t necessarily a prerequisite. When he stepped back finally to inspect the result, I cleared my throat.

‘Uh … excuse me, pal,’ I said.

He turned round. ‘Yeah?’

‘Don’t think I’m being critical, but you’ve spelled “tanners” wrong.’

He looked at me, then back at the wall. His thick eyebrows meshed in a scowl. ‘Is that so, now?’

‘Trust me.’ The breeze from the hills that was doing its best to keep the town’s market square cool gusted, and I caught his scent with both nostrils. Literacy problems was right: if there was one word he should’ve been able to spell it was ‘tanner’. ‘I like the lettering, though. Very striking.’

The scowl lifted and he beamed. ‘I been practising that,’ he said. ‘What about “guild”?’

‘“Guild”’s fine.’

‘“Support”?’

‘No problem.’ I hesitated; criticism’s all very well, but authors are touchy souls and you can overdo things. ‘Ah … would the guy’s name be “Concordus” or “Concordius”, though?’

‘Concordius.’

‘Yeah. So you’re missing an “i”, right?’

‘Damn.’ He glared at the wall again, clicked his tongue, dipped the paintbrush and carefully added the single stroke. ‘Better?’

‘Perfect.’

‘Except for the “tanners”.’

Time to apply the healing balm of tact. ‘Yeah, well, the meaning’s clear enough. Me, I’d leave it as it is.’

‘You think so?’

‘Definitely. Why spoil the purity and simplicity of the line?’

His face cleared. ‘Okay. If you’re sure. Thanks, friend. You’re a gent.’ He picked up the paint can, gave his work a last approving nod and ambled off whistling across the square, leaving the air just that bit fresher.

I poured the last of the half jug and stretched out my legs. Castrimoenian may not be anywhere near the top rank of the Latian wines but cellar-chilled and drunk where it’s made on a warm summer’s day it has its points. And Pontius the wineshop owner had a good supplier.

The guy himself appeared with the plate of cheese and olives I’d ordered, glared at the dripping paintwork and then across the square. Not that he’d have much luck there; my graffiti artist pal was long gone to fresh walls and pastures new.

‘That wall was only whitewashed last month,’ he said. ‘Bastard!’

‘That’s elections for you, pal,’ I said.

‘You didn’t think to stop him, I suppose?’

‘Uh-uh. Expressing your political opinion’s a basic democratic right. And whitewashing a wall before an election’s just plain stupid.’

He grunted as he set the plate down. ‘Bloody tanners. They always were a bunch of shysters.’

I reached for an olive. ‘You’re … ah … not a Concordius man yourself, then?’

His mouth twisted in a grin. Not a bad lad, Pontius; not thick, either, by any means, and he’d taken my point about the wall pretty calmly. Laying on a virgin coat of whitewash two months before an election is asking for trouble, in the municipalities, anyway. One good thing about Rome, the first thing the Wart did when he took charge was hand the elections over to the Senate. Outside the city they still did the business the old-fashioned way, which was a mixed blessing. It made for interesting wineshop reading, though.

‘You kidding, Corvinus?’ he said. ‘I run a wineshop. I can’t afford to take sides and I wouldn’t want to if I could. Whoever gets the five-year censor’s job it’s fine by me, because in the end it won’t matter a straw. Politicians are all crooks anyway.’

‘No arguments there, friend.’ I passed him the empty half jug. ‘Want to refill this for me?’

‘Sure.’ He disappeared inside.

I went back to the strenuous business of watching what was happening in Castrimoenium’s market square. Two days up in the Alban Hills with Perilla’s Aunt Marcia and our adopted kid were beginning to work their magic. Oh, yeah, I spend a fair slice of my time in the city lounging about – being one of Rome’s leisured classes has to have some compensation to set against having to mix with a bunch of chinless wonders who risk blowing their brains out every time they sneeze – but even lounging in Rome’s a hectic business. Castrimoenium might not be exactly a one-donkey village, but you could’ve fitted all of it inside one of the city regions, easy, and although the market square was far from empty it wasn’t heaving. Also, if you were used to the way natives in the Big City conducted their daily business, up-and-coming election or not, the pace of life came as a pleasant surprise. Not to mention the noise level. Sit outside some of the wineshops on Iugarius or in the neighbourhood of the Julian Market for too long and you risk permanent ear damage; here even the extrovert squash-seller over on the other side of the square by the altar to Goddess Rome was keeping herself a couple of notches this side of full bellow, and closer in the noisiest contributor was a sheep so low-key its bleat sounded like an apologetic cough.

I’d closed my eyes for a moment when somebody plumped themselves down at the next table. Yeah, that’d be Gabba: this particular holiday might be only two days old, but I’d been up here often enough, and in Pontius’s often enough, to know most of his regulars. Gabba was regular as a water-clock. He got through about as much liquid, too.

‘Afternoon, Corvinus. I see the tanners’ve been round.’

I steeled myself and opened my eyes. Sure, it wasn’t the poor bugger’s fault, and he was pleasant enough otherwise, but nobody has the right to be that ugly. Scarecrow, nothing: Gabba’s face would’ve frightened a pack of malnourished vultures away from a newly killed goat. ‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘They sent in their crack speller.’

‘So I see.’ There was a long, bucolic pause. Pontius came with the wine: my half plus a jug and cup for Gabba. Unordered, note, but like I say the guy was a regular’s regular, and like all good wineshop owners Pontius worked on his own internal timekeeping system. Gabba filled the cup, downed it in a oner and poured a slow refill. ‘Barring “guild”, of course,’ he said. ‘But people always get that one wrong.’

‘Uh … yeah.’ I topped up my own cup. In the square the sheep coughed.

‘The tanners’re welcome to Concordius, mind.’ Gabba finished the refill and poured again. ‘He’s a bastard.’

‘Is that so, now?’ I kept my voice non-committal. Me, I’m careful never to argue politics or religion, especially in wineshops, and for the same reason: if the other guy does happen to hold serious views – which he invariably does, because otherwise he wouldn’t bother to bring either of the topics up – then you can spend the closing stages of the discussion looking for your teeth. Not that Gabba’s opinion came as any surprise, because I’d seen exactly the same sentiment expressed about the tanners’ blue-eyed boy in some of the other graffiti scattered around town.

