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For my wife Rona, who suggested another Corvinus book.


AUTHOR’S NOTE

‘So ended the avenging of Germanicus’s death. The subject has been a vexed one, not only for his contemporaries but also for succeeding generations. Some report rumours as established facts, others twist the truth into its opposite; and the passing years augment both distortions’ (Tacitus, Annals, III, 19).

Leaving aside the question of Tacitus’s own shortcomings in this area, the quote is a salutary reminder of the difference between the historian and the historical novelist. Both have an obligation to be accurate where actual events are concerned, but thereafter they part company. To the historian subjectivity, speculation and the attribution of motive are anathema; to the novelist they form the basics of his stock-in-trade. I would therefore plead guilty with reservations to committing Tacitus’s first crime, although I am (I hope!) totally innocent of his second. My explanation of Germanicus’s death is possible and plausible, yes; I hope it is convincing and it may even be true; but it is by no means established fact.

Readers of Tacitus will notice one minor piece of fudging. Rome had two consuls, and I have been careful to mention only one, Corvinus’s Uncle Cotta. Cotta was indeed consul for AD 20, but his colleague was Corvinus himself. This I had to ignore: first because for ‘my’ Corvinus to hold Rome’s top magistracy would not fit the character I have tried to create; second because being in his early twenties he would have been far too young. An even more minor point, but one I feel guilty over, is that Cotta’s family name was Aurelius, not Valerius. By common Roman practice he had been adopted into the Aurelii, probably to perpetuate a failing line. This, too, I ignored because I needed him to have strong connections with Corvinus.

My thanks to Roy Pinkerton; to my wife Rona and the staff of the St Andrews University and Carnoustie libraries for finding me books; and to Anne Buchanan, ex-RNR, for her help with ships and sailing. Any faults or errors remaining are of course completely mine.


Dramatis Personae

Purely fictional characters appear in lower case.

THE IMPERIALS

TIBERIUS (otherwise the Wart; so called on account of his skin problems): the current emperor.

LIVIA: ‘the empress’; Tiberius’s mother and Germanicus’s grandmother.

GERMANICUS: Tiberius’s stepson, lately dead in Syria.

AGRIPPINA: his wife.

DRUSUS: Tiberius’s son; currently commanding in Pannonia.

LIVILLA: his wife.

ROME

Agron: an Illyrian metalsmith; friend and client of Corvinus.

Bathyllus: Corvinus’s head slave.

Capax: Daphnis’s cousin, Piso’s former coachman; now a freelance litterman.

CARILLUS: Piso’s freedman; now a Suburan butcher.

CORVINUS (Marcus Valerius Messalla Corvinus): a rich young noble with no interest in politics.

COTTA (Marcus Valerius Cotta Maximus Messalinus): Corvinus’s uncle; one of the two current consuls.

Crispus, Caelius: a dealer in scandal, loosely attached to the Treasury.

Daphnis: Scylax’s slave assistant.

Lippillus, Flavonius: an officer of the Aventine Watch.

MESSALINUS (Marcus Valerius Messalla Messalinus): Corvinus’s father.

Meton: Corvinus’s chef.

PERILLA, Rufia: stepdaughter of the poet Ovid; now Corvinus’s wife.

PISO, Gnaeus Calpurnius: ex-governor of Syria, accused with his wife PLANCINA of murdering Germanicus.

Priscus, Titus Helvius: Corvinus’s mother’s husband.

REGULUS, Livineius: one of the defence lawyers in Piso’s trial.

Scylax: Corvinus’s client; owner/manager of a training gym.

Secundus, Gaius: a friend of Corvinus; formerly on Drusus’s staff in Pannonia.

TRIO, Lucius Fulcinius: one of the prosecutors in Piso’s trial.

Vipsania: Corvinus’s mother; now married to Priscus.

ANTIOCH

ACUTIA: Vitellius’s wife.

ARTABANUS: current king of Parthia.

Baucis: Martina’s sister.

CELER, Domitius: formerly on Piso’s staff; now second-in-command to Rufus.

Critias: Corvinus and Perilla’s temporary head slave.

Giton: Vonones’s former coachman.

LAMIA, Aelius: the current Syrian governor.

MARSUS, Publius Vibius: the Syrian deputy governor under Piso and Lamia.

MARTINA: a Syrian suspected of poisoning Germanicus.

Orosius: a clerk in the records’ office; friend of Giton.

Philotimus: owner of the Two Cedars guest house; Corvinus and Perilla’s landlord.

RUFUS, Publius Suillius: Perilla’s ex-husband; now commanding the Third Gallic Legion.

Sulpicia: Marsus’s wife.

TAURUS, Statilius: Corvinus’s friend, currently serving as tribune with the Sixth Legion.

Theon: captain of the Artemis.

VITELLIUS, Publius: a senior member of Lamia’s staff; friend and colleague of Germanicus who helped prepare and present the case against Piso in Rome.

VONONES: an exiled king of Parthia, now dead.
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So there I was, joy of joys unlooked for, back at the palace for another private talk with the empress. Hermes, the messenger-ape who led me through the maze of corridors to her office, hadn’t changed in the eighteen months since I’d seen him last; not even his underwear, judging by the mouldy cheese smell that drifted back and up my nostrils. I didn’t make any smartass comments, mind; there’re some things even I won’t risk, and sassing palace slaves is one of them. Besides, you don’t cross gorillas. Not when they can lead you up dark dead-ends where they can work their evil will in peace and shove your head where you won’t find it until the next census.

The secretary in the lemon tunic behind the desk hadn’t changed either. He gave me a look like I’d stepped in dog puke somewhere along the way and the fact was still painfully obvious, then carried on tidying his already immaculate nails with a slip of pumice, waiting for an introduction.

The gorilla spoke. ‘Marcus Valerius Messalla Corvinus, to see Her Excellency the Empress.’

Amazing what you can teach these things, with patience and a bit of fruit. The secretary never batted an elegant eyelash. He consulted his appointments list and made a firm tick.

