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 DRAMATIS PERSONAE

(Only the names of characters who appear in more than one place are given. The names of historical characters are in upper case.)




CORVINUS’S HOUSEHOLD

Alexis: the gardener

Bathyllus: the major-domo

Meton: the chef

Perilla, Rufia: Corvinus’s wife

Placida: a dog. Her owner is Sestia Calvina




IMPERIALS, SENATORS AND OTHER HIGH-RANKERS

AHENOBARBUS, GNAEUS DOMITIUS: Tiberius’s nephew and the husband of Augustus’s granddaughter Agrippina. Co-head of the Aventine fire commission

ALLENIUS, TITUS PAPINIUS: ex-consul. Sextus Papinius’s father

ARRUNTIUS, LUCIUS: a leading senator

BALBUS, DECIMUS LAELIUS: aedile (public works officer); Papinius’s immediate superior in the Aventine fire commission

CARSIDIUS (SACERDOS), LUCIUS: a senator; owner  of the Aventine tenement. The cognomen Sacerdos is not used in the text

FREGELLANUS, PUBLIUS PONTIUS: a senator on Macro’s civilian staff

GAIUS CAESAR: Tiberius’s appointed successor (‘Caligula’ - ‘Little Army Boot’ - was a nickname)

MACRO, NAEVIUS SERTORIUS: commander of the Praetorians, and Gaius’s right-hand man

MARSUS, PUBLIUS VIBIUS: a leading senator

TIBERIUS CAESAR (‘The Wart’): emperor




OTHERS

ACUTIA: a friend of Albucilla’s; widow of Publius Vitellius

ALBUCILLA, LUCIA: widow of Satrius Secundus

Aponius, Sextus: with Quintus Pettius, an ostensible stonemason whom Corvinus meets on the Aventine

Atratinus, Marcus Sempronius: Papinius’s friend and colleague

Caepio, Lucceius: Carsidius’s factor in the Aventine tenement building

Cluvia: Papinius’s girlfriend

Crispus, Caelius: an acquaintance of Corvinus’s in the foreign judge’s office

Lautia: top-floor resident in the Aventine tenement

Lippillus, Decimus Flavonius: a friend of Corvinus’s; Watch commander for the Public Pond district. His wife is Marcina Paullina

Mescinius, Titus: commander of the Aventine district Watch

Natalis, Titus Minicius: faction-master of the Greens

PAPINIUS, SEXTUS: the dead young man

Rupilia: Papinius’s mother

Soranus, Titus Mucius: one of Papinius’s set of friends

Vestorius, Publius: a money-lender
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It’d been three years since I’d last visited the Greens’ stables. Nothing had changed. The place still looked like a fortress: high, smooth-faced wall topped with pottery shards set in cement, a gate that would’ve stopped a charging elephant, and just in case visiting punters still hadn’t got the message a door-slave outside with biceps and pectorals that your common-or-garden gorilla would die for.

The scowl wasn’t exactly welcoming, either. I should’ve brought a bunch of bananas with me as a peace-offering, but it was too late now. I stepped up to the guy and gave him my best smile.

‘Hi,’ I said. ‘Remember me, pal?’ ‘

The slave stood up, his little piggy eyes under their mat of tangled hair narrowing as he gave me the once-over. It was like watching a Titan off a pediment getting ready for round two of a theomachy. He nodded slowly and spat to one side. I swear the gobbet of phlegm sizzled on the cobbles, and in October that has nothing to do with temperature.

‘I don’t forget faces, Corvinus,’ he said. ‘What the fuck do you want?’

Yeah, well. It’s nice to be popular. I reached into my tunic and brought out Minicius Natalis’s letter.

‘I’m here to see the boss,’ I said, handing it over. ‘Personal invite.’

‘That so, now?’ He squinted at the seal: pictures he could cope with. Just. ‘What about?’

Yeah, I’d been wondering that myself, because the letter didn’t say; just that it was important and that Natalis would appreciate a visit as soon as I could manage. ‘You have me there, friend. Uh . . . maybe you could sort of take me to him and I could ask? Would that be possible, do you think, or should we give ourselves three guesses?’

That got me a long hard stare. Par for the course: sarcasm’s wasted on a racing-faction door-guard. You may as well shoot dried peas at a rhino.

Finally, he spat again, reached up and unbarred the gate.

‘Wait here,’ he growled.

The bar on the other side clunked into place behind him, leaving me to kick my heels while he consulted higher authority. Not that I was surprised. If Jupiter himself were to come down in all his glory with his eagle on his wrist he still wouldn’t get past the front gate unless he was spoken for, and they’d probably frisk the eagle, too. The racing game’s a serious business, and faction bosses don’t take chances.

Ten minutes later, the troll reappeared.

‘Okay, Corvinus,’ he said. ‘You’re cleared. Follow me.’

