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There’re worse places to hole up in when the poetry klatsch takes over the living-room and your wife throws you out for the duration than Renatius’s wineshop on Iugarius. The wine’s good for a start, a cheap, no-nonsense, swigging Umbrian that he brings in direct from the family farm near Spoletium but which could’ve walked all the way to Rome by itself. Then there’s the seedy, spit-and-sawdust ambience and matching clientele, which is a definite plus for the area. With Market Square and the Senate House just up the road, Iugarius wineshops – and there’re several, all with classy modern-style frescoes and Gallic beechwood furniture – are packed in the late afternoon with jolly, back-slapping broad-stripers and pushy young business execs. If you haven’t experienced the joy of these guys yourself, then believe me: the last thing you want when you’re relaxing over a jug is a loud-voiced pack of the world’s élite at the next table swigging overpriced Falernian, calling the consuls by their first names and swapping hilarious anecdotes about leaky aqueducts and building tenders. Renatius’s punters are tunics, which means most of the buggers have chins, speak through their mouths and would stand comparison with an intellectually challenged parrot.


So. There I was, killing time in Renatius’s wineshop until Perilla’s poetry pals had finished juggling their anapaests or whatever the hell they do at their literary meetings and it was safe to go home. I was halfway down the jug with a plate of sheep’s cheese on the side and getting pleasantly stewed when the mystery man turned up.


You don’t see royalty much in Rome, not in Renatius’s, anyway, but if he’d been a prince of the blood from one of the eastern client-kingdoms slumming it incognito he couldn’t’ve created a bigger stir; which was interesting because like I say Renatius’s is definitely tunic country and these guys don’t impress easy. Yet the moment he walked in the door you could’ve heard an olive bounce, and Renatius himself moved so fast to show him to a table that he blurred. That was weird, too: you’d expect it in an upmarket cookshop, but any wineshop I’ve ever been in you find your own table, and if there isn’t one free then tough. Added to which the last time I’d seen Renatius move that fast was when a stray dog wandered in and cocked its leg against the counter, and as far as I could see there was no difference between this guy and the other half-dozen punters currently soaking up the booze.


I poured myself another slug of Spoletian and inspected him over the top of my cup. It was none of my business, sure, but I couldn’t help wondering what kind of semi-divine being we’d got here. Scratch the prince of the blood theory. Whoever he was, the guy was no easterner, let alone royal (I’d’ve guessed southern Italian, and if he rated more than a plain mantle I’d eat my boots); Renatius wouldn’t stir himself for any common-or-garden noble, home-grown or imported; and I’d bet a gold piece to a meatball that none of his clientele would recognise a visiting scion of the Commagene royal house if it leaned over and bit them. So where did that leave us?


Early thirties, lad-about-town type: sharp haircut, good quality tunic and enough flashy personal jewellery to fit out an Aventine cat-house. He was no Market Square patsy, though, that was sure; there were muscles under that tunic, the arm that lifted the wine jug had tendons you could use for catapult cable, and I’d hate to face those hard, cold eyes across the table in a needle dice game. All that plus the fact that the whole room bar me obviously knew him and was treating him like one of the Sacred Shields of Mars while he acted like he expected nothing less could only mean one thing. Or one of two things, rather. Our mystery pal was either a top swordsman or a ditto driver; either of which qualifications, as far as the punters in Renatius’s were concerned, put him less than one step down from Jupiter himself.


Personally, I’d go for the second option. Gladiators tend to be tall, even the lighter netmen: netman or not, quick on your feet or not, you don’t last long on the sand if you’re a short-arse with stubby legs and no reach; not when you’re matched against two hundred pounds of mean beefsteak armed to the teeth and anxious to check out the colour of your liver. This guy was a runt. A steel and whiplash runt, sure, but if he clocked in at any more than five-two and ninety-eight pounds then I was a blue-rinsed Briton. Which, of course, was perfect for the cars because the less there is of the driver the more chance the team has of romping home clear of the competition.


Me, I don’t follow the Colours. Yeah, I can keep my end up in a barbershop conversation, and Perilla and I go to the races now and again at the bigger festivals, but I’m no fan. Fans’re something else, and every tunic is a fan born. Renatius’s clientele mightn’t be in the league of the weirdos who paint every room in their house green or blue and sniff the favourite’s droppings before the race to check that it’s in prime running condition, but the tunic who doesn’t know his way around the teams well enough to play spot the hero when he walks into the local wineshop just doesn’t exist. So I sat back and watched developments.


Not that there were any at first. Renatius’s kid son Lucius brought the man his jug and a plate of olives, setting them down like they were honey cakes on a shrine, and Mystery Boy was left to his own majestic thoughts while everyone else went into huddles and muttered away quietly. Every so often the guy glanced towards the door like he was expecting someone, but if so his pal wasn’t showing.


Ten, fifteen minutes in, he stood up suddenly and beckoned to Lucius. Conversation in the room switched off like it would in the local temple if the cult statue decided to stretch its legs in the middle of the ceremony, but Mystery Boy didn’t seem to notice. Probably he was used to it and it didn’t bother him any more, one way or the other.


The kid went over like he was walking on eggs. He had to swallow twice before he got his voice to work.


‘Yes, sir?’ he said.


‘Where’s the privy?’


I could see the blush spread over the kid’s face from freckle to freckle: obviously in Lucius’s personal world demigods didn’t ask questions to do with normal human functions. Besides, Renatius’s is pretty basic; the guy might just as well have asked for directions to the bath suite. I grinned and sipped my wine.


‘Uh … I’m sorry, sir.’ Swallow. ‘We, uh, we haven’t got one.’


‘You haven’t got one.’ Mystery Boy didn’t smile, but one of the regulars, a little wizened monkey of a guy called Charax with plaster stains down his tunic, sniggered into his wine cup. ‘So where do your customers piss?’


‘Uh …’ Lucius was beginning to look desperate. ‘In the alley, sir. Round the side. There’s a wall at the end. You can’t miss it.’


Charax choked on his wine. Mystery Boy ignored him. He nodded to Lucius and went out, closing the wineshop door behind him.


The place erupted like a schoolroom when the master pops out for a breath of sanity.


‘You can’t miss it, right, Lucius?’ Charax said when he’d finished coughing his lungs out. ‘Not on less than two jugs, anyway.’


‘Nice one, lad.’ That was Renatius.


If the kid had been blushing before, now you could’ve used his ears to signal ships. Understandable: he’d just had his chance to impress the great man with his witty repartee and he’d blown it all over the shop. Being ten is tough.


‘Hey, Lucius,’ I said. ‘Who is the celebrity, by the way?’


Lucius’s jaw dropped. There were a couple more laughs, at me this time. ‘But that’s Pegasus, sir!’ he said.


Tone like he was speaking to an idiot, which in the race-mad kid’s eyes I suppose I was. Yeah, well, I’d got that one right, at any rate. The guy was a driver; or not just a driver but one of the drivers, currently. Even I knew Pegasus: half the plaster statuettes on sale outside the Circus had his name on them. Not that that would’ve been any help with the face, mind, because they all came out of the same mould, whoever they were supposed to be, and the names were written on later; but the name itself, that was a different thing altogether. ‘The Greens’ lead?’


‘Not any more, sir. He’s driving for the Whites now. Or at least he will be when the new season starts.’


‘Is that right?’ I sat back while the kid mopped the table. Now that was something you didn’t hear of every day, a Green high-flyer transferring to the Whites. Blues I could’ve understood, because as far as professional street cred’s concerned the Blues and the Greens are pretty well on a par. Whites and Reds are definitely the poor relations. Sure, transfers among the factions go on all the time, and it’s common enough for a second-rater on the Blue or Green team to make the switch to White or Red just so’s his name comes higher on the programme, but for one of their top-notch drivers to do the same is like a Praetorian moving to the Watch. Worse, the guy hadn’t just moved down a peg, he’d changed camps as well: on the track the Whites run point for the Blues just as the Reds do for the Greens. Still, I was no racing buff. No doubt it made sense somewhere along the line. I went back to my wine and cheese.


I wasn’t the only silent drinker now. For the next ten minutes the whole room held its communal breath and kept one eye on the door, waiting for the guy to reappear. He didn’t. Finally Charax cleared his throat. ‘Maybe he’s missed the wall at that,’ he said.


His mates chuckled. Renatius was rinsing cups at the sink. He didn’t turn round. ‘Come off it, Charax,’ he grunted. ‘Joke’s over.’


‘You want me to check on him, Dad?’ Lucius was hopping with excitement. ‘Just to see if he’s all right?’


Renatius shrugged and reached for a towel. Lucius dashed off. We waited.


The kid hadn’t been gone two minutes when he was back. He didn’t come in, though.


‘Uh … Dad?’ He was chalk white. The hairs rose at the nape of my neck.


‘Yeah?’ Renatius said over his shoulder. ‘Close that door, boy, there’s a draught.’


‘Dad, I, uh, think he’s dead.’


It took a moment to register. Then Renatius dropped the towel and was through the door in five seconds flat; and the rest of the wineshop, including me, were about two seconds behind him.


Dead was right.


The guy was slumped face-forward against the end wall of the alleyway. On the back of his tunic, just level with the heart, was a broad red stain.