‘You’re late, Corvinus,’ he said.

‘Yeah, well, I . . .’

‘Never mind. We’re here now, and that’s all that matters, isn’t it?’ He stood up with a flash of insincere teeth and a whiff of hair oil. ‘Her Excellency will see you immediately. That’s all, Hermes.’

The ape nodded and loped off without a backward glance. Feeding time at the canteen, no doubt.

‘This way, sir.’ The secretary knocked gently on the double doors, pushed them open and stepped aside.

I recognised the smell at once. Camphor. It brought me out in a sweat. After the last time I’d been in this room I’d sworn never to let Bathyllus buy another mothball again. Old age, old crimes. Livia.

She was sitting behind her desk, as if she’d never moved. The same lifeless cosmetic mask, the same dead eyes. I wiped my sweaty hands on my mantle.

‘Come in, Corvinus,’ she said. ‘How nice to see you again. Do have a seat.’

I pulled up the ancient Egyptian chair. That was familiar, too.

‘Your Excellency.’

Her dead eyes focused behind my left shoulder.

‘Make absolutely sure that we’re not disturbed, Phormio,’ she said.

‘Yes, Excellency,’ the secretary murmured. I heard the doors close with a solid thunk and tried not to think of tombs. Shit. She might at least have told the guy to bring us some wine. I could’ve murdered a cup of Setinian.

The eyes swung back to me.

‘And how is the lovely Rufia Perilla?’ The mask cracked and I realised that Livia was smiling. Or trying to. ‘Well, I hope?’

‘Uh, she’s okay. Excellency.’

‘No problems with the divorce or the wedding?’

‘No.’ My palms were sweating again. I wiped them surreptitiously.

‘That’s good. I’m glad I was able to help there. Her ex-husband Suillius Rufus really was quite unsuitable. He’s still serving in Syria, as I understand.’

‘Yeah. He commands the Third Gallic.’ I crossed my legs, leaned back and tried to look calm. The chair creaked dangerously.

‘He wasn’t too upset, then? About losing his wife?’

‘I wouldn’t know, Excellency.’ Like hell I didn’t. Rufus, by all accounts, had been fit to be tied when he got the news that Perilla was divorcing him and marrying me. Getting his Eagle had been no compensation. I swallowed and wiped my palms a third time. At that precise moment given the choice between a fist-fight with an arena leopard and swapping social chit-chat with Livia I’d’ve gladly picked the cat, no contest. ‘Uh, I’m sorry, but might I ask why you sent for me? Please?’

She held up a hand. ‘Corvinus, you really must have patience. It’s a most valuable virtue and one well worth cultivating.’ Not from where I’m sitting, lady, I thought. The sooner I was out of here and on the lee side of a wine jug getting quietly smashed the better. ‘I promise you we’ll come round to my reasons in due course. Meanwhile let me assure you that I bear you no ill-will with regard to our past meeting. None at all. Quite the reverse, in fact.’

Oh, sure! The last time I’d sat in this chair Livia had made it clear she’d dance on my grave wearing her best clogs, and I doubted that she’d sweetened up any since. I trusted her just as much as I would a snake with a migraine.

‘The Third Gallic, you say.’ Her eyes were on the desk, and she was toying with the writing-tablet in front of her. ‘They’re based in Antioch, are they not?’

‘Yeah. Yeah, that’s right. So far as I know.’ I cleared my throat.

‘Then that would make sense. Rufus was a protégé of my grandson Germanicus, of course. No doubt the appointment was made before he died.’ Her eyes came up and looked directly into mine, and I felt my balls freeze. ‘So unfortunate, my grandson’s death, was it not? Such a loss to Rome. And to our family.’

The silence lengthened. Oh, Jupiter! Jupiter Best and Greatest! I still didn’t know what the empress wanted from me, but I did know I wanted nothing to do with it. There was complicity in those eyes, and knowing what I did about Livia and her involvement with past ‘unfortunate’ deaths the last thing I needed was a shared secret. And of course there’d been the rumours. She’d know about these. Sure she would.

‘If you think so, Excellency,’ I said at last.

Livia laughed suddenly. The sound was like an ungreased gate swinging.

‘Oh, Corvinus, I like you,’ she said. ‘I like you very much. You’re so terribly transparent.’

‘Uh, yeah.’ I was sweating worse than ever. Baiae must be nice this time of year. Or maybe somewhere further off. Like Alexandria. ‘Yeah, well . . .’

The empress stood up and groped for her stick. I’d forgotten how old she was. And how tiny. Seated, I was almost her standing height.

‘I know exactly what you’re thinking,’ she said. ‘You think I arranged Germanicus’s death myself.’

She’d hit it smack on the button, of course. Sure I thought that, along with half of Rome; but I wasn’t going to admit it, not to her face, despite the candid invitation. Not with less than a five-hundred-mile start on a racing yacht and a Parthian passport in my fist. Instead I said nothing, which was an answer in itself. I must’ve looked shifty as hell, and I knew it.

She was still smiling at me. I’ve seen cats at the Games smile like that just before they overtake their lunch.

‘You see?’ she said. ‘Transparent as glass. Of course that’s what you think. I could argue the case myself. First of all, Germanicus was married to Agrippina who is a Julian and whom, as you know, I cannot stand. Their children, although part Claudian, naturally carry the Julian blood. Secondly, Germanicus was poisoned; and again as you know I’m no stranger to poisons. Thirdly, his death is popularly attributed to the Syrian governor Calpurnius Piso and his wife Plancina, and Plancina is one of my oldest and closest friends. I thus have motive, means and – through Plancina – opportunity. I am therefore guilty. A simple solution. QED.’

‘Lady, please! I really don’t . . .’ I swallowed and clammed up: I was sweating buckets now. Jupiter! What the hell did the woman want from me? Blood? Sympathy? A round of applause, maybe?

Her smile faded.