Inside was a different world. The Greens are Rome’s top team, patronised by Gaius Caesar himself - crown prince, soon-to-be emperor (if the news from Capri was anything to go by) and all-round dangerous nut - and so equipped with the best of everything money can buy, plus a few things it can’t. There was no sign of the horses, of course - paranoia dictates that these beauties are kept well away from the curious eyes of even legit visitors - but everything else screamed cash and quality, right down to the natty tunics worn by the stable skivvies. Not that it was all surface show, mind: you can’t be inside a faction stable for long before you catch the sense of obsession. For these guys, anyone from the top man right the way down, the faction comes first, middle and last. And as far  as esprit de corps goes, if you’re looking for the top variety you can forget the legions; they don’t even come close.

The admin building was out on its own, set in a snazzy formal garden. It could’ve doubled for a private house on the Esquiline or the Caelian, even - at a pinch, and barring size - for one on the Palatine itself: PR again, because the faction-master of the Greens is a man with serious clout, and if you have clout in Rome then you’re expected to flaunt it. My guide-troll nodded to the door-slave sweeping the porch, crossed the marble-pillared and mosaic-floored entrance hall and knocked on a cedar-panelled door at the opposite end.

‘Come in.’

We did. I’d been inside the inner sanctum before, so I wasn’t surprised. Forget the snazzy town-house, at least where the interior fittings were concerned: this was a working office, with the back wall lined with cubby-holes for documents, chairs instead of couches and a big desk rear of centre. The furniture was top quality, and the mosaics and murals must’ve cost an arm and a leg.

‘Quality’, though, wasn’t a word you could apply to the guy sitting behind the desk. Titus Minicius Natalis, the faction-master of the Greens, was a fat, balding, pint-sized runt with a stubbly chin and ‘ex-slave’ written all over him in block capitals. He wasn’t thick, mark you, far from it: you didn’t get all the way up from nothing to being the head of Rome’s top Colour without brains. Not without a streak of ruthlessness a yard wide, either. I didn’t know if Natalis actually had a white-haired old grandmother squirrelled away somewhere, but if he did I’d bet the old biddy had to check herself regularly for price tags.

‘Nice to see you again, Corvinus,’ he said. Yeah, well, I couldn’t exactly say it was reciprocal, but there you go, you can’t have everything. And he was only being polite. ‘Sit down, please. That’s all, Socrates.’

The troll grunted and exited, closing the door behind him. I pulled up a chair and sat. We stared at each other for a long moment. Then he leaned back, almost disappearing behind the model chariot and horses on his desk.

‘So,’ he said. ‘You got my letter.’

‘Sure.’ I folded my arms. ‘For what it was worth.’ We’d never liked one another from the first, and I didn’t see any reason not to carry on playing it that way. Still, the bare request to talk to me about something important had had me hooked, and knowing the bastard knew it would do just that irked me. ‘What’s this about, Natalis? Some more grubby faction business?’

‘No,’ he said. ‘No, it’s nothing to do with the faction. Or even with racing.’

‘All right.’ I leaned back myself, unfolded my arms and crossed my legs while he fiddled with a pen and set it down. The guy was nervous. Odd. ‘So what, then?’

‘A favour.’ He hesitated. ‘There’s a jug of wine on that table over there. Massic, and good stuff. Pour us both a cup, okay?’

Well, he had his priorities right, anyway, and it’d been a long dry hike from the Caelian. I got up, walked over to the tray and poured. The jug and cups were solid silver, chased with - surprise! - a frieze of running horses. I set a full cup on the desk beside him, sipped at my own, and sat down again.

‘I don’t think, pal,’ I said carefully, ‘that I owe you any favours at all. The reverse if anything. Correct me if I’m wrong.’

‘You impressed me, Corvinus.’ He took a long swallow from his cup and set it down. ‘I don’t impress easy, and when it happens I don’t forget. Oh, sure, I admit it: if there is a debt then it goes the other way, and you got up my nose then just as much as I got up yours, so I can’t even claim the benefit of past acquaintance. Truth to tell, you still do.’ Well, that was frank, at least. He’d never been one to mince his words, Titus  Natalis. ‘Even so, you’re a digger with a brain in your head, which is what I need at present, and that’s not common.’

‘Never mind the smarm, friend,’ I said. ‘Just tell me what you want, okay? Then I can turn you down flat and we can both get on with our lives.’

Instead of answering, he opened a drawer in the desk, took out a sheet of paper and slid it towards me. I reached over, picked it up and glanced at it.

It was a money order made out in my name. For five thousand silver pieces.

I stared at it, then at him.

‘That’s just for listening,’ he said. He picked up his cup and took another mouthful of the wine. He was looking less nervous now. Maybe it was the wine, but it was probably the money. Guys like Natalis really believe in the power of the cheque. ‘Fifteen minutes of your time. You want to tell me to get lost at the end of it, that’s your privilege. Completely. No reasons from you, no argument from me. Give that to my banker and he’ll cash it anyway without a murmur. But if we do end up with a deal, and you deliver the goods - as I’m pretty sure you will - I’ll make it up to the round fifty.’