There was one of these horrible pauses while we all tried to persuade ourselves that we weren’t seeing what we were seeing. Renatius shook his head.


‘Oh, shit,’ he murmured. ‘Oh, holy Jupiter.’


The other punters crowding the narrow alley said nothing. Even Charax had shut up.


Bugger. Well, someone had to make a move. ‘Renatius, get everyone back inside, okay?’ I said. ‘Then you stand guard at the mouth of the alley to make sure no one comes barging in. Oh, and send Lucius to the local Watch station.’


‘Waste of time, consul,’ Charax murmured without taking his eyes off the body. ‘The commander’s Titus Valgius. The guy’s a total prat.’


I ignored him. ‘Just do it, Renatius.’


The big man nodded. He was looking grey. ‘Come on, lads,’ he said. ‘Show’s over.’


No one moved; ogle, ogle, ogle. I sighed. Hell: I’d seen this before, and I hated it. Give the great Roman public a corpse or an accident to stare at and they’ll stand there all day. There was only one answer: expensive, sure, but it’d save a lot of hassle in the long run. And where Renatius’s regulars were concerned it’d work every time. ‘Fine,’ I said. ‘Drinks are on me. At the counter, for the next five minutes only.’


‘You’re a gent, Corvinus.’ Charax beamed. ‘Possessed of true leadership qualities.’


Oh, Jupiter! ‘Just fuck off, Charax, okay?’


‘Certainly, sir. Fucking off at once, sir.’ He did, and the other ghouls followed him.


Which just left me and the corpse.
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Okay; so what had we got? I couldn’t in all conscience touch anything, not with Valgius on the way, but if Charax was right in his assessment of the Eighth District Watch commander’s professional capabilities then maybe it wasn’t such a good idea to rely on them. Besides, any clues or ideas I came up with I could pass on to my Watch boss pal Decimus Lippillus over at Public Pond and let him do the tactful thing.


First things first. I knelt down and examined the corpse. Purse all present and correct, buckled to the tunic belt, the drawstrings fastened tight. Not a simple stab-and-grab, then. That had been a possibility, sure, but only an outside one: Iugarius isn’t the Aventine or the Subura, and although the Market Square district has its share of cutpurses and sneak-thieves you don’t get all that many knifemen, at least during the daylight hours. I sniffed: there was a strong smell of urine. Sure, the wall had probably been used for pissing against for generations and that would account for most of it, but I could see that the dead man’s tunic was soaked below the belt. Added to which, from the way he was lying I’d guess that when he’d been stabbed he’d been facing forward no more than a foot from the wall.


In other words, the murderer had got him in mid-flow. I stood up and looked behind me. The alleyway was a dead-end, but it was shaped like a Greek gamma or a Latin L turned bottom over top, with the wall at the tip of the shorter bar. That meant two things: first, that he would’ve been hidden from the road, and second that even if he had turned to see who was coming up behind him, which given the alley’s purpose he probably wouldn’t’ve bothered to do, he’d only have had a moment or two after the guy rounded the corner to react. And if he was halfway through a piss with his hands otherwise occupied his reactions would’ve been pretty slow.


Okay; so far so good. What did it all add up to?


The actual course of events was straightforward enough: Pegasus comes out of the wineshop and turns into the alley; whereupon the killer – call him X – gives him time to unlimber then follows him and drives in the knife while his back is turned. We could do better than that, though. First of all, the intact purse, the kink in the alleyway and the short time span involved all taken together meant that an unplanned killing wasn’t likely; and for the last two to fit properly X had to have been keeping a stake-out on the wineshop door. Which meant that he’d either followed the Mystery Boy to Renatius’s in the first place or he knew he’d be in there at that particular time. In either case the poor bastard had been targeted, maybe even set up.


Okay; so who could X have been? For a start, he was pretty cool-headed. Late afternoon, Iugarius may not be heaving but it’s still one of the busiest streets in the city. Our pal X had walked into a dead-end alley in broad daylight, killed a man and then walked back out again with a fair percentage of Rome’s honest citizens hurrying past not twenty yards from the scene of crime. And a two-way business it had to be, because unless he was a seven-foot-tall athletic ape shinning over the wall at the far end wasn’t an option. Sure, if X didn’t know the topography he might not have realised the alleyway was a dead-end, but that just made the killing even more risky: it takes real guts to follow a guy with a drawn knife in your hand when any moment you might meet some innocent punter coming the other way.


The other thing about X was that for reasons already given he must’ve known his victim. The fact that Pegasus was a public figure blurred the issue here, sure, because it meant it wasn’t necessarily mutual; like I said, the racing game attracts some real weirdos among the fans, and it wasn’t beyond the bounds of possibility that he’d been stalked by one of these nuts who breathe, eat and sleep the factions and was nursing some kind of grudge. On the other hand, he’d been expecting someone, that I’d bet on, because in the time he’d been sitting in the wineshop his eyes had never been far from the door. And if the killing had been a set-up then the other guy was a prime candidate for X.


I took a last look round. Yeah, well; there wasn’t any more I could do here, and I didn’t particularly want to be caught crouching over the body when Rome’s finest eventually showed up. Some of these Watch guys have very limited imaginations. I walked back to the head of the alley where Renatius was fending off the ghouls. There were quite a few of these by now – Jupiter knows how these bastards click on to the existence of even an invisible corpse, but they do; instinct, maybe – and they were craning their necks like so many silent vultures.


‘Everything okay, pal?’ I said.


Renatius was looking a better colour. Happy, even: he’d had time to think, a murder in your side alley does wonders for business, and although he was a nice enough guy he still had a living to make. ‘Sure,’ he said. ‘More or less. Lucius has gone for the Watch and Charax is looking after the store.’


‘Charax?’ Oh, hell. ‘Uh … you think that’s wise?’


‘No. But then again I’m not paying for all the wine these bastards get through while we’re stuck out here and Lucius is up at the Square talking to Valgius.’


Ouch. I hadn’t thought about that aspect of things at the time. With Charax filling the jugs I’d bet this business was already costing me an arm and a leg. Still, it was too late to worry now, the damage had been done. I glanced across the street.


Yeah; I’d remembered right. Facing the wineshop door was the entrance to a tenement screened by scaffolding and building materials. Perfect cover for someone who wanted to keep an eye on the comings and goings of Renatius’s customers, especially since I couldn’t see any workmen. Which come to think of it was odd, with so much daylight left.


Unless …


I groaned. Oh, bugger! Thank you, Jupiter! Thank you so bloody much! I’d bet; I would just bet …!


‘Uh …’ I pointed. ‘That wouldn’t be where Charax and his pals are working at present, would it?’


Renatius followed my pointing finger. ‘Yeah, it would, as a matter of fact. Although I wouldn’t use the word “working” myself.’


Never a truer word was spoken: I wouldn’t either, on reflection. In fact, I doubted that, unexpectedly rich though it was, Charax’s vocabulary included any terms in the category ‘work’. Whoever had given these three deadbeats the job of doing the place up needed his head examined.


‘Uh-huh,’ I said.


‘It belongs to old Atellius over on Tuscan Street.’ Renatius was still grinning. ‘The Buildings Officer threatened to have it condemned unless he fixed it up and Charax made him an offer the cheapskate sod couldn’t refuse. Sure, he and his mates’re just plastering over the cracks but a greased palm or two’ll do the rest. Me – well, let’s just say I wouldn’t spend any more than five minutes in there even with my hardest hat on.’


Yeah; that made sense. Still, one got you ten that our friendly neighbourhood knifeman had done just that, and stayed a lot longer than Renatius’s five minutes. Cool was right: he couldn’t have known that Charax and his pals were the most unconscientious builders in the history of domestic architecture, and with their local wineshop open and serving just across the road the chances of them coming back this side of tomorrow’s breakfast were about equal to seeing the college of priests do a choreographed striptease on Mars Field. No doubt, though, he’d’ve had a story ready. I was beginning to have a real respect for X.


The vultures, give or take the odd try-on, were being pretty well-behaved, which was all the more understandable because there were two or three respectable mantles among them pretending they were just hanging around passing the time of day. Most of the pack had been content just to stand and gawp at the brickwork. Now, suddenly, they parted and three big guys with a couple of slaves in tow carrying a rolled-up stretcher pushed their way through.


The Watch had arrived.


Not Valgius himself, though: these guys were definitely tunics, and not too friendly tunics at that. I introduced myself and got a concerted glare like I’d just proposed a four-way orgy.


‘So where’s the corpse?’ the biggest guy, definitely the leader, growled. Yeah, right; so much for the amenities. I gave him my best smile and stepped aside.


Wordlessly, Renatius jerked a thumb over his shoulder in the direction of the wineshop’s vertical privy. The guy grunted, made a sign to the stretcher-bearers and headed off for what was left of Pegasus, accompanied by his mates.


‘Cheerful bugger, isn’t he?’ I said.


‘That’s Titus Delicatus.’ Renatius didn’t smile. ‘You’re lucky. This must be one of his good days.’