‘I’m sorry, Corvinus,’ she said. ‘I’m teasing you, and I really shouldn’t do that, especially since I want to ask a favour of you. Forgive me. Now watch what happens next and listen very carefully, because I don’t want you leaving here with the feeling that I’ve somehow cheated.’ Leaning on her stick she hobbled over to the portable altar in the corner of the room and laid her hand on the top. ‘Are you ready?’

Ready for what? ‘Uh, yeah. Yeah, go ahead.’

‘I swear,’ she said slowly, ‘by all the gods above and below, by my hope of escaping torment in the next world for the murders I have committed in this and by my hope for my own eventual deification, that I was neither directly nor indirectly responsible for the death of my grandson Germanicus Caesar.’ I was staring at her. She took her hand away. ‘There. Close your mouth, now, please, you look ridiculous. Does that satisfy you, or would you like to dictate the words yourself?’

‘No, that about covers it.’ My head was spinning. ‘You mind explaining why, now?’

She lowered herself painfully back into her chair. It must’ve been built up because we were on the level again.

‘Why the oath?’ she said. ‘Or why I brought you here in the first place?’

‘Both, Excellency. They’re the same thing anyway, aren’t they?’

‘Naturally. But if you’ve realised that then the answer to your question should be obvious.’

‘Let’s pretend it isn’t. Tell me anyway.’

‘Oh, Corvinus! You disappoint me!’ Her thin lips turned down. ‘Of course, now you know that I wasn’t responsible for Germanicus’s death I want you to find out who was.’

We stared at each other. She wasn’t smiling any more, and the dead eyes were expressionless. I swallowed painfully.

‘Excellency, this wouldn’t be, uh, official, would it?’ I said at last.

She tutted with impatience. ‘Don’t be a fool, boy! Of course it isn’t! Officially my grandson died of a fever. You know that.’

I nodded. ‘Okay. Just asking. So why me?’

‘Because you’ve already shown certain . . . talents in that direction.’ Was that a smile again? I doubted it. ‘And I’m betting on your curiosity.’

She had me there. Ever since the business with the altar I’d stopped sweating. Instead I could feel the little tingle at the nape of my neck that I’d been missing these past eighteen months. Not regretting, just missing.

‘Fair enough,’ I said. ‘You have any ideas yourself?’

This time I detected a definite smile; but it was like the smile you sometimes get on the face of an old Greek statue; the smug sort I always feel like wiping off with a hammer.

‘Naturally I do,’ she said. ‘But that’s all they are. Ideas. I would hate to prejudice your investigation by sharing them.’

‘Yeah. Sure.’ I hoped that didn’t sound as sour as I thought it did; I hadn’t missed the irony there. ‘So no help at all, right?’

‘No help at all, Corvinus. But then, no hindrance, either.’ She paused. ‘Well? Was I right? About your curiosity? I need a definite answer.’

Shit. I’d hate to play her at dice, not with these eyes staring across the table at me. She had me hooked, and she knew it. Nevertheless I hesitated for form’s sake. ‘No help and no hindrance, right, lady?’

‘You have my word.’

Uhuh. Whatever that was worth. But then, I didn’t have any choice. ‘Yeah. Yeah, okay,’ I said. ‘I’ll settle for that.’

The smile widened. ‘Good. I thought you might. And now if you’ll excuse me I have work to do.’

She turned back to the writing-tablet in front of her. It was like she’d forgotten me already. I stood up. Then a thought struck me. It wasn’t a pleasant one, but I couldn’t leave without putting it into words. I cleared my throat, and the mask raised itself.

‘Yes, Corvinus? What is it now?’ Testy as hell. You’d’ve thought I’d been the one asking the favour.

‘Uh . . . one last thing, Excellency.’ I hesitated. ‘The rumours in the Market Square. They don’t just concern you. Maybe you’d like to add something to that oath you took after all.’

She didn’t blink. ‘You mean in respect of my son.’

‘The emperor. Yeah.’

‘Young man.’ She placed her hands flat on the desk. ‘I cannot and will not answer for Tiberius. We are no longer close, and I refuse to perjure myself where I have no definite knowledge.’ She waited. I waited longer. ‘However I will say that I find the attempts to link him with Germanicus’s death both malicious and . . . ill informed. My son, unlike myself’ – that smile again – ‘is not by nature a murderer. Will that serve?’

It’ll have to, lady, I thought. For the moment, anyway. But I didn’t say anything. I just nodded.

‘Good. Thank you, Corvinus. Come back when you’ve solved our little mystery, won’t you? That’s all.’

This time Oily Phormio wasn’t poised at the door to let me out. With a brief bow to the top of her head and a few parting politenesses that she ignored, I left.

Hermes wasn’t in evidence outside either, but I couldn’t wait to get shot of the place and back to the real life of the city. Outside the gates I just stood and breathed for a while. After the atmosphere of the palace, Rome had never smelled so sweet.
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I thought things over in the litter on the way home. The facts of the case were pretty straightforward. Germanicus had been the nephew and adopted son of the Emperor Tiberius (aka the Wart). At his death the previous year he’d been thirty-four, two years older than his stepbrother Drusus, and Rome’s blue-eyed darling. After his campaigns in Germany the Wart had sent him east to dicker with the Parthians over Armenia and generally make sure the bastards knew their place and kept to it. Which was where Piso came in.

Calpurnius Piso was the Syrian governor. Syria borders on the Parthian Empire, Armenia and our screen of client kingdoms, so the two were bound to see a lot of each other; which was a pity, because they hated each other’s guts. The wives didn’t get along either. Piso’s Plancina was an arrogant, snobbish bitch with imperial connections who had no intention of playing second fiddle even to a granddaughter of Augustus, while Agrippina could’ve given even old Cato lessons in character building and made him thank her for the privilege. A situation like that was bound to lead to trouble. Finally Piso had yelled obstruction, thrown his hands in the air and left the province.