Gabba took another swallow and reached for the jug. ‘Mind you,’ he said reflectively, ‘Vettius Bolanus is a bastard too, so they’re even there.’

‘Yeah?’ I tried to put the ghost of an interest into the word. Bolanus, I knew, was the other candidate in a two-horse race. Which was about all I did know about the subject, or want to; there can’t be many topics in the world less interesting than local politics when you’re not a local, while at the same time making you reach for the nearest sharp object if you are. As far as the guy’s metaphorical legitimacy or lack of it was concerned, he could point to graffiti of his own, not to mention a choice specimen or two that claimed he had unnatural relations with goats and that his sister screwed slaves. Uninteresting to the outsider or not, there ain’t anything either mim-mouthed or delicate about the cut and thrust of local politics. In the fruit basket of life, it’s the prickly pear.

‘Ah, be fair now, Gabba, boy.’ Pontius had come out with a cup of wine of his own and pulled up a stool. That’s something else you don’t see much of in Rome: Roman landlords’re friendly enough as a rule, sure, but they tend to keep the bar between themselves and the customer. Sometimes a very wise move, especially in the Subura. ‘Bolanus is a different kind of bastard altogether.’

‘So he is. So he is.’ Gabba’s eyes had strayed from his wine cup to the sheep with the cough. There was an old woman beside it and a placard that said: GOOD MILKER. ‘I see old Carrinatia’s trying to get rid of her Dassa again.’

Pontius grunted. ‘Not surprising, is it, after the business in Veturius’s cellar.’

‘Right. Right.’

‘And if she expects anyone to believe that sign after what happened to Publius Secundus when he gave the beast a trial last autumn she’s whistling through her ear.’

Pause.

‘Secundus is still having problems, then?’ Gabba said.

‘Off and on. Depends on the weather.’

Second pause. Somewhere a donkey brayed. I didn’t think I could stand the pace. Maybe I should chip in before we all fell asleep here.

The conversational choice, it seemed, was swinging between politics and livestock. I flipped a mental coin and it came down heads. ‘Uh … how do you mean, “different”, pal?’ I said.

‘What?’ Pontius wrenched his eyes away from Dassa.

‘You said Concordius and Bolanus were different kinds of bastard.’

Pontius sipped his wine. ‘Concordius … well, he’s the pushy, self-made type,’ he said slowly. ‘Bolanus is the old family, damn-your-eyes variety.’ He turned to Gabba. ‘Fair summary, would you say, boy?’

‘Very fair.’ Gabba reached for the jug again. ‘Couldn’t’ve put it better myself.’

‘And of course they hate each other’s guts.’

‘There is that, too.’

‘Uh-huh.’ Not much of a surprise there; certainly not considering the general tone of the pre-election graffiti I’d seen. Also, out here in the sticks where you had to make your own entertainment hating someone else’s guts came pretty high on the list of popular hobbies. ‘They’re both local lads, then?’

Pontius cleaned an ear out with his finger. ‘Bolanus is, sure. Old family, like I say; the Vettii’ve been big around here since men ate beech-nuts. Estate’s come down a tad, especially in recent years, but they’ve always put in for the five-year censor’s job at least once in a generation. It’s a … what’s the phrase I want, Gabba? Tip of my tongue.’

‘Hallowed tradition?’ Gabba sank another cupful. I wasn’t keeping score, but I’d reckon the level in the jug must be getting pretty low by now. ‘Family perk?’

‘Yeah. That’s the one.’

Sour as hell. I grinned into my wine. So much for wineshop owner’s neutrality.

‘How about Concordius?’ I said.

‘That one’s just bloody well off.’ Gabba refilled the cup and held up the jug. Pontius took it without a word and stood up. ‘He’s an incomer from the city. Got himself co-opted on to the town senate a couple of years back and makes his money from loans mostly. Property dealing. He owns quite a slice of the town, one way or another. Not that you’d notice, he’s close as hell.’

‘He gave us a bloody good gladiatorial show three days ago, anyhow.’ Pontius was heading for the door with the jug. ‘You went to it yourself, boy. Didn’t hear you complaining at the time.’

‘Sprat to catch a mackerel. Gladiators get you votes, specially if there’s a few deaths.’

Pontius grunted. ‘Some size of sprat. And he didn’t skimp on the deaths, either. That’ll’ve laid him back a good few thousands, which is more than Bolanus could afford if what—’ He stopped. ‘You all right, Corvinus?’

The simple answer to that was ‘no’: I was looking at the sheep. Or rather, I was looking at the person who was looking at the sheep. Oh, bugger; double bugger. ‘Uh … excuse me, gentlemen, this is an emergency,’ I said.

I was off the bench like a bolt from a catapult, but I was too late. Money had already changed hands.

My animal-crazy adopted daughter Marilla turned and gave me one of her special smiles.

‘Oh, hello, Corvinus,’ she said. ‘I didn’t see you there.’ Like hell she hadn’t! I’d seen her not seeing me, which was why I’d moved so fast. ‘Isn’t she lovely?’

Only Marilla could have applied that adjective to that brute. ‘Princess,’ I said, ‘that is a sheep, okay? Up on the farm you’ve got acres of fu—’ I stopped myself in time. ‘You’ve got acres of sheep. What the hell do you want another one for?’

‘No one else would buy her. Carrinatia was going to sell her for chops.’

‘She’s a good milker, sir.’ The old biddy grinned at me. ‘It says so on the placard.’

Uh-huh; we’d got a weird inversion of cause and effect here. On the other hand, I wasn’t going to get sidetracked. This called for desperate measures. ‘Tell you what, grandma,’ I said. ‘Forget the whole deal, take the thing back and you can keep the money, okay?’

The Princess gave me a look that would’ve fried an anchovy. ‘Corvinus! That’s not playing fair!’

‘Who said it was supposed to be fair?’

‘Oh, I couldn’t do that, sir.’ Carrinatia looked shocked; smug, too, which was worrying. ‘The sale’s been made.’


Bch-bch-bch, went the sheep.

‘It doesn’t even sound like a fu—’ – I clamped my lips together – ‘like a sheep.’

‘She’s got a cold,’ the Princess said.