‘Yeah?’ Mind you, it was no concern of mine. Now the professionals had arrived I could head on back to Perilla and a – hopefully – poet-free house with the easy conscience of a citizen who’s done his duty to the Senate and people of Rome. After I’d paid through the nose for the wine that Charax and his pals had sunk in my absence, of course. Speaking of which … ‘Uh, I think we can go in now,’ I said. ‘Quickly.’


We left the future supervision of the vultures to the Eighth District Wonders and joined the party inside. Which was more or less what it was. Evidently Charax had taken the opportunity to round up a few of his local cronies, because there were more customers than there had been, and the Spoletian was flowing free. In both senses of the word.


Charax was behind the bar. ‘No problem, consul,’ he said cheerfully. ‘I’ve kept count. I make it five jugs, plus the cheese and olives. Oh, and I grilled Annius here a sausage.’


A small squat guy with ears that stuck out like the handles of an amphora grinned at me and raised the sausage in question in salute. Bastard. I pulled out my purse and tipped most of the contents on to the counter. Then I poured myself a large one from my own interrupted jug and sank it at a gulp.


Young Lucius was dithering on the sidelines. I called him over.


‘You didn’t see Valgius himself, then?’ I asked him.


‘Oh, yes, sir.’ The kid was looking a lot brighter now. Obviously he was beginning to enjoy the situation. ‘Only he was too busy. He sent Delicatus instead.’


I frowned. Odd. Me, I’d’ve thought a well-known figure like Pegasus would’ve merited the boss’s personal attention. ‘You told him who the dead man was?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘And?’


Lucius shuffled his feet. ‘He – uh – he just laughed and said, “Is it really?”’


Jupiter on wheels! This was a Watch commander? ‘He said what?’


The boy was blushing again. ‘“Is it really?”, Valerius Corvinus.’ A conscientious kid, Lucius, and for all his literalness no bad mimic: I could hear the total lack of interest in the guy’s voice even at second hand. ‘Then he said, “Well, well!” Sort of dry, like, you know?’


‘Didn’t he ask …?’ I stopped. The door had opened and the Three Graces came in. These guys were fast workers. Too fast, to my mind.


Maybe Renatius thought the same, because he frowned and said, ‘You boys finished already?’


‘Sure. Nothing to keep us.’ Delicatus helped himself to a piece of cheese from the counter. ‘Knifed and robbed. No hassle. We’ll put in the usual report.’


My stomach went cold. ‘Hang on, sunshine,’ I said. ‘What’s this “robbed” business? The guy’s purse was still on his belt. I saw it myself.’


Delicatus stopped chewing. His eyes shifted on to me and stayed there. Then he said over his shoulder; ‘Hey, Sextus? Publius?’


‘Yeah?’


‘Either of you lads see a purse?’ The other two Watchmen shook their heads. His eyes hadn’t left my face. ‘There you are, sir,’ he said. ‘No purse. You must’ve been mistaken.’ His jaws started working again and he swallowed and turned back to Renatius. ‘We’ll do our best to find the killer, sure, but it happens all the time. Like I say, no hassle. Leave it with us.’ He nodded to the company and moved towards the door. ‘Enjoy your day.’


Holy Jupiter, I didn’t believe this! Some of the guys in the Watch may hardly be more than jailbait themselves, but they aren’t stupid; and filching a corpse’s purse, especially when they’re not first on the scene, comes within the definition of sheer lunacy. Cashiering’s the best they can expect, with a ripped back courtesy of the public executioner thrown in for free, and the game just isn’t worth the candle.


‘Wait just a moment, pal,’ I said.


He stopped and turned slowly. ‘Yeah?’


I glanced at Renatius. ‘Renatius. You saw the purse, didn’t you?’


He hesitated, then shook his head. ‘No. Can’t say I did. Sorry, Corvinus.’


At least he had the grace to look sheepish when he said it. Sure, he could have been flannelling, but that wasn’t how Renatius worked: he was straight-down-the-line honest, he’d no axe to grind, and I could tell from the vibes that he didn’t like Delicatus at all. Besides, there was no reason why it shouldn’t be the simple truth; the dead man had been slumped over facing the wall, Renatius and the others had been standing behind me, and I hadn’t seen the purse myself until I knelt down to look for it. Still, I wasn’t giving this one up; no way, never. ‘Look, friend,’ I said to Delicatus, holding on to my temper. ‘Take it from me. The guy’s purse is there. Or it was.’


He gave a shrug that set my teeth on edge. ‘Then it’ll still be there now, sir,’ he said. ‘You want to check, maybe?’ He grinned. ‘Just to set your mind at rest and keep the record straight?’


I pushed past him and through the door. The two public slaves were waiting outside surrounded by the pack of respectful vultures. They’d set the stretcher with the body on the pavement and they watched impassively as I pulled the covering blanket away.


The guy’s belt was empty.


I went back in, my brain churning.


‘Happy now?’ Delicatus asked. One of his supporting cast sniggered, then turned the snigger into a cough.


I didn’t bother to answer. We all four knew it was gone, and we all knew where. It couldn’t’ve dropped off, because it was tied on; which only left one other explanation for its absence. If I’d had the nerve and the muscle to frisk these honest public servants I’d’ve found it inside one of the bastards’ tunics.


Angry as I was, I forced myself to think. What the hell was going on here? Watchmen just didn’t do things like that. If Lippillus had caught one of his lads looting a murder victim he’d’ve strung the bastard up by the balls until he dropped off. Literally. Whistled while he did it, too.


Unless they’d had definite instructions …


I remembered what Lucius had said about Commander Valgius’s reaction when he’d told him who the victim was, and the thing suddenly made sense. At least, some kind of sense.


‘Which faction do you support, sunshine?’ I said. ‘Not Green, by any chance?’


Delicatus’s face froze, while his two mates suddenly got interested in their feet. Bull’s-eye! ‘What’s that got to do with anything?’ he said.


‘Just a question. And your boss wouldn’t happen to be a big Greens’ supporter too, would he?’


Silence; but something in the bastard’s eyes shifted.


‘Because I was thinking,’ I went on. ‘Pegasus drives for the Whites now, right? Drove. Whatever. One of the opposition teams.’ Jupiter, this was sick; but it shows you just how seriously some of these nuts take their racing. ‘He’d gone over to the other side. Under these circumstances someone who was a big Greens’ fan himself might not be too sorry to see his name taken off the race card. And in that case he mightn’t exactly be all that desperate to go into the whys and wherefores of the guy’s death, either.’ I paused. ‘Any of that strike a chord with you at all, pal?’


‘Listen to me … sir.’ Delicatus was staring at me like he’d cheerfully make two trips with the stretcher. ‘Because I’ll say this only once. The man was knifed for his purse. We’ll look into the matter but like I said it happens all the time. Commander Valgius’ll agree, I can tell you that now.’


‘I’m sure he will. All the same—’


‘What’s more, so would Sertorius Macro.’ He let the name hang. ‘If you wanted to take it that high.’


The room went very quiet, and beside me I heard Renatius draw in air between his teeth. Delicatus had just done the equivalent of throwing the title deeds to a Baian villa on top of a pot of pennies. I was being called, and everyone knew it, including me.


We weren’t dealing peanuts here. Macro was the Commander of Praetorians, and although he didn’t figure in the direct Watch line of command he was the emperor’s representative in Rome. For which read Prince Gaius’s, because that twisted amoral bastard held the real power these days. And Gaius was so fanatical about the Greens that when he was in Rome he held banquets at the stables and invited the horses.


Oh, shit.


‘Macro won’t back Valgius,’ I said. ‘Not in a million years, not over something as small as this. If your boss wants to bury the case out of spite he’s on his own.’


‘You want to bet on that?’ He wasn’t even pretending to be polite now.


I stared back, my fists bunched. No. That was the problem: I wouldn’t bet on it, and he knew I wouldn’t, not with the prospect of a straight slugging match with an imperial in view. However convinced I was. Our current crown prince – and so his rep – would be far more likely to buy the bastard who’d zeroed Pegasus a drink than peg him out for the crows.


One thing was sure, though. Delicatus may have won the battle but he hadn’t won the war. I didn’t give up that easy, especially not after a clumsy threat like that. If Watch Commander Valgius wanted a clear case of murder shoved down a hole and forgotten about then Macro or not he could go and whistle through his ears.


Not that I was stupid enough to say as much to Valgius’s grinning pet gorillas here. I left them to Renatius and went home.
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There was no sign of Bathyllus in the entry lobby when I got back, which was strange because whatever time I rolled in our bald-headed hernia-suffering major-domo would be waiting for me with the obligatory jug and wine cup. Sure, his prognosticative faculties went on the blink occasionally – even Bathyllus was human, if only just – but it didn’t happen often, and there was always a reason. Usually a nasty one, like the last time when the fuller’s pick-up man had fallen over a bucket outside the servants’ latrine and left his nice holystoned kitchen corridor awash with five gallons of mature cleaning fluid. I stripped off my mantle and yelled for him.


He came at a run, or what passes with Bathyllus for a run, did a quick double-take and slowed down.


‘I’m sorry, sir,’ he said. ‘I didn’t hear you come in.’


‘No problem, sunshine,’ I said, and handed him the mantle. ‘Everything okay?’


‘Pardon, sir?’