Sweet gods! Fifty thousand silver pieces was a small fortune. Me, I don’t do gobsmacked, not all that often, anyway, but I must’ve gaped. Natalis was watching me closely, half smiling. If you could call an expression that made the guy look like he’d just bitten on a lemon a half-smile.

‘Well, Corvinus?’ he said. ‘What about it? Do I have that fifteen minutes or not?’

I remembered to close my mouth before I answered: we had a certain degree of good old purple-striper gravitas to maintain here, and I was buggered if I was going to let him see he’d rocked me. ‘You’ve got the ball, friend,’ I said. ‘Go ahead.’

‘Fine.’ He set down the cup. All business now, and not a  trace of nervousness. ‘I want you to look into a suicide. A young lad by the name of Sextus Papinius.’

Well, that name rang a bell, at least. And I’d got my mental faculties, such as they were, back into gear. ‘Any relation to Papinius Allenius the consular?’ I said.

There was the barest hesitation. ‘His son. But it’s the mother’s side of the family I have connections with. If you’re wondering, which I suspect you are.’

Yeah. I was, at that. Natalis had started off by saying this had nothing to do with faction business, which meant it had to be private. No one shells out fifty thousand silver pieces unless they have a serious - and personal - vested interest in the matter somewhere along the line. If the lad had been a relative of his I could’ve understood, but the son of an ex-consul put that right out of court: consular families and those of ex-slaves, even stinking-rich ones like Natalis, don’t mix socially, let alone intermarry; not nohow, not never, even in this lax day and age. The obvious alternative explanation I didn’t even consider: unless my judgment was way off beam Natalis just wasn’t the type to have boyfriends. And that didn’t leave much for guesswork.

‘The mother’s side?’ I said.

‘Her name’s Rupilia. She’s from Leontini.’ Natalis took another sip of his wine. ‘Same as me. Her father was Rupilius Hasta, and old Hasta was my first real patron. You getting there?’

Yeah, I was, and it fitted, at least the Sicilian bit did. Something I did know about Natalis from former acquaintance was that he’d started out as a humble driver in Sicily before coming to Rome as third-stringer for the Greens. After which he’d worked - or clawed - his way up the ladder, all the way to the top. And if this Rupilia was the daughter of his first patron then . . .

‘The family was the oldest in the region. Big in horse  breeding and racing, always had been. Hasta took an interest in me - I was never his slave, but he liked to help promising drivers - and when I had the chance to move to Rome he lent me the cash.’ Natalis got up and moved over to the wine jug. ‘Without that money I’d still be in Sicily, probably on the scrapheap by now. And like I told you, Corvinus, I don’t forget easy.’

Uh-huh. Check. That’s the way Sicilian minds work: you have a debt, either way, then you pay it, QED, end of story. Things were beginning to clear. ‘So,’ I said, ‘when the daughter came to Rome and married Allenius you renewed the link?’

‘I’d never broken it. And I kept it up with young Sextus, gladly. The boy was the spit of his grandfather and he’d racing in his bones.’ Natalis held up the jug. ‘You want a refill?’

‘Sure.’ I took a long swig and held the cup out for more.

‘I don’t mean he was a gambler, mind.’ He poured carefully. ‘Oh, the lad liked to gamble, like any youngster, but he never went overboard, he’d more sense. What he was really interested in was the other side, my side, the cars and the driving. Although interested’s not strong enough, not by half: he loved the whole business, loved it as much as I do. He’d’ve made a driver himself, if things’d been just a bit different. He had the guts for it, certainly, and the heart, easy; he’d guts and heart in spades, Sextus Papinius. But he never had the skill, and knew he never would. Even so, he spent a lot of his free time here, right from when he was knee-high, especially after I became faction-master.’

‘So,’ I said. ‘What happened, exactly?’

‘I told you. Two days back he killed himself.’ Natalis sank a neat quarter-pint of the Massic at a gulp.

‘Killed himself how? Slit wrists? Poison?’

‘Neither. He jumped from the top floor of an Aventine tenement.’ I must’ve looked as surprised as I felt, because he  shrugged. ‘Yeah. The flat was empty at the time, and the tenement was on his visiting list. So that’s what he used.’

‘ “Visiting list”?’

‘He was a junior investigation officer. With the claims department of the emperor’s new fire commission.’

Right; that made sense. Of a kind, anyway. A few months back there had been a major fire in the Aventine and Racetrack districts. The Wart had appointed a commission headed by his four sons-in-law to assess the damage and arrange compensation and rebuilding. I didn’t know yet how old exactly this Sextus Papinius had been, but for a kid from a consular family, age say eighteen or nineteen, which would fit the spirit of things, junior investigation officer would be a logical first rung on the political ladder.