Meanwhile Germanicus had fallen ill. He got worse – both he himself and his friends suspecting poisoning and witchcraft – and died accusing Piso and Plancina. After his death Piso made the mistake of trying to shove his way back into power. The attempt didn’t come off and he was captured by Germanicus’s appointee governor and sent back for trial. Agrippina was on her way back, too, with her husband’s ashes.

I remembered the next part myself. The funeral party had arrived in Rome in November. The whole city was in mourning, except, so it seemed, the Wart and his mother who carried on as normal. There’d been no state funeral and no special games; in fact, the Imperials had hardly bothered to go the length of seeing the guy buried. Curious, right? Curious enough for even their biggest supporters’ noses to start twitching. Sure I’d thought Livia was guilty, with Tiberius covering for her. If it hadn’t been for that business with the altar I’d still think so. Even now I wouldn’t’ve risked a heavy bet.

We’d reached the Septizonium, which is a real bugger to get along eight hours out of the daylight ten, and the road was jam-packed up ahead. The litter slowed to a crawl, and five minutes later we came to a dead stop. Litters aren’t really my bag. They’re de rigueur when you go visiting and want to arrive with a clean mantle, but generally I can do without them. I had the lads set me down and went the rest of the way on foot. It’d been a long hard winter and a cold spring, but the weather had broken at last and the slopes of the Palatine were beginning to look interesting again. Good walking weather, in other words, if you don’t mind the disapproving stares of the fat guys with beefsteak faces who pass you in litters of their own.

So. Piso and Plancina got back just after the Spring Festival to find themselves charged with murder and treason. Not by the Wart: Tiberius was careful to stay neutral. The trial was held privately in the Senate House, with the mob baying for blood at the doors: like I say, Germanicus was everyone’s hero and they wanted his murderer’s head. They got it. When they couldn’t make the poisoning charge stick, Germanicus’s pals went all out for a conviction for treason based on Piso’s armed revolt after the Caesar’s death, which would come to the same thing. As a result, Plancina slipped through the net, but Piso was caught. The bastard committed suicide before the verdict came in. Case closed.

Only it wasn’t, seemingly. Not unofficially, not any more. These might be the facts, but even as facts they stank like fish sauce in a heatwave. Whether Piso was guilty or not, whether the Imperials were involved or not, Germanicus had been murdered. It wasn’t just the rumours. Livia had said so, and as an expert on murder they don’t come better than the empress. So who had done it, and why?

I turned up Poplicolan Street, heading for my own gate. There was a flower-seller on the corner and I bought a bunch of late narcissi for Perilla. Call it a prospective peace offering. A sweet girl, Perilla, but the news that Livia wanted me for a sunbeam was going to go down with her like a slug in a salad. I wished I’d thought of a quick trip to the Argiletum for the latest tome on speculative philosophy, but that would’ve really made her suspicious. Besides, she’d’ve read it in bed. Out loud. In preference to anything else.

Crumbs in the mattress I can take. Speculative philosophy at bedtime is a complete bummer.

My head slave Bathyllus had the door open for me before I knocked. He always did, Jupiter knew how; the little bastard could’ve cleaned up in the prediction business without even breaking sweat. He also had a flask of Setinian and a wine cup waiting in the lobby, as per standing orders. This time the wine was neat, because Bathyllus had known where I was going that morning. I hadn’t told Perilla, though. She’d only have worried.

‘You have a visitor, sir,’ he murmured.

‘Hmm?’ I let the nectar slip past my tonsils and sing its way down towards my sandal straps. Not just neat Setinian, this, but the Special, the strongest I’d got. Bathyllus’s prognosticative faculties were shit hot that day. ‘What visitor?’

‘Your uncle the consul Marcus Valerius Cotta Maximus Messallinus, sir.’ He rolled the five names off his tongue. That explained the perfect butler act: Bathyllus was the biggest snob in Rome. ‘He’s with the Lady Perilla. In the atrium.’

I grinned. ‘You lock the spoons up, little guy?’

Bathyllus didn’t answer, of course. He just sniffed as he took my mantle and folded it neatly. Sniffing’s about all he allows himself to express his disapproval. Mind you, a sniff from Bathyllus hits most people like a clout from a knuckleduster. Not me, I’m immune. And he doesn’t even try with Perilla.

I took my flowers, empty cup and wine jug through the hall. Perilla was sitting by the pool. Even in her plain white mantle she looked sexy as hell. Forget the spoons. Anyone with my uncle’s tastes and experience wouldn’t’ve given them a second thought. Maybe I should’ve got back earlier.

‘Hi, lady.’ I gave her the bunch of narcissi and planted a smacker on top of her smile. ‘Uncle Cotta.’

‘You carrying that jug around for show, boy, or can anyone join in?’ Cotta held up an empty wine cup of his own.

I poured. Perilla was looking at the flowers. Hard.

‘Corvinus,’ she said. ‘What are these, exactly?’

‘Uh, they’re called flowers. They grow in parks and gardens, you know?’ I poured myself another whopper of the Special and drank it down. ‘Big open spaces with earth and walls round them. They’re a present.’

‘Why?’

Oh, Jupiter! I looked at Uncle Cotta. The bastard was grinning like a drain. Perilla wasn’t.

‘Marcus, dear,’ she said, ‘I can count the number of times you’ve brought me flowers on the fingers of one hand. Jewellery, yes. Books, yes. But not flowers. You don’t think of them unless you’re feeling especially guilty or want something out of the ordinary. So tell me why the flowers, please. Now.’

There was no escape. I sent Uncle Cotta out to look at the garden and told her. Not everything. Just where I’d been. And that I was glad as hell to get back.

‘But why didn’t you say? Before you went, I mean?’ Perilla blew her nose while I tried to get the mascara stains off the front of my best tunic. Bathyllus would have a fit when he saw them. ‘Livia could’ve done anything to you.’

‘At her age? Come on, lady!’

‘Don’t joke.’ Another sniffle, but this time cut short: Perilla’s got her own pride. ‘What did she want?’

So I told her that as well. All of it. I reckoned I was safe enough now to let her have the whole nasty truth.