Oops; this could be bad: Bathyllus can be deaf sometimes, but his deafness is selective and that’s the time to worry. However, on this occasion it seemed that the question had simply gone past him. He looked – ‘distracted’ was the word, and Bathyllus never gets distracted. ‘I only asked if everything was okay, little guy. No fire in the hypocaust, no skivvies running amuck with carving knives?’


‘Certainly not, sir. Everything is fine.’


‘You sickening for something, then?’


‘No, sir!’ He folded the mantle. ‘Did you have a pleasant afternoon?’


I winced. ‘Don’t ask, pal. Just don’t ask. The poets gone?’


‘Yes, sir. An hour ago. Dinner will be served shortly. Meton has been getting a little anxious.’


Uh-oh; that was a fresh worry. I recognised an expurgated version when I heard one. Our touchy-as-hell chef was obviously nursing a delicate sauce and I’d been within a cat’s whisker of becoming persona non grata; which where Meton’s concerned is not something you want to be unless you happen to like fish paste with your dessert. ‘Fine, fine. The mistress around?’


‘In the atrium, sir. I’ll bring you your wine straight away.’


‘You do that, Bathyllus.’ I went through. Perilla was sitting by the pool with a tablet and stylus. Maybe it was something about my face, but she took one look and set them down beside her chair.


‘Marcus?’ she said. ‘What’s wrong?’


I gave her the usual welcome-home kiss, stretched out on the couch, and told her about the body in the alley.


‘Oh, Marcus! Not again!’


Jupiter! From the lady’s tone you’d think I’d iced the guy myself! ‘Look, it’s not my fault, okay?’ I said. ‘I was minding my own business. He just went out for a piss and never came back.’


She sniffed and retrieved the wax tablet. ‘Corvinus, I trust you to spend a quiet hour or two in a wineshop while I have an all-too-rare cultural afternoon and you go and trip over a corpse. That is not minding your own business.’


‘I didn’t trip over it. I just tagged along with the crowd.’


‘Do you expect me to believe that? Honestly!’


I had my mouth open to answer, but at that moment Bathyllus oozed in and plonked down the tray with its jug and brimming wine cup. ‘Your wine, sir,’ he said. I took a swig of the Setinian. After Renatius’s Spoletian it was like having your tonsils massaged with velvet. ‘Also, dinner is served. Red mullet stewed with aniseed and a bean and chicken quiche with cumin.’


I sighed; when the little guy said ‘shortly’ he meant ‘shortly’; I’d been lucky right enough. Still, I was grateful for the interruption; the climate in the atrium had turned distinctly cool.


We trooped next door with no let-up in the frost.


‘So how was your day?’ I asked finally, while the minions wheeled in the boiled eggs and raw vegetables.


‘Don’t change the subject,’ Perilla said. Snapped.


Uh-oh. I shelled an egg and dipped it in fish sauce. Finally Perilla put down her celery stick.


‘All right,’ she said. ‘Who was he, and what exactly happened?’


‘Fifty-two.’


‘I beg your pardon?’


‘I was counting, lady. You made fifty-two before you cracked. That’s a record.’


‘Corvinus, I will kill you.’


I grinned and chewed: nothing annoys Perilla more than knowing she’s been sussed. ‘Yeah. Right. The guy’s name was Pegasus. He—’


Her eyes widened. ‘The Pegasus? The charioteer?’


‘Uh-huh.’ I gave her the rest, including the details of my little brush with Delicatus and his cronies; at which point the lady’s mouth set in a line you could’ve used to slice marble.


‘Marcus, I really don’t think you should get involved in this,’ she said. ‘It’s Watch business.’


‘I told you. The Watch aren’t interested. Or at least that bastard Valgius isn’t.’


‘Turn it over to Decimus Lippillus, then.’


But I’d thought about that on the way back. ‘I can’t do that. First because Lippillus is Public Pond and it would offend the guy’s professional ethics to poach, second because I don’t like the smell of the case already and that smart midget’d likely end up with his backside in a sling.’


‘My point exactly.’ Perilla shelled an egg of her own. ‘Marcus, dear, listen to me. You cannot afford to tangle with Sertorius Macro. Let alone Prince Gaius.’


Oops; mistake. I backtracked. ‘Macro isn’t involved, lady. That was just Delicatus shooting his mouth off. And the prince is on Capri whooping it up with the Wart.’


‘Do you have your fingers crossed or am I just imagining it?’


I uncrossed them. ‘Look, Perilla, forget conspiracy theories, okay? Pegasus had jumped the fence. One gets you ten all we’ve got here’s a simple case of racegoer’s fever. The new season’s coming up and Valgius and his ultra-Green gorillas were just too happy to hear that the guy had hung up his tunic to make any waves. End of story, right?’


‘So why do you have to interfere?’


Jupiter’s balls! ‘Because it was murder; not just a killing, but murder. If I don’t interfere then no one else will. Also I don’t like having my arm twisted. And cut the hypocritical crap. You’re just as curious as I am.’


‘Hmm.’ She dipped the egg in sauce. I’d got her; sure I had. ‘All right. So what’s the theory so far? I assume you have one.’


I shrugged. ‘The gods know. I’d say the murderer had arranged to meet the guy at Renatius’s, only instead of turning up he’d squirrelled himself away in the empty house across the street, watched for Pegasus to come out again then followed and stabbed him. That’s as far as I go.’


‘Pegasus was waiting for someone?’


‘Sure. Or that was the impression I got. He was keeping an eye on the door, anyway.’


‘How?’


‘How do you mean, “How”, lady?’


‘Did he look relaxed or anxious?’


‘Oh. Yeah. Right.’ Good question, and one I hadn’t thought of. Relaxed would mean he was easy in his mind about whoever he was meeting, anxious the opposite. I cast my mind back. ‘Relaxed. Not obviously anxious, anyway.’


‘Very well. Now why? I mean, why kill him in the first place?’


I took a swig of Setinian. ‘Could be several reasons. Professional or personal. Like I said, the guy had shifted teams recently, Green to White. That wouldn’t be popular in certain quarters.’


Perilla’s hand paused over a stuffed olive. ‘Green to White? Isn’t that unusual?’


‘Yeah. That’s what I thought. It happens, sure, but—’


‘But not with drivers of that calibre.’


‘Right. It’s somewhere to start, anyway.’ I frowned. ‘Hey, lady. I didn’t know you were a racing buff.’


‘I’m not an absolute idiot, either, Corvinus.’


Ouch. ‘Uh … yeah. Yeah. Right.’ I crunched on a carrot stick.


‘He can’t be all that old, and he’s been doing very well lately. Or am I wrong?’


‘He’s been doing okay.’ Like I said before, I’m no racing nut and I couldn’t’ve gone into details, but you can’t have your chin scraped in a Market Square barber’s without the guy with the razor giving you his unsolicited views ad nauseam on how the factions are shaping. Most of the time I just close my ears and nod when nodding doesn’t risk a slit windpipe, but I distinctly remembered that the guy had had more than his fair share of wins in the last two sets of games.


‘So why did he change, then?’ Perilla said.


I sipped the wine. Yeah; that was something I’d wondered about myself when young Lucius had mentioned it, only now having an answer was more important. Or it might be. Green to Blue or vice versa, sure, like I said, no problem; but there are only two reasons, normally, for a lead driver with the top teams to move down a level. One is simply age, when his reactions slow and – skilled driver or not – he loses his edge over the up-and-coming youngsters; the other, which has the same effect, is that his nerve goes because of a bad spill or something similar. Even so, the guy tends to stick with the original team, if only out of pride, or – sometimes – he moves across to an equivalent level in the second-string Colour: Blue to White or Green to Red. I could be wrong on either, of course – reading some kind of illness for age in the first – but I didn’t think so, not with the recent wins he had notched up.


Which left the rarer, third reason …


‘Sir?’


‘Hmm?’ I came back to myself: Bathyllus, with the mullet and the quiche. ‘Yeah, okay, Bathyllus, serve away.’


I topped up my cup from the jug on the table. Well, at least we had a logical starting point. The Green and White stables – in fact, the stables of all four factions – were in Mars Field, a stone’s throw from the Tiber. I could go there tomorrow, have a word with Pegasus’s current and former bosses.


They might, too – at least the White boss might – be able to shed a bit of light on what his top man had been doing at Renatius’s. No reason why he shouldn’t go there, of course, but the factions, like most other closed groups in the city, are a gregarious bunch. They have their own favourite wineshops, and when they’re off-base the drivers tend to stick to them. Besides, although the Whites – like the Reds – are a second-string team their stables’re self-contained units, with eating and drinking facilities on site. That was another problem that needed solving.


I looked up. Perilla was watching me with a small smile on her lips.


‘What’s tickling you?’ I said.


‘Nothing, Marcus.’ She started in on her mullet. ‘Nothing at all.’


Sometimes I wonder about that lady. I held up my plate for Bathyllus to fill. He slid the mullet off the serving dish. It missed and landed on the table.


The little guy looked mortified. He scooped the fish up on to the plate with the spatula. ‘I’m terribly sorry, sir, that was clumsy of me,’ he said. ‘I’ll get a cloth at once.’