‘Why did he do it?’ I said.

Natalis gave me a long look. ‘That’s the point,’ he said finally. ‘I’ve no idea. None at all. That’s what I’d be paying you to find out.’

‘Is the reason so important?’

He shrugged again. ‘It is to me. I thought a lot of the kid. And I don’t like not knowing. If you can understand that.’

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Yeah, I can understand that.’ I could even sympathise: in his place I‘d’ve wanted to know too, just for my own peace of mind. And I had to admit that he had me hooked. ‘Okay. You have your fifteen minutes.’

‘Fine.’ He leaned back. ‘The floor’s yours. You got any questions, you ask them and I’ll answer if I can.’

‘Let’s start with the boy himself. He the suicidal type at all? Moody? Get depressed? That sort of thing?’

Natalis shook his head. ‘Not so’s you’d notice, or not all that often. Certainly no more than any other kid his age.’

‘Which was what?’

‘Nineteen. He’d just had his nineteenth birthday.’

‘What about his character? A loner? Run about with any of the fast crowds?’

‘He had his fun. Girls and wine, a bit of wildness here and there, but nothing serious. You know the sort of thing.’

I nodded; yeah, I knew, I‘d’ve been surprised if it’d been otherwise, given the family background. Par for the course. So: your typical rich young lad-about-town, feeling his oats and kicking up his heels before life grabbed him by the balls and turned him into a pillar of society. Only in Sextus Papinius’s case it never would, now. ‘He get on well with his parents?’

‘Parent, singular. Rupilia and Allenius are divorced, have been for years, and Sextus lived with his mother. There’s no contact, none, at least as far as I’m aware. I doubt if I’ve heard the boy mention his father more than two or three times in all the years I’ve known him. You’ll want to talk to Rupilia, no doubt; the house is near the Octavian Porch, one of the old properties on the Marcellus Theatre side. They got along okay in general, as far as I know, although Rupilia’ - he hesitated - ‘well, bringing up a teenager without a man in the house isn’t easy, and Rupilia’s not the strong-willed disciplinarian type. You understand me?’

Sure I did. Reading between the lines, I’d guess the kid had been spoiled rotten and grown up a handful. Still, that was nothing unusual in the top bracket, especially these days when single-parent families or parents with their own social lives to think of were the rule rather than the exception. ‘So where does the money come from?’ I said. Money there would have to be: spoiled-brat, lad-about-town pursuits didn’t come cheap.

‘Hasta was well off. He settled part of the estate in Leontini on her before he died, plus the income from some property in Capua. Also, of course, when the divorce went through she got part of her dowry back. She’s not rich, but she’s comfortable enough.’

‘And she never thought of remarrying?’

‘No.’

Just the bare negative, and Natalis had closed up tighter than a constipated clam. Uh-huh. Well, there could be lots of reasons behind that, and probably none of them was relevant, or my business. I took a swig of the Massic. ‘Okay. This tenement. Where was it, exactly?’

‘On the river-side slope of the Aventine, near the start of Old Ostia Road. One of the newer blocks. The manager lives on site, which was why Sextus was there that day. Or presumably it was. That’s something else I don’t know for sure.’

‘Name? The manager’s, I mean?’

‘Caepio. Lucceius Caepio. He’s - he was - responsible for two or three other properties that got burned down in the fire.’

‘Fine. Last question, pal, for the present at least. Given the kid did actually kill himself, why do you think he did it?’ He opened his mouth to answer and I held up a hand. ‘Yeah, sure, I know, but you must be able to hazard some sort of a guess. Gut feeling, no comeback.’

‘I knew Sextus all his life, Corvinus. And I’ve already told you. He wasn’t the brooding type.’

‘But?’ There was a but: I could see it in his eyes. I waited. ‘Natalis. Come on. I’d have to start somewhere, okay?’

He frowned. ‘Like I say, he had racing in his bones; maybe one day if things’d turned out different he might’ve sat in this chair. But this last month - he was round here a lot in that time, more than usual, if anything - I’d the feeling he had something other than the cars and horses on his mind.’

‘You’re saying he was worried?’

‘No. Worried’s too strong. Preoccupied, maybe. That the word?’ He shook his head. ‘Hell, I don’t know, not to be sure about, let alone swear to. I could’ve been imagining things, and if I wasn’t it could’ve been for any of a dozen reasons. You know kids. Certainly he didn’t say nothing, which he usually  would rather than to his mother if something was biting him. Maybe it was just me; the Plebeian Games’re next month, the Blues’ve been winning lately and the whole place is on edge.’ He cleared his throat and suddenly the hard-nosed businessman was back. ‘So I can’t afford the time to think about it, okay? That’s your job, Corvinus. If you want it.’

Despite everything, I was more than half ready to say No: after all, Natalis was no friend of mine, I didn’t owe him, and raking through the whys and wherefores of a suicide never does anyone any good. Then I saw the look on his face that maybe he hadn’t wanted me to see, and I knew I couldn’t.