‘Why you?’ Her beautiful eyes were wide. ‘If she really wants to find out who was responsible for her grandson’s death there are dozens of better ways to go about it.’

‘Hey, thanks.’ I sat down and poured myself a third cup of the Special. ‘Confidence in my powers of deduction always was one of your strong points, lady.’

She kissed me. ‘You know perfectly well that’s not what I meant.’

I grinned. ‘Yeah, sure. So maybe I’ve got more going for me than you think. Or maybe the old girl’s finally hocked her marbles.’

‘But you agreed?’

‘Sure I agreed. You don’t say no to the empress. Not when she’s in that mood. Not when she’s in any mood.’

Perilla sat down. ‘Very well,’ she said at last. ‘It can’t be helped, I suppose. Where do we start?’

I stared at her. ‘“We”? There’s no “we”, Perilla. Livia gave me the job. She didn’t mention sharing it with sassy divorcees with a down on flowers. Besides, things could get difficult.’

‘That’s nonsense.’

‘Believe it!’

‘All right, Corvinus, if you say so.’ Her brow creased. ‘But if you’re going to be brought back on a board one night with your throat cut or sent off to exile in Spain then I’d like to know the reason. Now don’t argue, please. We’ll discuss it later if we must.’

At that point Cotta came sidling back thirsting for wine and I had to leave it and play the genial host.

Livia, yeah. I can understand what makes her tick, or I can begin to, anyway. But not Perilla. Her I’ll never understand. Not if I live to be ninety.
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Having Cotta round at that moment was a plus, which didn’t happen all that often because likeable though the guy was (at least I liked him) nine times out of ten he’d get the vote for the Most Dispensable Member of the Group. This was the tenth time. Cotta scored because as consul he’d been one of the presiding officers at the Piso trial, which like I said was held behind closed doors. The drawback was that smart though the guy might be in his way he couldn’t put two and two together without using an abacus, and all we’d get from him was the authorised version; which on reflection might not be a bad thing because Cotta was also a blabbermouth and with Germanicus’s death officially written off as natural and the case closed the Wart wouldn’t take kindly if word got around that Corvinus was ripping the scabs off.

Prising information out of a witness without letting on why you’re interested is an art calling for delicacy, finesse and a good sense of timing. Or alternatively, in Cotta’s case, a good dinner and two flasks of Falernian. Luckily Meton the chef had done us proud: calf’s brain and almond sausage, wild duck braised with dates, pure´ed greens in a lovage savoury sauce and a honey and pine kernel omelette to finish. By the time we’d reached the nuts the guy was purring. It wasn’t too hard to introduce the subject either. Piso had been dead less than a month, and the Senate were still feeling their oats. It isn’t every day you get to preside over a case of high treason, and Cotta had loved every minute of it.

‘They murdered him, all right,’ he said. ‘They were guilty as hell, the pair of them.’

‘Is that right?’ I signalled to Bathyllus to pour more wine. ‘Tell us.’

‘Okay.’ Cotta settled back. ‘Take motive. Syria’s the plum imperial province, top of the tree, and the Syrian governor’s practically vice-regent of the whole eastern sector. If you’re into power you can’t go much higher unless your last name’s Caesar. And it’s a good place for making money.’

‘Yeah?’

‘Yeah.’ He held up his cup and watched Bathyllus pour in the Falernian. ‘It needs to be. The Syrian governorship’s the end of the line. After that you’re out to grass and all you have to look forward to is having your arse licked in the Senate. Any governor who doesn’t use Syria to put aside for his old age needs his head examined. Piso was no fool. He was salting it away like there was no tomorrow.’

‘He’d already been accused of peculation in Spain, hadn’t he?’ That was Perilla. She was doing her Roman matron act, sitting in a chair with her eyes demurely cast down.

Cotta gave her a speculative glance before answering. ‘That’s right,’ he said. ‘In Tarraco. Trio made a point of it at the trial.’

‘Trio?’

‘The guy who brought the case.’

‘Wouldn’t Piso consider it too dangerous to risk fraud a second time?’

‘The Spanish charge was old history, Perilla. No one paid it any attention. Still, I’d be interested to know where you picked up the information.’

I shot Perilla a warning look. Demure Roman matron, hell. Jupiter knew where she’d got that nugget from, but smartass comments we could do without at this stage. I wanted Cotta kept sweet.

Perilla ignored me. ‘I knew someone once who was on the Spanish staff,’ she said. ‘It is true, isn’t it?’

‘Sure it’s true. The fact of the accusation, anyway. Whether the guy was actually guilty or not was never proved because the case never got the length of the court.’ Cotta cracked a nut. ‘Anyway, there’s Piso sitting pretty at Antioch, fresh out from Rome and good for at least a couple of years’ hard graft. And what does the Wart do?’

‘He sends out his adopted son and heir.’ I slit an apple.

‘Right, Marcus. And the last thing any governor with his way to make wants is a ranking Caesar with a special commission breathing down his neck and checking the invoices. Especially a stiff-backed stickler for the proprieties like Germanicus.’

Uhuh. That made sense. ‘You think Tiberius sent him on purpose? To keep an eye on Piso?’

‘No.’ Cotta sipped his wine. ‘No, Piso was a friend of the Wart’s, as much as the boil-ridden bastard has friends. He wouldn’t’ve made him governor in the first place if he hadn’t been sure of him. Anyway, Tiberius is a realist. He knows a certain amount of graft’s inevitable. The provincials expect it, and an absolutely straight governor would worry them like hell. So long as Piso didn’t get too greedy Tiberius would leave him alone. It was just an unfortunate coincidence.’ He grinned. ‘Unfortunate for Piso.’

‘And for Germanicus. If Piso did kill him.’

‘Yeah.’ Another grin. ‘You could say that. You ever meet the guy, Marcus?’

‘Germanicus? No, never. I don’t move in your exalted circles.’