I watched his retreating back. One thing our major-domo wasn’t was clumsy; it went with ‘distracted’. And a lot of his sarky snap was missing, too. Odd; more than odd. ‘Hey, Perilla,’ I said. ‘What’s biting Bathyllus?’


‘I don’t know, dear. He’s been distant all day. I did ask, but he only sniffed at me.’


Yeah; been there, had the experience. Jupiter! Staff! It wasn’t anything we’d done, at least, I was sure of that: even the little guy’s huffs don’t allow him to compromise where his job’s concerned. The same went for the opening of fresh hostilities in his ongoing battle with the anarchist Meton. Whatever was going on under that hairless pate it was something very much out of the usual.


Well, I wasn’t going to push. Bathyllus isn’t exactly the type you can take into a quiet corner and have a heart-to-heart master-and-slave chat with. If it was important we’d find out eventually. I ate my mullet.


Something out of the usual was right; but then at that stage I couldn’t even have guessed at the answer. That came out later.


Even then I didn’t believe it.
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Well, we’d got spring, finally. The weather over the past few days had been a hangover from winter, but this was real March stuff, bright and blustery, and the city looked like someone had just taken it to the cleaners to have the grime washed out. Even the crowds were different. Most of the time your average city-centre punter is a prime contender for the All-comers’ Unfriendly Bastard title and you need to move sideways fast if you don’t want to be mown down by yard-wide old biddies en route from the vegetable market; but that morning even the chunky bullet-heads who do the portering in the Velabrum seemed willing to give an inch or two. There weren’t any pigs flying over the Capitol, either.


I turned up Triumph Road and headed for Mars Field. The stables are all in a line on the stretch between Pompey’s Theatre and the river: adjacent-paired Blue/White and Green/Red, with the Blues and Greens being the biggies, self-sufficient units more like a country farm than something you’d normally find inside the city boundaries. Or rather something between a farm and a military base, because racing’s a big business in Rome, horse-nobbling’s endemic and security procedures are tighter than a gnat’s sphincter. Mean, too: try sneaking in past the gate guards and you’re likely to leave in a hurry with a few bust ribs and a deficit in the teeth department. Get caught with serious cash or a suspect substance under your tunic and you don’t come out at all.


The Whites’ stable was second in the row after the Blues, just beyond Tiberius Arch. The guy outside the big double gates looked like he’d been put together from the same material they’d used to build the wall, and whatever effect the spring weather had had on the rest of the population it obviously hadn’t stretched his length. I got a scowl like I’d turned up clinking with enough bottles of whacky medicine to put the entire string of nags on their backs with their hooves in the air.


‘Yeah?’ he said.


‘The boss around?’


‘Who wants him?’


I gave him my name. ‘I’m looking into the death of one of your drivers. Pegasus.’


If I’d thought that might ease matters I was wrong, because all it got me was a long stare. Not a particularly friendly one either.


‘You with the Watch?’ he said finally.


This was the tricky part. ‘No. But I was in the wineshop when it happened. And when the Watch turned up. I thought maybe your boss might like a second opinion.’


‘Is that so, now?’ Cement-Features didn’t bat an eyelid. The stare raked me from crown to toes before he gave a grudging nod. ‘Okay. Wait here.’


Not that I’d any option, because when he disappeared inside he closed the gate behind him and I heard the clunk of a bar thudding into place. I stepped back and looked around.


Military base was right: the wall must’ve been ten feet high, with broken pottery shards spiking the top. It stretched all the way back to a junction with the Blues wall a hundred yards down the road, and it was smooth-faced with concrete: no foot-or handholds. You might’ve got over with grappling-hooks and a rope, sure, but that’d be what it took, nothing less. And I’d bet sides and rear were the same.


The gate opened and Cement-Features came back out, looking almost friendly. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘The boss says he’ll see you. You follow me close, right?’


‘Right.’ I went through the hallowed portal and he shut it behind me, pulling the heavy bar down into its sockets. ‘Uh … what’s the boss’s name, by the way?’


That got me another stare; not a hostile one this time, just an unbelieving one like young Lucius’s when I’d asked who Pegasus was. Fair enough; every racegoer out of leading-strings, whichever team he supports, knows the names of the four faction masters. ‘Cammius,’ he said. ‘Lucius Cammius.’


I was looking round me with interest because this was the first time I’d been inside a faction stable. It was a complete world in itself. Over to the right, beyond a fenced exercise yard, were the stables proper: long and low like a series of army barrack blocks with tiled roofs and half-doors every two or three yards. Some of the doors had an equine head sticking out above the bottom flap, but most had piles of dirty straw outside and what looked like a small army of guys beavering away with pitchforks loading the stuff on to carts. There was a hell of a lot of it. Disposal must’ve presented quite a logistical problem, and I was just lucky the breeze was blowing in the right direction.


‘How many horses have you got here, friend?’ I asked.


I was only making conversation, but obviously that information came into the classified category. Cement-Features gave me a suspicious look and no answer.


We went through what turned out to be the workshop area: smithies, tackle shops and so on, all busy, all well manned; like I say, the factions operate as self-contained units, like an army camp. I breathed in. The whole place smelled of horses and leather, and it buzzed; there isn’t a better word, because the feeling was like being inside a giant beehive, with the qualification that there were no drones around, just workers. Single-minded workers at that. The fans aren’t the only obsessives. The racing world’s all about obsession, and when you’re inside it the rest of the city might just as well not exist.


Past the workshops the buildings moved upmarket. Cement-Features led me to a stone-built block that could’ve done duty for a permanent army headquarters and through the main door.


Upmarket was right. We were in an entrance hall that wouldn’t’ve disgraced a proper town house, and the decoration had that same obsessive feel to it: a frieze, running all the way round the walls, of horses with their drivers standing next to them, the guys all in white tunics with whips and round racing helmets. Both the horses and the drivers had names written underneath, like this was some kind of roll of honour. Maybe it was, at that, but I wasn’t risking any more questions.


C-F knocked at the biggest door, waited for an answer, then opened up and stood aside.


I’d expected the usual formal lounge; what I got was a businesslike office with a big desk and stacks of book cupboards with most of their pigeonholes filled. I’d also expected one guy, but there were two: one behind the desk, the other in a visitor’s chair to one side. The decor was more horses, including a beaut of a bronze on a pedestal in the centre that looked like it might be a Greek original.


‘Valerius Corvinus?’ The guy behind the desk stood up and held out his hand. ‘Lucius Cammius.’ We shook: the hand was hard and dry, and it gave mine a quick, sharp squeeze that fitted the character of the room. He’d be in his mid-sixties: medium height but chunky, strong face and short grey hair like a wire brush, eyes like chips of gravel. Narrow stripe on his mantle, but an accent that was pure provincial Spanish: if he was purple-striper grade then he’d clawed his way up and bought his way in. Not that I had any quarrel with that: a large slice of the hereditary variety were overbred slobs. ‘The gate man says you’ve come about Pegasus.’


‘Yeah, that’s right,’ I said.


‘Pull up a chair.’ Cammius sat down. I glanced behind me and found a no-nonsense, wood and leather folding stool. I pulled it over and sat on it. ‘This is Gaius Acceptus. He heads the Blues.’


The second guy nodded. He was a good ten years younger than Cammius and definitely a step up the social ladder: chiselled patrician features, well barbered, wearing his smart narrow-stripe mantle like it was a natural extension of his character. The sort of man you’d expect to find fronting a top-notch team, or any other successful business, and being totally in control. Knowing it, too. ‘Pleased to meet you,’ he said. The voice fitted the appearance: top-drawer, bland, quietly confident.


‘Now, Corvinus.’ Cammius rested his hands on the desk. ‘I’m told that you’re not Watch. Nor are you from the city judge’s office, and that doesn’t leave much. What’s your involvement and what’s your angle?’


Straight to the point, no messing. Well, that matched the rest. I cleared my throat. ‘I was in the wineshop at the time of the murder and I saw the body. The Watch seem to think the motive was simple robbery. It wasn’t.’


Things went very quiet. Acceptus flashed me a sharp look, but Cammius’s expression didn’t change. He leaned back in his chair. ‘You sound pretty sure of that,’ he said.


‘I am.’


His eyes held mine. I felt that I was being turned inside out, assessed. Finally he grunted and said; ‘All right. Care to tell me why?’


‘Like I say, I saw the body myself, before the Watchmen arrived. The man’s purse was still on his belt and it hadn’t been touched.’


‘Watch Commander Valgius says different.’ I noticed the grammar slip. Also that Acceptus’s straight-bridged nose twitched and he pursed his lips. ‘I’ll ask you again because it’s important. You say you’re sure. How sure, exactly?’


Problems with grammar or not, the guy was no hayseed: the grey eyes were level, and very, very smart. ‘One hundred per cent,’ I said. ‘The purse was there, then it wasn’t.’


Acceptus laid his fingertips together and touched the praying hands to his lips. Cammius grunted again.


‘You’re accusing the Watchmen of stealing it,’ he said. Statement, not question.


I had to go careful here. Carefully. Whatever. ‘I was with the corpse when the guys turned up. When they’d finished the purse had gone.’


‘Then your short answer’s yes.’