Besides, I’d got that prickly feeling at the back of my neck. And fifty thousand silver pieces is serious gravy by anyone’s reckoning.

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘I want it.’

‘Fine. Then we have a deal?’ He stood up and held out a hand.

‘Sure,’ I said.

We shook.
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When I got back home Bathyllus had the door open and the obligatory wine cup ready poured and waiting. As usual. How he does it Jupiter only knows. Oh, yeah, sure, all good major-domos come equipped with precognition as standard to a certain extent, but Bathyllus’s is something else. A couple of years previous as an experiment I’d tried taking off my sandals round the corner and sneaking up on the bugger barefoot, just in case it was something to do with the distinctive sound the leather soles - my leather soles - made on the marble steps. I never even got halfway. Getting caught by your major-domo outside your own front door in broad daylight with your footwear in your hands and a good half jug into the game, which I was at the time, doesn’t do much for your master-of-the-house gravitas, either: you could’ve heard the bastard’s disapproving sniff in Baiae.

I took the offered cup and sank the first restorative mouthful. ‘Have a good morning, Bathyllus?’

‘Not particularly, sir, no.’

Uh-huh. Now that was a sniff. Not to mention a snap, which put things a stage higher. Also, now I came to notice, the little bald-head didn’t look too cheerful all round; in fact, on a pissed-off scale of one to ten I’d rate him a good fifteen, and that meant trouble. Real trouble.

We were talking seriously peeved here. The military equivalent would be losing Syria.

I set down the wine cup. Carefully, so as not to spill it on the  polished tabletop: a seriously peeved Bathyllus can leave you with third-degree sarcasm burns just for provocative breathing.

‘Uh . . . everything okay, little guy?’ I said. ‘I mean, generally speaking, as it were?’

He drew himself up to his full five feet nothing.

‘I suggest you judge for yourself, sir,’ he said. ‘In the atrium.’

You could’ve used his tone of voice to pickle mummies. Shit; make it Syria plus the Rhine-and-Danube. Whatever the trouble was, we’d got it in spades. I left the wine cup where it was, hared off through the lobby and into the atrium . . .

‘Oh, hello, Marcus.’ Perilla looked up from her chair with a bright smile. ‘You’re back early.’

I was goggling at the thing lying next to her. ‘What the hell is that?’

‘Don’t be silly, dear. What does it look like?’ Good question. All I could see was an anonymous mound of greyish-black hair. ‘It’s a dog, of course.’

‘Perilla, where the fuck did you—’

‘Don’t swear. She’s a Gallic boarhound and her name’s Placida. We’re looking after her for a few days.’

‘We are what?’

‘While Sestia Calvina’s in Veii. Didn’t I tell you?’ Like hell she had. Quite deliberately not. ‘Say hello to Marcus, Placida. Nicely, now.’

The mound of hair gave a huge sigh one end and farted at the other. Our atrium, big and open as it was, was suddenly not the place to be.

‘Look, lady—’ Which was a far as I got before the mound opened a bloodshot eye and erupted to its feet. Paws. Whatever.

‘OW-OO-OO-OO! OW-OW-OW-OW-OO-OO-OO!’

Oh, bugger! I stepped back. Quickly.

‘Perilla . . .’

‘Placida! Placida! Nicely, I said!’

‘OW-OO-OO-OO!’

I took another step back, but I was running out of atrium. Gods! This was a dog?

‘Placida! Down! Behave yourself!’ Perilla had a grip on the brute’s collar. Not that it seemed to notice, mind. ‘Don’t be silly, Marcus, it’s only a howl! She’s quite harmless.’

‘Is that right, now?’ Jupiter best and greatest! I had my back to a pillar and I wasn’t going nowhere. I’d seen beasts half that size given star billing at the Games and matched against tigers. Winning the match, too, paws down. Standing, its muzzle was above the level of my groin. Not a happy thought, given the distance between us.

The brute shook its head, spattering everything inside three lateral yards with white-foamed drool, farted again and grinned, revealing a mouthful of yellow fangs. My balls shrank.

‘There,’ Perilla said, letting go. ‘That’s much better. Good dog. Good dog, Placida! Who’s a clever girl, then?’


 Shakeshakeshake. Splattersplattersplatter.

Grin.

Oh, fuck. I stared at the thing in horror. Well, it certainly explained Bathyllus: when you’re the sort of guy who tuts over a muddy footprint in the lobby or a smudged mirror, anything that can cover the furniture to a mean depth of two inches in spit and make the place smell like a barnful of incontinent goats all inside ten seconds flat is the stuff of nightmare. What amazed me was that he hadn’t gone over the wall already with his buffing rags and polish packed in a carpet-bag.