Oh, great. What were the bets come tonight we’d be taking turns rubbing the brute’s chest with oil of camphor. At least in the form of chops she would’ve made a definite contribution to society. Still, that was academic now. I sighed and turned to Carrinatia. ‘Okay, grandma,’ I said. ‘You win, you’ve made yourself a sale. Just tell me about the business in Veturius’s cellar and we’ll call it quits.’

Something shifted behind her eyes. ‘Veturius’s cellar?’

‘Yeah.’

‘I don’t know nothing about Veturius’s cellar, sir.’

‘Is that so, now?’ Either she was lying or her grammar was good enough to see the advantage of a double negative. Still, I recognised stonewalling when I heard it. And I’d bet, from the old biddy’s tone and the determined look in her eye, that argue as I might she wouldn’t budge an inch.

Oh, hell.

I found out about the business in Veturius’s cellar from Pontius, after Marilla had gone off home in triumph leading her purchase. I wasn’t surprised Carrinatia hadn’t admitted to knowing anything about it. I wouldn’t have, either.


Bch-bch-bch.
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‘The brute broke into Veturius’s cellar and pulled the stoppers out from four jars of his best wine,’ I said. ‘Best wine, note; we’re talking selection here. By the time the guy found out she was on her back, legs in the air and canned as a newt.’

Perilla sniffed. ‘These accidents happen. The cellar door was probably left open.’

I leaned against my dinner-couch cushion. ‘Lady, I checked. The door was bolted. And the woolly bastard forced her way through a hedge and sneaked past half a dozen household slaves to get to it. That is not an accident.’

‘I agree with Perilla, Marcus.’ Marcia Fulvina dabbed her lips with her napkin. ‘No sheep could possibly have the intelligence to do what you’ve described. The household slaves were probably covering up for themselves. Besides, it was an isolated incident.’

‘You want to keep your fingers crossed over that?’

Marilla was beaming at Marcia. ‘So I can keep her?’ she said.

Marcia hesitated: frail, white-haired and pushing eighty she may be, but the lady is needle-sharp. Also, she knew the Princess. And Corydon. ‘I don’t see why not, dear,’ she said at last. ‘Outside. In the paddock. Tethered. With a chain and padlock. Now finish your dinner, please, and let Bathyllus clear the table.’

‘But she’s got a cold!’

‘It’s the middle of summer, and Dassa is a sheep. She won’t come to any harm.’ Marcia turned to me. ‘You don’t really mind if she keeps her, do you, Marcus?’

Gods. I had a bad feeling about this, but it was her house, I was a guest and if she wanted to take the risk there was no more to be said. ‘Oh, it’s fine by me,’ I said. ‘But when the brute cleans you out of Caecuban just remember I warned you, okay?’

The old lady smiled. ‘I shall certainly remember, if and when necessary. Now. How was your afternoon? I don’t get into town all that much these days, but I do like to keep abreast of what’s happening. I suppose this election business is warming up nicely.’

The choice of subject wasn’t as unexpected as it could’ve been. Marcia Fulvina might live out in the sticks, but she was no hayseed. When I’d first met her years ago in Rome she’d been married to Fabius Maximus, who in his time had been one of Augustus’s right-hand men, and you can’t move in these circles without picking up a taste for politics. ‘Aunt’ was just a courtesy title – she’d been related to Perilla’s mother, but they weren’t sisters – and old Maximus had been Perilla’s de iure and de facto head of family. She and Perilla had always been close, and when we sprang the Princess loose from her bastard of a father it’d been Marcia who took her in. Now the kid was just as much Marcia’s as ours; more so, maybe.

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘You could say that. It seems to be quite a needle match.’

‘Oh, yes.’ Marcia laid down her napkin. ‘The five-year censorship always is when there’s more than one candidate.’ She paused, then added drily, ‘And, of course, on this occasion there is the contract allocation for a new town hall in the offing. That, I’m afraid, may be of some relevance too.’

I grinned into my wine cup; like I say, where the practical aspects of politics are concerned old Marcia is no one’s fool. A provincial censor isn’t quite the same as his Roman equivalent, more a combination of censor, finance officer and buildings officer, which means as well as being responsible for updating the citizens’ list he also controls the municipal finances and the allocation of public building contracts. Not that he has a totally free hand, of course, because all his decisions are subject to the approval of the local senate and ultimately to the central authorities in Rome; but even so he can be fairly sure that when the time comes the companies he gives the contracts to will be properly – and unobtrusively – grateful. And new town halls don’t come cheap.

I was reaching for the wine jug to give myself a top-up when Bathyllus oozed in with his tray. Under normal circumstances Marcia had a major-domo of her own, but the old guy was touching seventy, he was getting pretty shaky on his pins, and when we came up for a few days he and the equally decrepit chef were shuttled down to Baiae to stay with one of Marcia’s freedwomen. That could’ve caused bad feelings – major-domos tend to get touchy where their households are concerned – but old Laertes was an easy-going soul. Besides, we couldn’t’ve left Bathyllus behind. He had a soft spot for the Princess too.

‘Shall I clear away, madam?’ he said to Marcia. Deferential as hell. That was another thing about holidays in the Alban Hills: Bathyllus is the world’s number-one snob, and butlering to a real aristocrat like Marcia was the little bald-head’s idea of heaven. Tough on the rest of us, mind. I could take it, just, for the duration, but towards the end it got to be a real teeth-clencher.

‘Yes, thank you, Bathyllus.’ Marcia looked at the Princess. ‘If you’ve finished, Marilla.’

‘Can I take an apple out to Dassa? And ask Meton for some warm oil?’ Meton was our chef, currently replacing Marcia’s own hash-slinger.

‘Yes, I suppose so. If you really must.’

The kid grabbed the biggest Matian from the fruit bowl and disappeared in the direction of the kitchen. Perilla and Marcia watched her go, smiling.

‘Pontius didn’t think much of either of the candidates,’ I said, while Bathyllus with lowered eyes and a murmured apology removed my dessert plate.

‘They both have their drawbacks, certainly.’ Marcia was cautious. ‘Concordius is very much the modern-style businessman; very efficient and knowledgeable about things like market trends and valuation, no doubt, and just what Castrimoenium needs in a censor these days. On the other hand I find it difficult to take to that kind of man myself. Which sounds dreadful, I know, but really in his case I think the generalisation is justified.’ She hesitated. ‘Where money is concerned, I wouldn’t entirely trust Publius Concordius.’