I shook my head. ‘No. I’m saying the purse was removed. And that it had to have been removed by the Watchmen. That’s a different thing from claiming theft.’


‘Maybe it is. But what other reason could there be?’


I was beginning to feel uncomfortable. The interview was turning into an interrogation with me at the blunt end, and although the Blues’ boss had moved his chair back slightly and crossed his legs as though he were staying outside of things he was still taking a keen interest. ‘Delicatus and his pals are Greens’ supporters. So is Valgius. The dead man used to drive for the Greens before he switched.’


Cammius held up a hand. ‘Hang on there a moment. Let’s get this straight. You mean the Watch – or the Eighth District branch of it – are claiming that Pegasus was killed by an ordinary thief so they can drop the case? Or at least supply an uncomplicated motive for the killing?’


‘Yeah.’ Smart was right. ‘More or less.’


‘That isn’t likely. Watchmen don’t do that kind of thing. Especially Watch commanders.’


I shrugged. ‘You’re in the business, sir, I’m not. I’m only going by what happened.’


‘Actually, the fellow has a point, Lucius,’ Acceptus said. ‘I know Titus Valgius of old and he’s a stinker. Now it’s none of my concern and I wouldn’t dream of advising you, but I wouldn’t trust him more than half. And Pegasus was a damn good driver, streets ahead of your other lads. Given luck he could even have won you a race or two come the new season. Corvinus here is right: Valgius wouldn’t be sorry to see the back of him.’


I could almost hear Cammius’s teeth grate at the plummy vowels and the drawling tone, but his answer was quietly spoken. ‘Oh, judging by last season’s results I think we’ll do well enough against the Greens, Gaius, even without Pegasus. Better than your lads’ve been doing lately, certainly. And luck won’t come into it.’ Acceptus’s smile disappeared like it had been washed off with a sponge. Cammius turned back to me. ‘As to your theory, Corvinus, I’m afraid whatever Gaius says I still don’t believe the City Watch would falsify evidence.’


Fair enough; but if I wanted to take the case any further I needed to go selectively deaf at this point. ‘The other thing that intrigued me,’ I said, ‘was that the guy was obviously expecting someone to join him. I was wondering if maybe you could suggest who that could have been.’


That hit home, with both of them. Acceptus gave me a sharp look and the Whites’ boss went very still. ‘Really?’ he said.


‘Yeah. He was sitting opposite the door and keeping his eye on it like he expected someone to walk through it any minute. I can’t be certain this time but from the way he was acting I’d lay good money.’


‘And the person didn’t appear subsequently?’


‘Uh-uh. At least if he did he didn’t announce himself.’


Cammius’s fingers tapped the desk several times, then stopped abruptly. He turned to Acceptus. ‘Gaius, Valerius Corvinus and I have to talk this over. You’ll excuse me and we can finish our business later.’


Acceptus didn’t move. ‘Perhaps as head of the senior faction,’ he said, ‘it would be better if I stayed.’


‘No.’ Cammius didn’t snap, but the note of finality in his voice was obvious. ‘Pegasus was a Whites’ driver and this is a Whites’ matter. It won’t take long, and I must insist.’


I could almost hear the air crackle. The Blues’ faction master got to his feet. Slowly. He wasn’t happy, I could see that; or maybe ‘fit to be tied’ describes it better. ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘I’ll be free later in the day. Perhaps you’d be kind enough to drop over then. When you have a spare moment, naturally.’ You could’ve used the tone to keep fish fresh in August.


‘Surely I will.’ Cammius stood up as well.


‘I’ll see you anon, then.’


Huffy as hell. We waited for the door to close, or rather slam. When it did Cammius turned back to me. He was frowning. ‘You’re a racing man, Corvinus?’


‘Uh-uh. Not me. Two or three times a year, max.’


‘That’s a pity. I wouldn’t’ve had to apologise because you’d’ve understood. Gaius Acceptus thinks the traditional partnership gives him a licence to run the Whites as well as the Blues, especially since he’s been in the business for longer than I have. Sometimes it’s good to remind him that we’re independent heads of separate teams.’ He almost smiled. ‘Wine?’


I’d thought he’d never ask. This sounded promising. ‘Yeah. Yeah, that’d be great.’


There was a tray with jug and cups beside the door. He picked up the jug – it was solid silver, and it looked heavy – poured for us both, handed me mine and sat down again. I drank: not bad stuff, not bad at all. Only thing was, I couldn’t place it.


He must’ve noticed my expression. ‘It’s Spanish,’ he said. ‘Not from one of the big new commercial estates, though. It comes from a vineyard planted by the Carthaginians three hundred years back. Original vines, or so the maker claims. He’s an old business acquaintance of mine, and his family’ve been farming the land for generations. They say Hannibal’s father would drink nothing else.’


Well, I hadn’t heard that old Barca had been much of a wine buff, but if so I couldn’t fault his judgment. It was liquid velvet, not in the imperial Caecuban bracket but still as good as the best Setinian. ‘Who’s his city dealer?’ I asked.


Cammius chuckled; with Acceptus gone he was thawing fast. ‘No one; he doesn’t export. And because the yield’s low he only sells to friends. Selected friends, at that. My share’s no more than ten jars a year and friend or not he makes me pay through the nose, but it’s worth it.’


‘You’re from that part of the world yourself?’ I was being polite; like I say, you could’ve used the guy’s accent to grate cheese.


‘New Carthage. I was a merchant there for thirty-five years before I retired. Ran a fleet of ten ships at the finish.’


Yeah, right; that made sense. It didn’t just explain the wine, it explained the jug as well. Plus the pricey bronze. Retired merchant-shipowners can be seriously rich people. Mind you, to own a faction he’d have to be rolling. ‘So when did you take over the Whites?’ I asked.


‘Five years ago, when my wife died and I moved to Rome. The last gentleman’ – he said the word like it tasted sour – ‘to manage them had eaten and whored his way through what should have paid the bills and made them a team to be proud of in themselves. Which, Corvinus, is my intention, despite what plans Gaius Acceptus may have to the contrary. When the mastership came up for auction I jumped at it. If it had cost twice the money I’d still have paid. Running a faction is the most satisfying job in the world.’ He smiled. ‘Especially for a Spaniard, because the Spaniard who has no love for or interest in horses is a corpse.’ He caught himself, the smile vanished and he made the sign against the evil eye: Spaniard was right. ‘Absit omen. My apologies, and also for allowing my tongue to run away from me in other ways. So. Back to business. Tell me more about this theory of yours.’


I told him; the whole thing, including the idea I’d had about the murderer hiding in the building across the way.


‘Pegasus, now. You’re sure he was waiting for someone? Absolutely sure?’


‘Yeah.’ Interesting; I’d noticed that was the aspect of the affair he’d latched on to before. As, indeed, had Acceptus. ‘You, uh, think that’s important, sir?’


‘Oh, yes. It’s important. Much more perhaps than you realise, not being a racing man yourself.’


‘Yeah? And how would that be?’


‘Pegasus had his habits. One of them was, he might’ve gone drinking outside now and again but he had his favourite shops and he stuck to them. When the Watch told me he’d been found in an alley off Iugarius I wondered if they’d got the right man. Now you tell me he was meeting someone. In the racing business, Corvinus, these two things – a strange wineshop and a meeting – don’t add up well. Certainly not to something I intend to ignore.’


‘You mean he had a scam going?’


‘Let’s just say I’d be interested to know who the other man was. Very interested.’


‘The guy’s dead. If there was a scam, that’s dead too.’


‘Maybe so, maybe not. Every faction has its secrets. If one gets out then the faction master has to know before he can take the appropriate steps. But he judges. Only him, no one else, because that’s what being faction master means. No one else has the right. You understand me?’


The grey eyes had gone diamond-hard. Cammius might be a nice enough old guy, but there was steel there, not far beneath the surface. And I’d guess that where his faction was concerned he didn’t take any prisoners. ‘Sure,’ I said. ‘Okay. So we both want to find the murderer. You give me a free rein and I’ll do my best to nail the bastard. Do we have a bargain?’


He hesitated, then held out his hand. I took it. ‘We have a bargain,’ he said firmly.


‘Fine.’ We shook. ‘So. Tell me about Pegasus. From the beginning.’


Cammius turned his wine cup between his fingers. ‘He joined us almost exactly four months ago. The end of November, just after the Plebbies.’


‘The Plebbies?’


‘I’m sorry. I’ve taken to using my faction’s own slang. The Plebeian Games.’


‘Uh-huh. And he came over from the Greens, right?’


‘He did.’


I hesitated: in the light of the recent spat with Acceptus this next bit was going to be tricky. ‘Uh … forgive the question, but you happen to know his reasons?’


I half expected to be given my head in my hands like the Blues’ faction master, but Cammius didn’t bat an eyelid. ‘No,’ he said. ‘And I’ll admit I didn’t think of asking. Gaius is right about that, at least. We were lucky to have him, very lucky. Pegasus may have had his faults but he was a top-notch driver, a real first-rater, and that’s the thing in this business. More than the horses, even.’


‘Yeah? And why’s that, exactly?’ I hadn’t missed that ‘faults’, but you learn to go with the flow, and the guy was talking. I could pick up on the details later.