‘Count yourself lucky, boy. He was a self-righteous prig, honest and open as the day is long. A squeaky-clean marvel with hero written large all over him. No wonder everyone loved him and Piso hated his guts. And Agrippina’s worse.’

‘I have always,’ Perilla said, ‘had a high regard for the character of Julia Agrippina.’

‘Is that right?’ Cotta glanced at her over the rim of his wine cup. ‘Personally the lady makes my balls shrink.’

Perilla’s lips drew themselves into a hard, thin line. I recognised the signs. Leaning over I picked an apple from the fruit bowl and hefted it. She gave me a quick half smile and ducked her head.

‘Yes, Valerius Cotta,’ she said. ‘I can quite see that Agrippina would make your balls shrink. You can put that down now, please, Marcus. It won’t be necessary.’

Cotta was still grinning. ‘I’m sorry if I offended you, lady.’ Like hell he was! He’d done it deliberately. ‘Tastes differ, after all.’

I gave Perilla another warning look as I steered my uncle back on course.

‘So the wives didn’t exactly hit it off either?’ I said.

‘Fought like cat and dog.’ Cotta drained his cup and held it out to Bathyllus. The little guy filled it – not, I noticed, all the way up; Bathyllus may not say much but he’s smart. And he can judge a situation to the inch: we wanted Cotta to talk, not pass out on us. ‘If you can call it fighting. Women’s stuff, mostly. Snide remarks in public. Monkeying around with the seating plans at dinner parties. Power dressing. You know the sort of thing the little darlings get up to. Eh, Perilla?’

Shit, Cotta was pushing his luck this evening. I was thankful I had Perilla on my side or she’d’ve handed him his head long since; but this was really tempting fate. Even Bathyllus winced as the temperature suddenly dropped to below freezing. Over on the far wall I spotted a spider making a frantic dash for cover. Dumb animals sense these things.

‘Yes, of course, Uncle Cotta,’ Perilla said sweetly. You could’ve used the tone to pickle mummies. ‘But then we don’t know any better, do we?’

I glared at her. Cotta didn’t seem to notice.

‘Plancina couldn’t take treatment like that,’ he went on. ‘She was First Lady of Syria, and Jupiter help anyone who forgot it. Not only that, she was a crony of the empress’s, and Agrippina and Livia hate each other like poison. So she could expect a lot of sympathy in imperial quarters.’

I nodded. Yeah. Right. Livia had said as much herself, and Agrippina wasn’t exactly flavour of the month with the Wart, either, from all accounts. It all added up. ‘So what we’ve got,’ I said, ‘are four big fish in a small pond who cramp each other’s style and hate each other’s guts. You think that’s reason enough for murder?’

‘What more do you want, boy?’

I didn’t answer. Sure, Cotta was right, within his limits. Even although I’d never met any of the people involved, from his description it made a lot of sense. Six months of that sort of life, in that sort of closed society, and the two couples would be at one another’s throats. That, plus the circumstantial evidence, and Germanicus’s own suspicions, was pretty damning. No wonder Piso and Plancina had had a hanging jury. I might’ve convicted them myself and never thought twice about it.

‘They had the motive, then,’ Perilla was saying. ‘But what about the means and the opportunity?’

Cotta helped himself to a peach and carefully removed the stone.

‘Them too,’ he said. ‘That was where Martina came in.’
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‘Who?’ I said.

‘Martina. One of the locals.’

‘A freedwoman?’ I held up my cup for Bathyllus to fill. I wasn’t drinking much (you’ve probably noticed); at this stage in the investigation I needed a clear head.

‘No. She was freeborn, so far as I know.’ Cotta flicked the loosened peach stone on to his plate. ‘Local girl, like I said. Syrian, despite the Roman name. She laundered the imperial drawers. Something like that, anyway.’

‘One of the house servants,’ Perilla interpreted. I smiled.

‘Right. Anyway, Martina and Plancina were thick as eels in a stewpot. And our lovely laundress had a reputation for dealing in what you might call noxious substances.’

‘Poisons?’

‘You bet your bootlaces, lady.’ Cotta quartered the peach and bit messily into one of the sections. ‘Plus certain equally nasty literary efforts. The sort you see scratched on lead tablets and buried at midnight.’

Germanicus had accused Piso and Plancina of killing him by poison and witchcraft. I was beginning to get the picture sharp and clear; too clear. It couldn’t be this obvious, surely?

‘So what happened to Martina?’ I said, passing him a napkin. ‘After Germanicus’s death?’

He wiped his chin. ‘Oh, they got her. Picked her up easy as pie and shipped her over to Italy as the prime prosecution witness. Only she managed to swallow one of her own concoctions at Brindisi, so that was that.’

Something cold touched my spine. That was that. Sure it was.

‘But why should––’ Perilla began. I reached across under cover of the table and put a hand on her thigh. She shut up tight as a clam. Yeah, she’d seen the implications too, but I didn’t want her going into them now. Obvious, hell! I should’ve had more faith in Livia. Or maybe less.

‘What’s that, Perilla?’ Cotta was busy with his second slice of peach.

‘Nothing.’ She gave him a brilliant smile. ‘Just a muddleheaded observation. Go on, Uncle Cotta.’

He grunted. ‘Right. So exit the star witness. They found an empty ampoule tied up in the woman’s pigtail. Pity. If she’d had her day in court we’d really have had the bastards cold. As it was Vitellius and Veranius had to drop the murder charge and get the pair for treason instead. Or Piso, anyway.’ Vitellius and Veranius, I knew, were the friends of Germanicus who’d put the case itself carefully together in Syria and brought it to Rome. With Martina dead they must’ve been left spitting blood. ‘Once the poisoning charge went down the tube, of course, they’d no call to hold Plancina.’

‘Especially since she was such a good friend of Livia’s,’ I said. The bitch! The scheming old bitch! ‘Are they still in Rome, by the way? Vitellius and Veranius?’