‘Uh-huh.’ I sipped my wine; no gulping, because although Marcia didn’t drink much herself she kept a good cellar. This one was a twenty-year-old Alban, and practically Falernian standard. ‘He’s in the loans business, right?’

‘Yes. Loans and property. Doing very well, too, or so I hear. He owns quite a number of large mortgages in the town, and with villas near the lake especially becoming so fashionable now at Rome the property market is booming. Vettius Bolanus, for example, could get a very large price indeed for his estate if he decided to sell it, but of course he won’t. Certainly not to Concordius.’

‘Bolanus is the other candidate, isn’t he?’ Perilla said.

‘Oh, yes, very much so. I’m afraid that’s the whole problem.’ Then, when Perilla looked puzzled: ‘Forgive me, dear; I expressed myself badly. Vettius Bolanus is the “other candidate” both in the sense that he is the second of two and also the weaker of the pair, and neither circumstance has tended to reconcile him with his opponent. The Vettii have been the leading Castrimoenian family time out of mind. When one of them puts his name forward for the censorship election it has been, up to now, a foregone conclusion and unopposed. Especially by someone who stands a good chance of winning.’

Yeah; Gabba had used the phrase ‘family perk’. Some things don’t change wherever you are; magistracies and priesthoods at Rome are the same. ‘Which Concordius does?’ I said.

‘Oh, yes. Not, though, I suspect, through any particular merit of his own.’ Marcia sipped her fruit juice; Perilla had a cup of the stuff as well, from the farm’s own peaches. I shuddered. ‘However, Vettius Bolanus has always rather taken his position for granted, and that’s not a popular attitude locally, not nowadays. His behaviour over the estate, of course, makes matters worse.’

I was getting interested despite myself; I’d always seen Castrimoenium as a quiet little place. Obviously beneath the surface it was a real hotbed of skulduggery and scandal. ‘And what behaviour would that be now?’

‘Oh, it’s not completely unaccountable. Bolanus’s grandfather supported Caesar and the young Augustus before he was Augustus and was still friendly with Antony, so he came through the troubles with his estate intact. It’s the biggest for miles around, in area at least, although terribly mismanaged, or it was until recently when Bolanus got rid of that dreadful man Feronius and appointed a proper agent, since when—’ She stopped. ‘I’m sorry, Marcus, I’m rambling. A feature of age. Where was I?’

Rambling, nothing; personally, I’d back Marcia Fulvina’s thought processes against those of nine-tenths of the buggers in the Roman Senate. At least they were thought processes.

‘Uh … Bolanus’s behaviour over his estate.’

‘Oh, yes. I meant the business of his denying neighbours access for hunting. We take a very laissez-faire attitude towards trespass and poaching up here, at least where the wilder parts of a property go; there’s so much ground and so much game that no one really bothers with property lines, not where the smaller animals and birds are concerned. Vettius Bolanus is different; he’s very jealous over his property rights, and the fact that he isn’t a huntsman himself makes matters worse. It’s caused a lot of bad feeling locally, especially since the estate itself is so large.’

‘And the bad feeling affects the number of votes he can expect, right?’

‘Indeed.’ Marcia smiled. ‘What I’m saying, dear, is that Bolanus may be old Castrimoenian but he’s not a terribly popular man. And because he doesn’t have the hard cash he needs to buy additional popularity the election is not the foregone conclusion he considers is due him.’

Yeah; no wonder, like Gabba had said, he hated Concordius’s guts. ‘What about his other income?’ I said. ‘Or is the estate all he’s got?’

‘That I can’t tell you, Marcus. I barely know the man personally, and also it’s not a matter that I suspect he’s inclined to discuss. However, he does have a certain reputation for extravagance.’ She smiled again. ‘Which is, I’m afraid, another point in his disfavour. Castrimoenians are simple folk in general; they don’t mind a certain amount of high living, but they don’t like extravagance, especially if it’s the showy kind. And Bolanus is certainly showy.’

‘Doesn’t anyone else want the post?’ Perilla topped up her fruit juice. ‘I mean, if neither of the candidates is particularly popular, then—’

‘This isn’t Rome, dear.’ Marcia took a sip from her own cup. ‘Most of the local senators have business of their own to look after, and despite its advantages the censorship is no sinecure. Also, perks or not, it can be very expensive if one wants to keep up appearances, and not just at the canvassing stage.’ She frowned. ‘Although I don’t generally have much time for Tiberius, undemocratic though it may seem on the surface, removing the election of magistrates from the public sphere has always struck me as one of his better ideas. Campaigning really is a most distasteful process, especially when the candidates descend to personalities, and the man who wins so often does so for quite the wrong reasons.’

Yeah; I’d agree with that. Over the past couple of days I’d seen quite a few of the graffiti on offer; one stretch had even been painted over, presumably by the opposing team, unless the guy whose wall it was on had taken exception to the sentiments expressed on political grounds. Hotbed of skulduggery and scandal was right. I reached for the wine jug. ‘So who do you think will win this one, Marcia?’

She didn’t answer at once. Then she said carefully, ‘I don’t know. Nor would I try to venture a guess. To tell you the truth, at the end of the day I don’t think it will really matter.’ She glanced over at the window: the dining-room had been built facing west, and the sun was disappearing behind the hills in a blaze of red. ‘Speaking of which, it’s a lovely evening and there’s a full moon tonight. I’m off to bed myself, but why don’t you and Perilla take your drinks down to the loggia and enjoy it?’

‘Yeah; yeah, good idea,’ I said. In Rome, sitting out in the peace of the evening isn’t something you get to do all that often, not within earshot of a main road, anyway, because as soon as the sun goes down the heavy vehicles start to move in. A cup or two of wine in the garden with nothing but silence and night-birds to listen to’d make a pleasant change.

We said goodnight to Marcia. We didn’t know it then, of course, but in about an hour’s time the question of who would be Castrimoenium’s next five-year censor would be academic.
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‘You’re sure it was murder?’ I set down my breakfast roll.

Quintus Libanius, the head of the Castrimoenian senate, pursed his lips behind his unsenatorial beard. Happy was something the guy didn’t look. ‘Oh, yes,’ he said. ‘Quite sure. There’s no doubt about that, none at all, I’m afraid. It’s all most distressing.’

Yeah, well; I’d imagine it would be. Especially for the corpse. ‘Fine,’ I said. ‘But why come to me?’