He grunted with amusement. ‘You really aren’t a racing man, are you, Corvinus? A race isn’t just won by the fastest team, that’s only half of it. It’s also about timing and position, and as such you can’t afford to make mistakes with either. Give your team their heads too soon and you lose, too late and you lose. Box yourself in, give the man behind space to get through, take just one turn too sharp or too wide and you lose. Losing’s simple, no matter how good your horses are. Pegasus didn’t lose easily. He read the field as if he carried the book in his head. He was a natural, something we didn’t have and we needed badly. It’s a tragedy that he died. Especially when he did.’


‘He was that important?’


Cammius set down the wine cup. The amusement had gone like it had never been, and only the steel was left. That and a slow, deep anger. ‘Five years it’s taken me to build up this faction,’ he said. ‘A lot of time, a lot of money, more sheer bloody sweat than you can possibly imagine, Corvinus, even if I don’t regret it.’ I said nothing. ‘Next season was going to be the first Whites’ year for decades. We’d got the horse and now we had the man. A few good wins to use as bait and we could’ve held our own with the Greens and Blues pulling in the cream of the up-and-coming drivers; and drivers is what we need. Yes, Pegasus was that important.’


I sipped my wine. ‘Which horse would that be, now?’


He looked fazed for an instant, and I remembered young Lucius. Same expression. ‘Polydoxus,’ he said. Then, when I didn’t react, his mouth twisted. ‘You really don’t keep up with the racing news, do you?’


‘Uh-uh.’ The name rang a faint tonsorial bell, sure, but no more. I had enough difficulties holding the names of the drivers in my head without worrying about the horses. ‘You’ll have to tell me, I’m afraid.’


He took a sip of wine. ‘We bought him as a five-year-old early last season from a Spanish breeder, ran him a couple of times in the minor heats to break him in then moved him up to the top of the card. He drew second with the Blues at the Floralians, beat them into third at the Apollinares, then won his races in Caesar’s Victory and the Romans. Acceptus and the Greens’ boss Natalis were spitting blood.’ Oh, yeah; it was coming back now. Last September, the time of the Roman Games, Market Square had been full of it: the Whites’ wonder horse who’d wiped the smiles off the bookies’ faces and put every Green and Blue fan in the city into mourning. ‘He’s fast now, and he’ll be faster yet. More than that, he takes the rest of his team with him, and that’s something better than gold in a horse. With a top-notch driver behind him he’d’ve been unbeatable.’


I’d got his drift now. Tragedy was right. ‘And four months ago you hooked Pegasus.’


‘Correct. Come the Megalenses in under a month’s time, we’d’ve wiped the floor with both the Greens and the Blues in any race he ran. As it is, without him we’ll have no more than a fair edge. Oh, there might be another young driver along in a year or two who can match Polydoxus, and if I’m lucky I’ll get his name on a contract before Natalis or Acceptus do. The problem is, when he gets enough experience he’ll move on up the ladder and I’ll be back where I started.’ Cammius reached for the jug and filled both our cups. The steel was still there, but it was dulled. ‘Pegasus broke the pattern, Corvinus. I’m not getting any younger, and I’d’ve liked to sweep the boards before I go. See the Whites established as a proper faction and rub Gaius Acceptus’s patrician nose in the dirt. You understand that?’


He was levelling; far more than I’d ever thought he would, maybe even more than he’d had any intention of doing himself, and just that fact alone impressed me. ‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Yeah. I understand.’


‘I thought that maybe this season it might just happen.’ He drank and shrugged. ‘With Pegasus dead it seems I’ll have to wait a bit longer.’


Which reminded me. ‘You mentioned a while back that the guy had his faults,’ I said. ‘What would these be, now?’


Cammius hesitated, on his guard again. ‘Nothing very serious,’ he said. ‘He threw his weight around, and it got the lads’ backs up a bit. But then any lead driver worth his salt is arrogant, Corvinus. It goes with the job.’


‘Uh-huh.’ Yeah, that made sense. These buggers are celebrities, mega-stars who draw prime wages, lift the cream from the prize money and get their names on the cheapo statuettes the hawkers tout outside the Circus on race days. Not to mention being wined and dined by the aristocracy and pulling the occasional senator’s wife. Still, your average lead driver didn’t often get himself murdered. I had the distinct feeling that Cammius was holding back here. ‘Just how much would “a bit” be?’


I hadn’t stressed the question, but the guy was no fool. His eyes held mine as he set his wine cup down carefully on the desk. ‘Not enough to kill for,’ he said evenly. ‘Not even close.’


‘You can’t be that certain, surely.’


‘I am.’ He frowned. ‘Listen, Corvinus. You don’t know the racing world. My lads are a team. Professionals. They have their jealousies and their dislikes, but they don’t take them outside the gates. And they don’t go beyond words, or maybe a scuffle at worst. Nothing that would damage the faction in any way. Ever.’ The eyes hardened. ‘You won’t find your killer among my Whites. I’ll tell you that now.’


I shrugged. Yeah, well, fair enough, there was no point in pushing things. He was entitled to his opinion, and maybe it was an informed one. Still, that was something I’d like to make my own mind up about. Certainly if Pegasus had been the arrogant type as far as a tendency to unpopularity went he’d be starting pretty high on the scale. As an ex-Green lead driver he’d be a very big fish in a very small pool. He’d know it, and they’d know it and hate him for it. Plus it wouldn’t’ve been all that long ago when he’d been Public Enemy Number One. ‘You, uh, think I could talk to some of these lads of yours?’ I said. ‘Maybe form a few conclusions of my own?’


I got that level, assessing stare again. Well, I’d been half expecting it this time: like I say, visitors aren’t encouraged around the faction stables, unless they’re five-star bona fide fans who can be milked for hefty contributions to Colour funds, like my old pal Prince Gaius.


Finally, he nodded. ‘Very well. On two conditions, though. One, nothing you see or hear gets passed on, under any circumstances. Two, you don’t go near the horses. I’m sorry, Corvinus, but we have our rules and we don’t break them. If it’s any consolation, I’d insist on the same strictures for any outsider.’


Well, it was the best deal I was going to get. The only deal, in fact. ‘Agreed,’ I said.


‘Then I’ll arrange it.’ He stood up. ‘You’d like to do it now?’


‘Sure. Why not?’


‘I’d best come with you, then. The lads get nervous unless they can match a face to a name and otherwise you might have a little trouble.’


I winced. Security was one thing, sure, but this went through paranoia and out the other side. The closest I could come to it was my time on Capri hobnobbing with the Wart himself. And even there they let you go to the latrine on your own.


That was racing for you, though. I had an idea I’d better get used to it.
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We went out into the compound. The day had changed, as March days often do: the sun had gone behind a bank of clouds, and it looked like rain. Bugger; it’d be a long walk back to the Caelian, and I still had the Greens boss to see. That I wasn’t looking forward to: one brush with the racing world was enough for a morning.


There was a middle-aged guy in a beige tunic over by one of these little altars horsey types are so fond of, to Consus or Mercury or the Twin Gods or such. Cammius raised his hand and beckoned, and he came over at a run.


‘Corvinus, this is Hesper, our master of stables,’ Cammius said. ‘Hesper, Valerius Corvinus is looking into the Pegasus business for us. He’s to be allowed to talk to anyone he likes so long as they’re not working with the horses and on condition he confines himself to his remit. Clear?’


A master of stables is the equivalent of a private house’s major-domo, or a legion’s centurion; in other words, where your ordinary skivvy or squaddie’s concerned the real boss of the place on an everyday level. Usually, like his equivalent, he’s come up through the ranks, and I’d bet that applied to this guy. He was a swarthy, pint-sized southern Italian – it’s a funny thing, but most people connected with the cars are small, not only the drivers – with a blurred slave brand on his arm: some ex-slaves try to burn them off with a poultice of vinegar and pigeon dung, but it never works. He gave me a scowl like I’d broken parole already.


‘Clear, boss,’ he said.


‘You’re responsible for him, and for making sure he leaves when he’s finished.’ He turned back to me. ‘I have things to do, Corvinus, but I expect you to keep in touch.’


‘Sure. No problem. Thanks for your help.’ Well, that gave me the entrée, anyway. We shook, and he left.


Hesper stood looking at me for a while, sucking on a tooth; not that he had all that many to choose from; he probably gave them turn about. Finally when he’d had all the entertainment he could take he said: ‘Okay, sir. Where do you want to start?’


Not exactly enthusiastic in tone, but I recognised the type: he had his orders, and although his personal inclinations might prompt him to tell me to piss off he was willing to shelve them for the present. Until I put a foot wrong, of course. At which point he’d have my guts for leggings.


‘Where would you suggest, friend?’ Like I say, a master of stables is the shop-floor expert. My policy’s always been, if you’ve got yourself an expert the last thing you do is try to tell him his business. That way you save yourself a lot of time and grief. You save making an enemy, too.


Hesper shrugged, but most of the antagonism went out of his expression. Right decision. ‘There’s Typhon,’ he said. ‘He was the only one with any time for the Great Man, but then Typhon’d socialise with a brick if it kept him in booze.’