‘No.’ Cotta frowned at his last two pieces of fruit and dug out a blemish from one of them with the point of his knife. ‘Vitellius went back out to Antioch. Veranius is on his estate in Sicily. What’s that to you anyway, boy?’

‘Nothing. Just curious.’ The guy was beginning to twitch. Pity. I’d’ve liked to ask a few more questions about Martina the Witchy Laundress, but he would really’ve begun to smell a rat, and that I didn’t want. ‘So Plancina was off the hook?’

‘She reserved her defence. We went through the motions, sure, but in the end the Wart begged as a personal favour to him and Livia that the charges be quashed.’

‘Tiberius used his veto?’ I couldn’t help myself. The question slipped out sharper than I’d meant it to. Perilla’s head went up.

‘No.’ Luckily Cotta was still busy with the peach. ‘Not as such. Of course not; he’s got no legal rights in a criminal trial. But you know how it is. He stood there embarrassed as hell with his boils glowing like a fifty-lamp candelabrum asking us to let the woman go and we had to tug our forelocks and do it. Right?’

‘Right.’ Yeah, that figured. You don’t buck the emperor, whatever the legal ins and outs. But it smelled, and no mistake. ‘So Tiberius protected Plancina. How about Piso? You said they were friends. Personal friends.’

‘Sure. But with friends like the Wart you don’t need enemies. Tiberius had made it clear right from the start that the guy was on his own, Marcus. No umbrella, no safety net.’ Cotta popped the last slice of peach into his mouth and chewed. ‘No nothing. We had to decide two things, and two things only: whether there was a murder rap to answer and whether Piso had tried to subvert the legions and retake the province by force. The first was easy. With Martina dead there was no case, however much we might want to think otherwise. And the second was what my smart lawyer pals call incontrovertible fact.’ He reached over for another filbert and cracked it. ‘If we’d been given access to the letters, mind, it might’ve been another matter.’

My stomach went cold; and beside me I felt Perilla stiffen.

‘And what letters are these, Uncle Cotta?’ she said.

Cotta held up his cup. I motioned wearily to Bathyllus. Shit. I didn’t want the guy drunk now. He’d as hard a head as mine, but another cup was pushing it.

‘The ones between Piso and the Wart, of course.’ Bathyllus was splashing wine into the cup: it’d look more than it was. I made a mental vow to up the little guy’s perquisites. ‘We asked to see them but they turned us down flat.’

‘“They”? Tiberius and Piso? Both of them?’

‘Sure. Odd, right?’ Jupiter! If Cotta said it was odd you could bet your last copper penny it was downright weird. ‘They must’ve had some reason, but they weren’t saying.’

‘They didn’t give a reason?’

‘Zero. Zilch. Pan-faced and poker-arsed, the pair of them. Like I said, all we got was the flat refusal.’ He drank. ‘Then there was the business of the note.’

‘What note was this?’ You could’ve cut the tension now with a knife. I was amazed Cotta didn’t seem to feel it, but then he’s more self-centred than I am.

‘If it existed.’ His hand scrabbled in the nut bowl and came up with a stuffed date. He stared at it pop-eyed for a while like he’d never seen one before in his life. That, and the non sequitur, told me his last swallow of wine had taken him over the limit. ‘If it existed,’ he said again.

‘Go on, Uncle,’ Perilla prompted. ‘This is fascinating.’ How the woman could be so calm and patient beat me, but she was. Personally I had a dozen ice-cold centipedes doing clog dances all up my backbone, and I was having difficulty stopping myself from grabbing the bastard by the throat and shaking the information out the hard way.

‘Yeah.’ Cotta gave her a fatuous grin, nodded and bit the date in half. ‘If it existed.’ The wine had definitely got to the guy. He’d always had an irritating habit of sticking with a phrase when he was drunk, like a non-swimmer hanging on to an inflated bladder. It was the one way you could tell he’d had enough, before he actually passed out. ‘Maybe it didn’t. Jupiter knows we never saw hide nor hair of the bugger.’

‘Let’s pretend,’ I said carefully, ‘that it did. Okay?’

‘Okay.’ Cotta was frowning. ‘Okay, Marcus. The day Plancina reserved her defence Piso went home, wrote a note for his lawyer and gave it to his freedman.’

‘His freedman?’

I got the full bland pop-eyed look. ‘You want the guy’s name?’

‘Yes, I want his name!’

‘Carus? Carillus? Something like that.’

‘You like to pick one, maybe?’

‘Corvinus!’ Perilla laid a hand on my arm.

‘Okay.’ I backed down. ‘Never mind.’

‘Anyway,’ Cotta went on, ‘Piso wrote a note and handed it to this freedman guy––’

‘Sealed?’

‘Marcus!’

Cotta gave me his bug-eyed stare again. ‘Sealed. Then he went to bed as usual. Or so everybody thought at the time.’

I knew what was coming next. I just knew it. ‘And that was the night he killed himself, right?’

‘Right.’ He nodded. ‘Right. They found him in the morning with his throat cut. Best thing he could’ve done, of course. It would’ve come to the same thing anyway. At least this way he didn’t pull his family down the tube as well.’

‘I shouldn’t have thought he’d be too concerned about Plancina,’ Perilla said drily.

‘Yeah.’ Cotta grinned. ‘By that stage he couldn’t’ve given a toss about her. His sons were different, they’d been involved in the treason. Or the elder one had, anyway. Tiberius included him in the amnesty, buggered if I know why. Personally I’d’ve nailed Piso’s foreskin to the Speakers’ Platform.’

I settled back and held up my cup for Bathyllus to fill. My brain was spinning. Jupiter! What was going on here? Cotta’s story had as many holes in it as a maggoty Raetian cheese, and it stank even worse. Maybe Piso had been guilty, maybe he and Plancina had murdered Germanicus. But if so how did the Wart fit in? How much, now, could I afford to believe that bitch Livia? And if the Imperials were involved, did I want any part of it, promise to the empress or not?

The answer to that last one was no. And yes. That was the real bummer.