‘Marcia Fulvina is an old friend of mine, Valerius Corvinus. She has mentioned your, ah’ – he hesitated – ‘familiarity with cases like this on several occasions in the past, and naturally I was aware that you and your wife were spending some time here.’ He looked at Perilla who was carefully honeying a roll of her own, eyes lowered. ‘I will of course be contacting the foreign judge’s office in Rome, but in the immediate instance I feel that your help and advice would be of immeasurable assistance. Should you care to extend them.’

Stiff as hell, sure, but that’s the Roman way of doing things as far as guys like Libanius are concerned. You pull the personal strings first, and you do it formal. Translated into simple Latin, it meant that the representative of local authority wasn’t going to take no for an answer.

I glanced at Perilla: no Marcia this morning, she was having a long lie, and the Princess was out tending to her sick sheep. She didn’t look too happy either, although ‘pissed off’ might describe it better.

‘Uh … what do you think, lady?’ I said cautiously.

Perilla set down the roll. ‘Marcus, you know very well that you’re going to go whatever I think,’ she said, ‘so don’t faff around.’

I grinned; not the standard reaction, and Fuzzface Libanius looked politely scandalised, but I couldn’t help that. She was right, of course; I couldn’t pass this up, and as far as the holiday went two or three days of bucolic peace were about all I could take before I started itching anyway. I turned back to Fuzzface. ‘You care to give me the full details?’ I said.

He hesitated again. ‘Perhaps … not while your wife is having breakfast,’ he said. Ouch: that bad, eh? ‘Suffice it to say that it happened late last night. Draco, Vettius Bolanus’s head slave, did inform me of the death immediately, but I thought it best to leave any investigation until this morning. If you’re agreeable, we might ride over there at once.’

So much for breakfast, but then I never had been a breakfast person. ‘All right,’ I said. ‘Give me time to get a horse saddled and I’ll be right with you.’

Vettius Bolanus’s place was by the lakeside about a mile from town. I could see what Marcia had meant when she said that if he’d wanted to sell it he could have written his own ticket: it was prime site, and just the combination of well-set-up country house, working estate and not-quite-virgin wilderness that turns rich City businessmen gooey inside. Not just those with personal dreams of an idyllic country retreat, either: it was serviced with a good wide gravel-surfaced track, which connected with the locally maintained departmental road, and that in turn joined the Appian Way four or five miles to the south. Good communications, in other words: like Marcia had said again, wealthy City punters were waking up to the fact that even if they used a carriage they could leave Rome in summer mid-afternoon and still be sitting on their Alban veranda overlooking the lake by the time the lamps were lit, and property prices were consequently going through the roof. There was enough land here for two luxury villas easy, maybe even three, and a property developer-cum-builder who knew his business and bought the place as a parcel could clean up.

Another thing I noticed, as we rode up the track to the villa itself, was the number of new vines and fruit trees in the working parts of the farm: not all together in rows on newly broken ground, but filling gaps among the older stock. That registered too: it argued repair, not expansion. Somebody recently – and I remembered Marcia’s digression about Bolanus’s ex-bailiff – had been allowing the commercial side of things to slip, and whoever had taken over was in the process of putting them right. I filed that one away for future consideration.

The villa, surprisingly, wasn’t walled off: the track led directly into a formal garden that stretched down to the lake itself. We walked the horses up to the main entrance where a guy in a slave’s tunic and cap was waiting for us. Even at a distance I could see he was nervous as hell, which was understandable: a murder on the premises, especially where the victim’s the master, tends to have that effect on the bought help.

‘This is Draco, Valerius Corvinus,’ Libanius said. ‘Nothing’s been touched, Draco?’

‘No, sir.’ The guy held the horses’ bridles while we dismounted. He was a big man, six feet easy, but he was currently trying to lose a foot of his height like that might get him ignored. I could smell his fear even from three feet away.

‘Fine. Valerius Corvinus and I will go down to the loggia. You’ll make yourself available when you’ve seen to the horses. Is the Lady Vettia dressed yet?’

‘Yes, sir.’ He swallowed. ‘She hasn’t been to bed. She’s in her room, sir, very upset. Her maid’s with her.’

‘We’ll want to talk to her too, naturally. Later, when we’ve finished. Follow me, Corvinus.’

Yeah, well, I couldn’t complain about Libanius’s efficiency: he seemed to have everything stitched up nicely. It was a pity about the beard, though.

The loggia was tucked away in the garden’s furthest corner, overlooking the lake. It was bigger than I’d expected – more of a summer-house than a loggia proper – but the design was the usual one: a stone skeleton with a solid tile roof and the actual walls made up of wooden shutters that could be folded back on themselves depending how much air and light you wanted in. Currently, as far as I could see, only the front two were open, giving the building a definite southern orientation; not that there would’ve been much point in opening any of the others, mind, because the surrounding bushes, sides and back, had been allowed to grow until in places they pressed against the walls. Another black mark against Bolanus’s estate manager.

‘He’s in there.’ Libanius had stopped short, before we actually got close enough to see inside. Now we’d got away from the domestic help, the guy wasn’t looking so good, not to say – as far as I could see beneath the fuzz – distinctly green. ‘I’d – ah – rather stay out here myself, if you don’t mind.’

Uh-oh; so it was nasty right enough. Or maybe Libanius just had a weak stomach. I gave him a nod and went in.

I saw the body at once. The guy was lying just inside the door with his back to it, head twisted sideways and arms spread like he’d fallen forwards and hugged the floor. He’d been a smallish man, broad-built, and his throat had been severed ear to ear. The floorboards round the corpse’s head were one brown sticky mess, and they were thick with flies.

‘Oh, shit,’ I murmured. I didn’t blame Fuzzface for refusing to give me the details over the breakfast table, or for opting to stay out in the fresh air; I was trying hard not to breathe myself, and what little breakfast I’d managed was suddenly beginning to seem like a bad idea. A few of the disturbed flies rose lazily, and one settled on my wrist. I brushed it off, and it left a brown smear.

I stood by the entrance a while just breathing and fought the returning breakfast. Outside, Libanius was gazing out over the lake. All right for some. Yeah, fine; well, this wasn’t getting the job done. I swallowed and turned round, back to the corpse.