We’d have to go careful here. Tact, Corvinus, tact. I unpeeled myself from the pillar. ‘Ah . . . I’m not criticising, lady,’ I said. ‘Perish the thought. But if we are really stuck with the thing then wouldn’t it be better to keep it outside? In the  fresh air, as it were?’ Preferably on a barge off Ostia, at the end of a fucking hawser half a mile offshore.

‘Oh, no. Calvina was most particular about that. And Placida’s not an it, Marcus, she’s a she.’ She fondled the beast’s long, drooping ears. ‘Aren’t you, precious?’


Slobberslobberslobber. Grin.

‘Uh . . . Perilla,’ I said. ‘Let’s just think about this a minute, shall we? Maybe—’

Which was when Bathyllus came in with the wine cup I’d left.

‘OW-OO-OO-OO!’


‘Placida!’ Perilla snapped. ‘That’s enough!’

I had to admire the little bald-head’s sangfroid. Not an eyelid did he bat; in fact, the brute could’ve been invisible.

‘Your wine, sir,’ he said. ‘Lunch will be about ten minutes. Cold pork and vegetable rissoles.’

Shakeshakeshake. Splattersplattersplatter.

Fart.

Oh, hell.

Long, pregnant pause. I’d never actually seen human nostrils flare, but Bathyllus’s made a pretty good attempt, although at that point sniffing wasn’t a sensible option. He hadn’t missed the effects of the multiple spittle fallout, either. You could tell by the way he blanched.

And then it happened. Without any warning Placida ambled across to the square of smooth tiling by the corner of the pool just under our best bronze of Diana tying her hair, spread her back legs and squatted . . .

‘Placida! No!’ Perilla shouted, but the damage was already being done, and spreading. I glanced at Bathyllus . . .

There’s a bit in one of these old Greek plays where Atreus, king of Mycenae invites his brother Thyestes to a banquet, serves him up a stew made from Thyestes’s chopped-up kids and then at the end of the meal has the severed heads, hands  and feet brought in on a platter. The actor playing Thyestes is masked, sure, but if he wasn’t the expression on his face at that point would’ve been a dead ringer for Bathyllus’s.

‘Oh, Placida!’ Perilla said.

Grin.

A few days, eh? Life was going to be fun, fun, fun.

 



We escaped to the dining-room while a tight-lipped Bathyllus organised clean-up operations and Placida was dragged off in ignominy.

‘It was an accident,’ Perilla said as she lay down on her couch. ‘She is house-trained really.’ She paused. ‘At least, Calvina told me she was.’

Yeah, right; I’d just bet she had. I’d never met Sestia Calvina - she was one of Perilla’s poetry set - but she was evidently a smart cookie. ‘Listen, lady,’ I said. ‘Tell someone your canine horror-on-legs is liable to piss on the Carrara and your chances of taking the deal further are zilch. You’ve been conned.’ I threw myself down on the other couch and took an irritated slug of Setinian. ‘In any case, what the hell prompted you to take the brute in at all? If Calvina was going off to Veii why couldn’t she just have left it at home with her slaves? Why pick on us?’

Perilla straightened a fold in her mantle. ‘Marcus, I told you. Placida’s a she, not an it. And she’s got a lovely nature.’

Right, and I was Queen Semiramis. Nothing that howled, spat, farted and pissed all at complete random and simultaneously could possibly be described as having a lovely nature. Also, I knew prevarication when I heard it. ‘Don’t faff,’ I said. ‘Just answer the question.’

‘She likes company.’

‘Slaves are fucking company. And handling the seamier side of the domestic grind’s their job.’

‘She needs a family atmosphere. A proper family atmosphere, not just—’

‘Perilla, that thing creates its own atmosphere, and I don’t know about you but I found it fucking unbreathable. If we have to—’

‘Stop swearing, dear, it isn’t necessary. She hasn’t exactly made a good first impression, I admit—’

‘Hah!’

‘. . . but once she’s settled in—’

‘Settled in?’ I put down the cup. ‘Jupiter bloody God Almighty! Just how long is Sestia Calvina planning to stay in Veii?’

‘About a month. But—’

‘A month? You said a few days!’

‘Ah. Yes. Well, actually, it’s a month.’ She paused and tugged again at the fold in her mantle. ‘Or maybe two. Calvina was . . . well, to be honest she was a little vague on that point.’

I groaned. Oh, hell: smart cookie was right. If I ever got within grabbing distance I’d kill the woman with my bare hands. ‘Look. Perilla,’ I said. ‘Two months of that and we’ll all be gibbering. Plus being short one major-domo through stroke, seizure, heart failure or desertion. Although the little guy may flip before then and poison the brute. And if so I for one won’t blame him.’

‘Don’t be silly, Marcus.’ At least she had the grace to look uncomfortable. ‘Bathyllus will come round. Placida’s a lovely dog really, very gentle and affectionate. She just happens to have some . . . well, some unfortunate habits.’

‘Yeah. Right.’ Gods! Thank Jupiter for open-plan architecture and a through draught. ‘Why the fuck couldn’t Sestia Calvina have a sparrow for a pet like everyone else?’