I was suddenly aware that someone was saying something. Nothing very important, but it meant I had to pay attention.

‘Hey, this is good Falernian, Marcus.’ Cotta was swirling the last inch or so round in his cup. ‘Better than I get at your father’s. Messallinus has a palate like a camel’s scrotum.’

Hint, hint. What the hell. It didn’t matter any more. Let the guy get plastered, he’d earned it and so had I. The thinking could wait. I signalled to Bathyllus to go all the way and turned my attention to the postprandial chit-chat.

‘Uh . . . you seen Dad lately, Uncle Cotta?’

‘Every day, boy.’ He took a mouthful of wine, held it and swallowed. ‘It’s the drawback to the job. One of the many. He’s on the grain supply commission I’m heading. Along with old what’s-his-name. Sejanus’s uncle.’

‘Blaesus?’

‘Blaesus. Your father hasn’t lost his talent for arselicking, boy. He knows how to pick his friends. And the Sejanus tribe will be telling us when we can scratch our balls soon, you mark my words. You’re better off out of it, the way you are.’

Perilla shifted in her seat. Uh-oh. I could’ve cheerfully strangled Cotta. My refusal to stand for public office is the only real no-go area I’ve got with Perilla (yeah, well, maybe there are one or two others. Like the late-night squid and pickle snacks or not letting the barber pull the hairs out of my nostrils. But these are minor). She sees it as a shirked duty, which is true enough, I suppose. I see it as on a par with not wishing a set of impacted anal glands on yourself. Anyway, knowing how highly she valued Uncle Cotta’s opinions in general bringing out that particular gem was like tossing a pork chop to a wolverine.

‘Like yourself, I suppose, Valerius Cotta,’ she said sweetly. ‘You didn’t have to run for consul, did you?’

I knew that tone. It meant that whoever she was talking to had about ten seconds to find a deep hole somewhere, pile the dirt on top of them and stay put till spring. It didn’t faze Cotta, though. Maybe the guy was going deaf in his old age. Or maybe he was just drunk and didn’t care. No prizes for guessing which.

‘No. I didn’t have to run for consul.’ He beamed at her. ‘But then rank has its rewards, lady. You’d be amazed how many prim and proper matrons want to be screwed by one of Rome’s serving senior magistrates. To coin a phrase. Isn’t that right, Marcus?’

I had to laugh. Even if I knew, from the expression on Perilla’s face, that I’d pay for it later. Uncle Cotta may’ve been no great shakes as a politician or a criminologist, but he could certainly handle himself. Even against Perilla.

We finished the flask cup for cup, while Perilla looked on in resigned disapproval. Ah, well. I had an excuse, apart from the simple fact that the wine deserved it. Starting from tomorrow, whether I liked it or not, I’d be up to my eyes in the political trash-heap again. And that wasn’t a thought I wanted to face sober.
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My Falernian is pretty smooth stuff, mind, unlike the Special that after a few cups will suddenly sneak up from behind and give you a belt like a blackjack. Besides, I was a good half-flask shy of Cotta, which didn’t happen all that often. The result was that when we finally got rid of the guy long after the lamps were lit I was still this side of capable, while Rome’s current consul was pissed as a newt and repeating every second word. Backwards.

We left Bathyllus and his minions clearing away. Perilla offered me her shoulder to lean on with a disapproving little sniff. I played along as far as the bedroom door. Then I stopped pretending and grabbed her in earnest.

‘Corvinus, don’t swallow my earring, please,’ she said. ‘You’ll give yourself indigestion.’

‘Mmm.’ I pushed the door open with my foot. Why the hell did I have the architect build me such a big bedroom? The bed was miles away.

‘Marcus, please. Give me a chance to . . .’

I didn’t. It’s more fun that way. Perilla enjoys it too, although she’d never admit it. We made it to the bed, just. After which any matronly protests were academic and not taken seriously by either party.

‘We should’ve had Meton lay us on a few oysters,’ I said after the first time around.

‘They’re out of season,’ Perilla said. At least that’s what I think she said. The words got a bit muffled because her face was pressed to the hollow between my shoulder and throat.

‘Onions, then. Or is that for wind?’

‘Corvinus . . .’

‘Mmm?’

‘Just be quiet.’

So I lay there listening to the carts outside and being very grateful to have Perilla wrapped round me until she started nuzzling my earlobe again and we moved on to the main course. That took some time, luckily. With Perilla slow is definitely best.

‘Marcus,’ she said when we’d finished and cooled down far enough to talk.

‘Yeah?’

‘Could I possibly let down my hair now? I mean, if you don’t mind, of course.’

I grinned down at her. ‘I imagined you already had, lady.’

‘Oh, ha ha.’ She threw me off and slipped out of bed. I watched while she took off her earrings, pulled the pins out of her hair and let the beautiful tawny mane do what it felt like . . .

Hold on. Something was wrong here. No self-respecting Roman matron pulls out her own pins. Pulling pins is the maid’s job.

‘Hey!’ I said. ‘Where’s Phryne?’

Phryne was the cross-eyed niece of old Harpale’s that she’d taken on when we’d got married. A sort of peace offering to the dead Davus.

‘I gave her the evening off.’ Perilla shrugged herself out of her tunic; the mantle, of course, hadn’t made it the length of the bed.

Jupiter! Legs like that shouldn’t be allowed short of an original Praxiteles bronze. ‘Yeah? Why?’

‘No reason.’

I smiled to myself. Sure there wasn’t. If Perilla would insist on keeping up this ice-maiden pose even when we both knew it was phoney as a woollen toupee then it was fine with me. Without the ice and prickles she just wouldn’t be the same girl.

‘You tired yet?’ I said.

‘That depends what you have in mind.’ What could’ve been Praxiteles’s best had disappeared under a baggy linen sleeping tunic. Ah, well.

‘Just a talk this time.’ I patted the mattress beside me. ‘Unless you’ve got a dozen bootleg oysters and an onion or two squirrelled away for emergencies.’
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