The guy’s hands were empty. He was wearing a lounging tunic, the sort you change into in the evening when there’re no guests for dinner, but what there was of it clear of blood looked new and pricey: Bolanus had been a smart dresser, even on his own time. I remembered what Marcia had said about him being showy. Nothing else there, as far as I could see. No sign, certainly, of the weapon.

What else? I took a look around. The place didn’t exactly show signs of daily use, and it was pretty grubby. The floor was littered with the usual accumulation of minor debris that builds up when it doesn’t see a broom from one month’s end to the next. Someone had been eating roasted pumpkin seeds and the spiders had been having a field day in the corners, but our pal with the knife hadn’t conveniently dropped anything in the process like a cloak pin or a ring with his signet in the bezel. Well, there wasn’t too much else I could do for the moment, barring the unpleasant obvious. After that first examination I’d been careful not to look at the huddle on the floor, especially the face, but the flies were seriously disturbed now and the air was full of them. Without giving myself time to think, and trying to keep my tunic clear of the blood, I bent over the corpse and lugged it over on to its back. There was nothing underneath but bloodstained boards.

So. Honour was satisfied. I left Bolanus where he lay, staring up at the ceiling, and made it outside while I still had control of my stomach.

Libanius was still giving the lake his full attention. He turned round when I came up.

‘You’ve finished?’ he said.

‘Yeah.’ I took a big breath of clean lakeside air.

‘And?’

‘It seems pretty clear what happened. As far as the actual killing’s concerned, anyway. My guess is the murderer was hiding somewhere outside, probably in these bushes by the door. He waited until Bolanus was past him, grabbed the guy from behind and slit his throat, then pushed him forwards into the loggia.’

Libanius grunted, and suddenly looked green again.

‘Now.’ I took another deep breath of clean air. ‘You want to tell me the circumstances?’

‘Perhaps Draco should do that, Corvinus. Here he is now.’

I looked round. The major-domo was coming along the path. Formally laid out or not, the garden – this part of it, anyway – was pretty overgrown, and the house wasn’t visible. A loud shout or a scream would’ve reached it, sure, but that would be what it took, nothing less. Not that, judging by what I’d just seen, the poor bugger had had much of a chance at either.

‘The Lady Vettia was wondering if we might contact the undertakers in town, sir,’ he said. He gave the loggia a nervous glance. ‘She says it isn’t right that the master should be … should …’ He stopped. ‘Can I do that, sir? Yes or no?’

Libanius looked at me. I shrugged. ‘Sure, as far as I’m concerned. No point in leaving the poor guy lying. Vettia’s his sister, right?’

‘Yes, sir. Thank you.’ Draco turned to go.

‘Hang on, pal,’ I said. ‘I need some answers to a few questions first. Like for starters what your master was doing out here after sunset in a place that doesn’t look like it’s been used for years.’

Draco glanced at Libanius.

‘I haven’t had the opportunity to acquaint Valerius Corvinus with the details.’ Fuzzface had on his master-to-bought-help expression again. ‘You’ll tell him what he wants to know yourself, please.’ Then, when Draco hesitated: ‘Come on, man! Don’t mess about!’

‘He was meeting his fiancée, sir,’ Draco said. ‘The Lady Sulpicia.’

‘Is that so, now?’ I kept my voice neutral, but I noticed that after he’d given his instructions Libanius had looked away. Judging by the answer to the question, I could understand why. Not at the information itself, he’d know that already; the guy’s reaction was simple embarrassment at the necessity of someone else hearing it. Fiancée or not, isolated loggias were no places for unchaperoned single women to meet their menfriends, especially after dark. And Libanius didn’t exactly strike me as the permissive type. ‘They, uh, make a habit of meeting out here at night?’

‘Yes, sir,’ Draco said. ‘She was the one who found the body, sir.’

‘Sulpicia is Sulpicius Severus’s daughter, Corvinus.’ You could’ve laid a Minturnian prawn on top of Fuzzface’s tone and it’d keep fresh for a month. ‘He owns the villa next door.’

‘Uh-huh. And where’s Sulpicia now?’

‘At home, sir. I assume. She was quite distraught. As you can imagine.’

Yeah, that I could understand. In his present state Bolanus wasn’t a very pretty sight. Coming on what was left of him unexpectedly, alone and after dark, would make anyone distraught. However, I’d reserve judgment on Sulpicia until I met the lady: anyone unconventional enough to fly in the face of social taboos, especially out here in the sticks, clearly wasn’t your normal dewy-eyed virgin. Plus, of course, there was the other less savoury possibility to be considered. ‘Uh … he seem all right when he went outside?’ I said. ‘Your master, I mean? Quite cheerful and normal?’

I’d simply asked the question as a matter of course, but the major-domo hesitated again. ‘No, sir,’ he said at last. ‘To tell you the truth, he was a little … preoccupied. He had been, sir, for the past day or so.’

‘What with?’

His face shut. ‘I’m sorry, sir. That I can’t say.’

‘Is that a can’t or a won’t, friend?’

He didn’t answer, which was an answer in itself. Uh-huh; well, we’d have to leave it at that for the moment. All the same, I shelved the little nugget for future consideration. ‘So what happened exactly? From the beginning?’

‘The master received a note, sir, delivered by one of Sulpicius Severus’s slaves about an hour after sunset. He—’

‘Hold on, Draco! An hour after sunset?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Wasn’t that unusual?’

‘It happens, sir, on occasion. Happened, I should say. But then the Lady Sulpicia is an unusual lady.’ That came with a sniff which, although it wasn’t anywhere near Bathyllus-power, was the same sort of thing. ‘Also the master was out all that evening himself, which the lady may have known.’

‘Out where, pal?’

‘That again I can’t tell you, sir. The master simply had an early dinner and went out.’

Jupiter in spangles, I couldn’t believe this! One of the key features of all major-domos is that, whether he wants them to know it or not, they can tell almost to the square foot where the boss is at any given moment; and also, for that matter, if he looks ‘preoccupied’ have chapter and verse on what’s biting him. How they do it the gods only know; maybe when they get the job they’re allowed to tap into a network of extrasensory links, or maybe that comes first and the job follows. Whatever reason, it’s built in with the masonry. Either Draco was the worst of the breed I’d ever met or the guy was lying through his teeth; and if so (and I favoured the second explanation) then two questions naturally followed: a) on instructions or off his own bat? and b) was this the only porky I was being fed?