‘Her brother brought Placida back from Gaul. And Calvina always has been rather eccentric.’

‘Eccentric? Lady, if that’s eccentric then I’m a fucking—’

‘Marcus! Stop it!’

I subsided. Bathyllus was tooling in with his minions and the  lunch trays. If he’d looked any more put-upon he’d’ve had bow legs and a crouch, and the serving was pointed. Which meant plates were put down with a snap like sling-bolts.

‘Uh . . . very nice, Bathyllus,’ I said. ‘The pork looks good. Very . . . ah . . . porky.’

‘Thank you, sir.’ Sniff. Snap. ‘Meton will be gratified. Reheating leftovers can be so tricky.’

Ouch. Apropos of which . . . ‘Has he, ah, met our guest himself yet, little guy? Meton, I mean?’

Snap. ‘Oh, yes. They get on very well together.’ Snap. ‘There is, I think, a great similarity of character.’

I swallowed. Hell. One of life’s little constants is that Bathyllus and Meton hate each other’s guts because where Bathyllus is the complete control freak Meton is the anarchist’s anarchist. If Bathyllus had decided that Placida was our friendly chef’s canine soul-mate - and from what I’d seen of her I wouldn’t be surprised - then we’d got an uphill struggle on our hands. I’d bet that bastard in the kitchen would play it for all it was worth, too.

Trouble was right.

With a final sniff Bathyllus buggered off.

‘Now.’ Perilla helped herself to the rissoles. ‘Change the subject. You haven’t told me how your meeting with Natalis went.’

Shit; in all of this I’d completely forgotten about Natalis and young Papinius’s suicide. I filled my wine cup and told her.

When I got to the bit about how much he was prepared to pay she blinked at me.

‘But that’s ridiculous!’ she said. ‘Fifty thousand silver pieces is a fortune!’

‘Natalis can afford it. With Prince Gaius showering his precious bounty on the team and all set to step into the Wart’s clogs when he hangs them up he’s seriously rolling.’

‘Even so, it’s a lot of money just for information.’

‘I said: the kid’s mother’s from Leontini and his grandfather was Natalis’s first patron. That’d weigh. Also he seems to’ve had a genuine affection for the lad himself. Besides’ - I reached for the pork - ‘reading between the lines I’d guess he has an unrequited crush on Rupilia. At least, I hope for the sake of my imagination that it’s unrequited.’

‘Hmm.’ She reached for the salad bowl. ‘So why do you think he did it? Papinius? Commit suicide, I mean.’

‘Jupiter knows, Perilla. You know what kids are at that age, they take everything seriously and personal. Oh, sure, from what Natalis told me he seemed a sensible, balanced type overall, but Natalis could be wrong. Has to be wrong, because the kid’s dead.’ I sank a mouthful of wine. ‘Nineteen years old. Just getting started. What a fucking waste of a life.’

‘So what do you do now?’

I shrugged. ‘Talk to people. Rupilia, the factor of the tenement where it happened. Any friends I can get names for. The mother, first. She lives near the Octavian Porch. I’ll do that this afternoon.’

‘Oh, good.’ Perilla gave me a dazzling smile. ‘Then you can take Placida.’

I almost swallowed my wine cup. ‘What?’

‘She needs to be exercised. She didn’t get out this morning, and a walk across the city would be perfect for her.’

Hell’s bloody teeth! I had to knock this on the head right now or as sure as eggs was eggs I’d regret it later. ‘Now look, lady,’ I said. ‘You got us into this mess, you can just—’

‘Nonsense, dear, she’ll be no trouble. And since you’re walking anyway . . .’

This was getting silly. ‘Perilla, we have a whole houseful of skivvies here! Give her to one of the chair team! These lardballs could do with walking a bit of the fat off, in fact—’

Perilla set down her spoon. ‘Marcus,’ she snapped, ‘I’ve already told you! I promised Calvina that we’d do our best to  make Placida feel part of the family, and besides, it’s a chance for the two of you to get to know each other. Be sensible, please!’

So that was that. Oh, shit. Shit, shit, shit! And I’d’ve liked to know where that we had suddenly appeared from, too.

I was getting very bad vibes about all this; very bad.

Ah, well. At least we’d be out in the open air.
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Trust me: there’re more pleasant situations to be in than attached to a hundred-and-twenty-pound Gallic boarhound by three feet of rope and with your major-domo poised to open the door. Especially if the brute knows that in about ten seconds flat it’s just you, her and the wide-open spaces and is really, really looking forward to it.

‘You, uh, absolutely sure about this, Perilla?’ I said.

‘Of course.’ She gave me another dazzling smile. ‘You will take care of her, won’t you? She’s very delicate, and . . . Down, Placida! Your Uncle Bathyllus doesn’t want the top of his head licked!’