Uh-huh. Definitely not flavour of the month, our Pegasus. Mind you, that was only what I’d expected. ‘Who’s Typhon? One of the drivers?’


‘Shit, no.’ I got a grin that was mostly space; a bit like a temple front, but not as regular. Or as clean. ‘He’s a placard man.’


Right. Every faction has placard men. These’re the guys who walk in front of the horses in the big parade before the races proper, carrying boards giving the names of the horses and drivers and how many wins they’ve had. ‘Fine by me,’ I said. ‘Where do I find him?’


A touch of the stiffness crept back. ‘You don’t,’ he said. ‘We find him together.’


Whoopee, joy in the morning. With the boss’s right-hand man breathing down my neck I’d bet anyone I talked to would keep a tight rein on his mouth, which is always a handicap. Still, the guy had his orders. ‘Fair enough,’ I said. ‘Let’s go.’


We headed off towards the back of the compound; as far, I noticed, from the stables block as it was possible to get. There were still plenty of buildings, but most of them were lean-to sheds: definitely the racing world’s equivalent of the sticks. Through some of the open doors I saw the racing equivalent of attic-space lumber: old chariots without the wheels, shelves of paint-pots that’d probably been hardening to rock-like solidity since I put on my adult mantle and stacks of chipboard with the names of long-dead horses and long-gone drivers. Outside one of the sheds a weaselly little guy was sitting against the wall swigging from a travelling flask. When he saw us coming he quickly tucked it behind his back.


‘Hey, Typhon.’ Hesper beckoned. ‘Leave that alone and come over here, you drunken bugger.’


Weasel-Face grinned, got up and ambled towards us. Drunk was an exaggeration, but he wasn’t walking too straight, either.


‘This is Valerius Corvinus. He wants to ask you a few questions.’ Hesper stepped back and folded his arms: his way, obviously, of tactfully creating an area of private space.


Yeah, well, as interview conditions went it wasn’t perfect, but it was all I was going to get. Not much of an introduction, either. I sighed.


‘What about?’ The eyes were shiftly and bloodshot, but despite the guarded tone I had the impression that Typhon was no thicko.


I glanced at Hesper, but he’d obviously decided that he’d done all that his job required. ‘You know Pegasus was murdered yesterday? The lead driver?’


‘Sure. Stabbed for his purse in an alleyway.’ He didn’t seem too concerned.


‘You were, uh, friendly with him?’


That got me a slow, calculating look. ‘I wouldn’t say “friendly”, chief. Not “friendly”, exactly. I knew him, sure, but that’s as far as it went.’


Jupiter! I’d struck a real equivocating type here. He’d’ve got on great with Charax. ‘Fine, pal. We won’t quarrel over words. You care to tell me about the guy?’


‘He was okay.’


Uh-huh. The last of the big communicators. I’d have to spell this out. ‘I understand he wasn’t too popular with your colleagues. Let’s start there, shall we?’


The guy’s chest swelled with that ‘colleagues’ and he seemed to brighten. Maybe I was getting his measure after all: placard men come pretty low in the pecking order and anyone who feeds their self-esteem is off to a flying start. ‘The lads weren’t too taken with him, no,’ he said. ‘Threw his weight around from the start. Mind you, he had the right. He was just about the best car-man in the business, even Uranius admitted that.’


‘Uranius?’


That got me the look I was beginning to get used to, the one that said: This guy’s a mentally defective cockroach. Typhon’s version didn’t even make a pretence at disguise. ‘Our first driver before Pegasus turned up. First driver again now he’s dead.’


Uh-huh. I’d assumed there’d be somebody of that description – Pegasus must’ve taken someone’s place, and whoever’s it was wouldn’t be a very happy chappie – but it was good to have a name. I glanced at Hesper, but he hadn’t moved. ‘He around at present?’


‘Nah. He’ll be out on Mars Field with the lead horses. He likes to exercise them himself.’


‘I, uh, take it that this Uranius didn’t like the guy.’ I kept my voice neutral.


‘Hated his guts,’ Typhon said cheerfully. ‘Not that he would’ve killed him because of that, if that’s what you’re thinking, chief. Uranius wouldn’t hurt a fly, and Pegasus was team. Besides, the rest of the lads felt the same way, especially after the Plebbies.’


‘Yeah? So what happened at the Plebbies?’


Typhon gave me a sycophantic grin. ‘There wouldn’t be a chance of a sub after all this, would there?’ he said. ‘Wear and tear on the memory and vocal cords, like?’


I glanced back at Hesper and raised an eyebrow. The guy had gone back to his scowling, although mostly it was directed at Typhon. I half expected him to put the brakes on the idea, maybe on Typhon as well, but he just shrugged.


‘Suit yourself, Corvinus,’ he said. ‘It’s your money.’


I took out my purse and extracted a silver piece, but I didn’t hand it over: I’d met Typhon’s type before, and the silver pieces ended up multiplying faster than rabbits.


‘You’re a prince, chief.’ Typhon beamed.


‘The Plebbies.’


‘The Plebbies. Pegasus was driving for the Greens. He got one of our sprinklers in the final lap when he overtook our first car on the inside. Drove straight over him. He won, too, a length ahead of the Blues. That made it worse. It was an accident, sure, and the kid should’ve been watching out, but the lads wouldn’t be in the mood to make allowances.’


‘Uh-huh.’ I wasn’t too shocked, or even much surprised: accidents happen at every Games, especially to sprinklers, the guys whose job it is to run out as their Colour draws level and throw water over the horses to cool them down. Which is safe enough if the home team’s in an outside position, on the same side of the track as the sprinkler, but any other permutation is risky as hell. Sprinklers are usually small men – smaller even than the usual racing types – or boys, and fast on their feet, but even so the long-term career prospects are pretty limited. ‘He was killed?’


‘Sure. The wheel got him. Backbone snapped like a rotten stick.’


‘Uranius was driving the White car?’


‘Yeah. He was running a blocker for the Blue ahead of him. To be fair, it wasn’t Pegasus’s fault. You have to take your chances where they’re offered on the track, especially after the final turn, and Uranius was too far from the barrier.’


‘The bastard had already chewed up Crito and Laomedon,’ Hesper growled. ‘Chance is one thing, dangerous driving’s another. And Laomedon, for Consus’s sake! He’s a bloody Red! He was supposed to be on the same side!’


I looked at Hesper in surprise. His arms were still folded but he’d stopped sucking his tooth and his face was flushed. Yeah; here was someone else who hadn’t carried a torch for the Whites’ new lead. And it’d take a lot of dislike to make the equivalent of a legion’s NCO forget himself enough to break the rules imposed by self-discipline, especially in front of one of the Other Ranks. ‘I thought that was the idea of the circus, pal,’ I said mildly. ‘Put the opposition out of the race any way you can.’


‘Not any way you can. That’s what the stewards are for. Or it should be, rather. Pegasus drove dirty all the time, and the Greens’ve got these buggers in their pockets. Put on a show for the crowds, sure, but dirty tricks like swerving your wheel into another Colour’s horses’ legs don’t make you many friends in the racing business. Especially when the other Colour’s your own backstop.’


‘Act your age, Hesper!’ Typhon sneered. ‘The Blue, sure, I’ll give you the Blue. Crito’s a decent lad, but Laomedon’s no kiss-in-the-ring driver himself. And wrecking him didn’t have nothing to do with the colour of his tunic.’


Too many names, but I needed to hang in here because they might be important later. ‘Uh … Laomedon’s a Red, right?’ I said.


Both of the guys gave me the Look this time.


‘Yeah,’ Hesper said. ‘Their lead driver.’


‘Their First Spear, too.’ Typhon snickered. ‘Retired.’


There was something here I wasn’t getting. And that crack about First Spear – the senior NCO in a legion – didn’t make much sense either. Still, Hesper was grinning, so it had to be at least a passable joke. ‘So what you’re saying is there was some friction between Pegasus and this Laomedon? He put him out of the Plebbies because of a private grudge?’


‘Private.’ Typhon sniggered again. ‘Good word. I like private. Private’s good.’


I was patient. ‘You care to elaborate, maybe, pal?’


He glanced down at the silver piece I was holding. Yeah, well, the guy was good value, I’d give him that. I took out a second coin.


‘All right, chief.’ Typhon was still grinning. ‘This piece of private friction was a redhead by the name of Felicula. Laomedon was squiring the pants off her until about five or six months ago when she dropped him and picked up with Pegasus.’


Felicula. Not a high-class name, more Aventine than Esquiline. Which was odd: like I say, these lead drivers have the pick of the fast-track aristocratic debs and spouses, and they tend to be choosy who they take up with. It’s a matter of kudos, too: once it gets around that you’re squiring (nice word!) the wife or daughter of one of the city’s top five hundred your reputation takes a hike. To be wrangled over by two lead drivers Felicula must be some lady.


‘You got any biographical details for this paragon?’ I said.


Typhon didn’t even blink at the polysyllables; smarter than he looked was right. ‘Sure. Her husband’s Gaius Rufrius Pudens.’ The name came out slow and careful. Probably out of respect for my intellectually challenged cockroach status. ‘He’s, uh, the boss of the Reds, in case you didn’t know.’
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