Not that I’d any right at this point to push the issue, and in any case maybe he was just a duff (but truthful) major-domo. Still, it was another factor to shelve for future consideration. ‘Okay,’ I said. ‘So Bolanus got back at … what time would you say?’

‘Just before the message arrived, sir. About an hour after sunset.’

‘And when was the meeting arranged for?’

‘Practically immediately, sir. Or at least, he went out almost at once. The Lady Sulpicia would be able to tell you exactly, or the note itself, of course.’

‘You’ve still got the note?’

‘Oh, yes. The master left it on the atrium table. I assume it’s still there.’

Joy in the morning! Well, that was an unexpected bit of luck, anyway. ‘So. What happened then?’

‘It can only have been a few minutes later. The Lady Sulpicia came hammering on the door, very distraught as I said, with the news that she’d found the master … as you saw him, sir. I confirmed the lady’s story myself, then sent one of the boys into town to Quintus Libanius here as being the most senior magistrate, and – well, that’s it, sir.’

And Quintus Libanius had rousted me out practically at the crack of dawn the next morning. He’d been lucky I’d been awake and mobile enough to be rousted, sure, but in the country the cockerels go off at first light and they tend to take you with them.

Time for a little muscle. ‘Okay,’ I said. ‘So who do you think did it?’

His eyes widened. ‘I beg your pardon, sir?’

‘It’s a simple enough question, pal. You’ve been a slave with the household how long?’

‘I was born on the estate, sir. I’ve been Vettius Bolanus’s major-domo for seven years.’

‘Fine. So you must know if he’s got any enemies. Apart from Concordius, that is.’ There was no point in pussyfooting around here, and the sooner we had that particular name out in the open the better. I glanced sideways at Libanius to see how he’d taken it, but Fuzzface seemed to have gone selectively deaf.

Draco’s expression stiffened. ‘It wouldn’t be my place to say, sir, even if I knew. I suggest you ask the master’s sister.’

‘All right.’ I turned away. ‘Let’s just do that, friend. And in the process I’d be grateful if you’d let me look at that note from Sulpicia.’

That was another lady I had to meet. Concordius might be the obvious suspect, sure – even Libanius must realise that – but, me, I’d like to know why the sudden desire for a late-night rendezvous that ended up as a murder.

We went to see Vettia.
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Vettia turned out to be a plump, homely woman in her mid-forties, dressed in a mourning mantle which contrasted sharply with a wig years too young for her. When Draco ushered us into the atrium she was sitting in a chair dabbing her eyes with a handkerchief, but Fuzzface got the benefit of a hundred-candelabra glare.

‘I would like very much, Quintus Libanius,’ she said stiffly, ‘to have my brother’s body removed to the undertaker’s, or at least brought indoors. It’s neither pious nor decent to allow him to …’ She bit her lip. ‘To allow …’

Fuzzface held up a hand. ‘I’ve told Draco he can make the arrangements forthwith. I’m sorry, Vettia, but the delay was necessary. This is the gentleman I mentioned to you, Marcia Fulvina’s relative Valerius Corvinus.’

That netted me a long stare. I’d bet from the paleness of the lady’s eyes that they weren’t all that strong. I also noticed that she’d been unwise enough to have her maid apply make-up to the lids and lashes, and the business with the handkerchief was having its predictable effect.

‘It’s kind of you, Valerius Corvinus,’ she said finally, ‘to give us your help. If there is anything I can do in my turn then please feel free to ask.’

Well, you couldn’t say fairer than that. ‘Uh … you could answer a few immediate questions, madam,’ I said. ‘If you feel up to it.’

‘Yes, of course.’ She tucked the handkerchief into the sleeve of her tunic, sat up straight and set her lips together. I had the weird impression, suddenly, that I wasn’t talking to a dowdy middle-aged spinster at all but a rather serious – and nervous – schoolgirl facing a teacher; a rather serious schoolgirl who’d grow up into a dowdy middle-aged spinster, if you know what I mean.

‘Your major-domo tells me your brother went outside to meet his fiancée,’ I said. ‘That she’d sent him a note shortly before.’

‘That’s correct.’

‘Also that this wasn’t – uh – unusual behaviour.’

Vettia’s lips tightened a notch. ‘My brother was an honourable man, Valerius Corvinus,’ she said. ‘I’m sure that there was no impropriety involved. And Sulpicia was his fiancée, after all. They were due to be married shortly. That makes all the difference.’ She gave Libanius a straight look, and the guy coloured. ‘To my mind, at least. As far as your question is concerned, no, it was not unusual.’

So that was Fuzzface told. I waited, but clearly that was all I was getting. ‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Draco also tells me that Bolanus was … the word he used was “preoccupied”. You wouldn’t know his reasons, would you?’

‘Was he? I didn’t notice it myself, particularly, or no more than usual, but if so I would imagine it had to do with the election. As I say, Marcus was an honourable man, and although he didn’t talk about it very much, to me at least, I know for a fact that the manner in which his opponent was conducting the campaign hurt him deeply. Those horrible graffiti.’ She shuddered. ‘It shouldn’t be allowed, Valerius Corvinus. A political election is no place for filth.’

Yeah, well; she was the guy’s sister, after all. Still, there was definitely something of the desperate innocent about Vettia. Middle-aged schoolgirl was right: anyone who can reach the years of discretion and still say with a straight face that filth has no place in politics is either a politician themselves, simple in the head or blinkered. Besides, from what I’d seen scrawled on the walls of Castrimoenium there wasn’t much to choose between Bolanus’s supporters and Concordius’s, and if Bolanus had given the okay to his share then I reckoned that Vettia, blinkers or no blinkers, was protesting too much by half. I looked sideways at Libanius. He’d got his colour back, but he had his poker face on again.

‘Ah, did your brother have any enemies that you know of?’ I said; then, when her mouth opened to answer: ‘Apart from Concordius, that is.’

Libanius cleared his throat. ‘Corvinus, I feel you may be taking things a little too much for granted here,’ he said. ‘Publius Concordius was Bolanus’s political opponent, yes, of course he was; but that does not mean the two were actual enemies. Certainly not to the extent of murder. Please remember this.’

Well, it was a fair point, and as senior magistrate – and so technically in charge of the investigation – Libanius was within his rights to make it. Still, if his thoughts weren’t moving along these lines just as much as mine were, and probably Vettia’s too unless she was even stupider than she seemed, then I was a Nubian belly-dancer. As far as I was concerned, the other guy in the censorship race was firmly in the suspects bag already. What I was after were other possible avenues. I nodded to him and turned back to Vettia.

Her schoolgirl eyes were wide open. ‘But of course he didn’t have enemies!’ she said. ‘Why on earth should anyone hate Marcus?’

I kept my face straight: there was no point in indicating the logical fallacy in that little offering by suggesting that if he’d been universally loved he wouldn’t be out there in the loggia with his throat slit. The question was yet further proof if I needed it that where basic, everyday nous was concerned Vettia wasn’t quite up to speed with the rest of humanity. ‘Okay,’ I said. ‘How about people who might’ve borne him a grudge for some reason?’

‘Oh.’ The lady looked happier at that one; probably because it suggested the blame could be firmly placed on the other guys’ shoulders. ‘There’s Feronius, of course. And old Harpax and his son-in-law. No one else I can think of specifically.’

The second name was a new one to me, but I’d heard the first from Marcia. ‘Feronius was your brother’s factor, right?’ I said.

‘Until a month or so ago, yes. Marcus dismissed him for gross inefficiency. He went’ – she hesitated – ‘rather unwillingly. One of our own freedmen has the post now.’

‘Uh-huh.’ I remembered the plugged gaps in the vines and orchards on the road in. Estate factors are a landowner’s bugbear. Unless they’re watched closely, a lazy or an inefficient factor – or worse, one on the make – can wreck what’s often only a marginally profitable estate faster and more thoroughly than a plant disease or a crop failure, especially since the slaves who do the actual work couldn’t, by definition, care less about the state of the master’s balance sheet. And rather unwillingly was a euphemism if I’d ever heard one. ‘What’s he doing at present, do you know?’

‘I really have no idea.’

‘I think you’ll find, Corvinus’ – Libanius’s tone was carefully neutral – ‘that he’s employed by Publius Concordius.’

My eyebrows lifted. ‘Is he, now?’ Well, I couldn’t say Castrimoenium’s chief magistrate didn’t play fair at handing out gratuitous information, anyway.

‘In a very minor capacity, yes. As, so far as I understand it, a collector of interest instalments on loans.’

I nodded; add another one to the bag. Feronius was definitely one for a chat. The suspect list was filling up nicely. ‘Who’s this Harpax?’

Again, it was Fuzzface who answered. ‘A retired soldier. He took his settlement parcel of land in the neighbourhood twenty-odd years ago, and his daughter married the local smith.’

‘So why the grudge?’

‘He and his son-in-law are both incorrigible poachers.’ Vettia frowned. ‘Marcus was very patient with them, very patient indeed, but a time does come when you have to draw the line. Also the old man isn’t quite … right. His daughter does her best, I’m sure, but people like that shouldn’t really be allowed to mix in society.’

‘Not quite right?’

‘Oh, he’s not mad, Corvinus,’ Libanius said quickly. ‘Don’t form that impression. In fact, he’s somewhat of a local hero. He served, as I understand it, in Germany with a cohort of auxiliaries and came away with an impressive array of distinctions. However, his experiences have left him … scarred, one might say. I don’t mean physically.’

Oh, hell; I didn’t like the sound of this, reassurances or not. ‘Fine. Then how do you mean?’

This time it was Libanius who hesitated. ‘He was invalided out. I don’t know the details, even in outline, and as I say this is ancient history, but I understand there were special circumstances and that he was honourably retired with full benefits before his official discharge date.’

‘“Special circumstances”?’ Jupiter, they must’ve been, at that: the army don’t shell out compassionate discharges with full benefits all that often, especially to auxiliaries. Which would explain the local hero bit. Whatever this Harpax had done to get his piece of land and, presumably, his citizenship papers must’ve been pretty exceptional.

‘That’s all I can give you, I’m afraid.’ Libanius cleared his throat again. ‘He lives in town with his daughter and her husband – that’s Spurius Rutilius the smith, as I told you – and they keep a close eye on him.’

‘Not a close enough eye to stop the man poaching,’ Vettia snapped. ‘And Rutilius is just as bad, if not worse. Marcus has had endless trouble with the pair of them. He is … was … as I say a very patient man, but—’

‘Well, that’s as may be,’ Libanius said. I had the distinct impression that, indulgent towards the bereaved woman as the guy was prepared to be, his own patience was beginning to wear thin. Also, I remembered what Marcia had said about how Bolanus’s attitude towards poachers differed from the local norms, and Vettia seemed to be cast from the same mould. ‘Certainly you must talk to Harpax, Valerius Corvinus, if you think fit. Now, if you agree, I think we’ve imposed on Vettia’s grief for long enough and she will have things to arrange. Unless there’s anything else—’

‘The note,’ I said. ‘From Sulpicia. Maybe I could just see it?’

‘Oh, yes. Draco did mention that. I have it here.’ Vettia took a scrap of paper from her mantle pouch and handed it across.

I unfolded it and read. There wasn’t much, just a request to meet her in the loggia an hour after sunset to ‘talk things over’, signed with an S. I looked up. ‘Uh … what “things” would those be, now?’ I said.

Vettia’s lips came together. ‘That I don’t know, Valerius Corvinus. Obviously whatever they were they were private, and if you really need to know then you must ask Sulpicia herself.’

‘Yeah. Yeah, I’ll do that.’ I folded the note up again. ‘Do you mind if I keep this?’

‘So long as you return it to Sulpicia when you see her, no, not at all.’

We thanked her and left.

So; I reckoned I’d made a good start. The first, and most obvious, move was to have a word with the murdered man’s fiancée: check the timings, generally look the lady over and satisfy myself that the arranged meeting and the murder were just coincidences. Not that that meant they were unconnected, of course; quite the reverse. If someone had been staking out Bolanus’s villa, waiting for an opportunity to get him alone, then the rendezvous in the loggia would’ve given him all the opening he needed.

‘I’m afraid I’ll have to let you introduce yourself this time, Corvinus,’ Libanius said as we remounted our horses and started back towards the road. ‘I have business in Bovillae. Arrangements for the Latin Festival.’
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