Never a truer word was spoken. From the look on his face where the little bald-head’s what-I-want-for-the-Winter-Festival list was concerned having his scalp licked by a Gallic boarhound wouldn’t make even the top five hundred.

The ‘uncle’ didn’t go down a bomb, either.

‘Okay, Bathyllus.’ I gave the rope another turn round my wrist. ‘Fun’s over. Stop messing about.’

Bathyllus glared at me and opened the door.

I’d forgotten about the steps.

‘Oh, shiiiit!’

‘Marcus, don’t pull on her lead like that! You’ll strangle her!’

If only. If only. I tried digging my heels in, but you can’t do that on marble, especially if it’s been polished by Bathyllus. I hoped the slavering brute had licked his follicles off. We hit the last step at a run and kept going.

‘Heel, Placida! Heel!’

‘OW-OO-OO-OO!’

Oh, bugger! Not a good start, and the fact that the brute evidently didn’t understand Latin didn’t help either. Luckily the house next door had a pillared porch at street level. I stretched out an arm and had it nearly wrenched from its socket. We didn’t stop exactly, but at least it slowed us down enough for me to get a bit of purchase on the cobbles underfoot and do some hauling of my own. Jupiter! This was worse than driving a four-horse chariot in the Games. At least chariot drivers got fitted with a crash-helmet.

Time to exercise a little authority. I braced myself, pulled back on the rope as hard as I could, wound in another foot or so and gave what was left a firm jerk. ‘Okay, sunshine, that’s enough!’ I said. ‘Walk. Walk!’

Evidently the concept didn’t exist in dogspeak, or maybe the word meant something else in Gallic because she bunched her shoulders and heaved. We compromised on a sprint. Shit; if she kept this up I’d be knackered before we were halfway to the Palatine. Plus being able to tie my sandal-straps without bending down.

Even so, we were doing pretty well until the cat.

‘OW-OOO! OWWOWOW-OOO!’


‘For fuck’s sake!’

One piece of advice. If you’re walking a Gallic boarhound never, ever wrap the lead round your wrist. When we hit the woman pastry-seller on the corner I was practically flying. And you ain’t never heard language like a pastry-seller’s who’s just been torpedoed by a hundred and twenty pounds of rampant, howling boarhound plus a hundred and eighty of screaming purple-striper.

‘Uh . . . I’m sorry, lady,’ I said when we’d picked ourselves up and I could get a word in edgeways. ‘Learner dog-walker.’

‘XXXX your “sorry”! Look at my XXXX pastries! All over the  XXXX street! Why the XXXX don’t you XXXX look where you’re XXXX going?’

Or words to that effect.

Jupiter! ‘Ah . . . right. Right,’ I said. ‘Fair point, sister.’ I reached for my purse and took out a gold piece. ‘Maybe this’ll help.’

She snatched it from my hand, pocketed it, then turned to Placida who was doing her best to gulp down the spoiled stock. Her expression went gooey.

‘Ah! XXXX me!’ she said. ‘Isn’t it a XXXX diddums, though! Boy or girl?’

‘She’s a bitch.’

The woman glared at me. ‘Oh, you shouldn’t call her that, sir, it’s not nice. What’s her name?’

‘Uh . . . Placida.’

‘Is that right, now? Well, you’ve got to laugh.’ She made cooing noises. ‘There’s a lovely girl! Come and let me see you, then!’ Placida finished off the last pastry and ambled over, grinning. ‘My XXXX brother had one of them things. Rest his soul. Lucky, her name was.’

‘Ah . . . yeah. Yeah.’ Gods! I tugged on the rope. ‘Well, it’s been nice chatting to you, sister. Sorry about the accident.’

‘I remember once she had three of my XXXX chickens in as many XXXX days. And next door’s XXXX goat, bless her.’

I gave the rope a second tug, but Placida had found another pastry and it was like trying to shift the Capitol.

‘Lovely nature she had, though, and so good with children. My youngest used to swing on her XXXX ears and she never batted a XXXX eyelid.’

‘Really? That’s . . .’ I glanced down again. What the brute was eating wasn’t a pastry after all; in fact it looked more like . . .

Like . . .

Oh, gods!

Shlapshlapshlap.

The pastry-seller gave the bent head a final affectionate pat. ‘Funny they’re such XXXX devils for horse dung, isn’t it? Lucky was just the same.’

 



I made Octavian Porch in good time and - if you didn’t count the upset litter and the irate senator with the interesting crotch - relatively unscathed.

Like Natalis had said, Rupilia’s house was one of the older properties you get in and around the centre, dating back long before Augustus and Agrippa’s public buildings jag and looking as out of place among the surrounding marble as a Samian pot in a Corinthian dinner service: a front door that looked like it hadn’t been changed since Cato was in rompers, with a green-grocer’s on one side, a cobbler’s on the other and a big walled garden attached. There were cypress branches fixed to the pediment and the doorposts, but at least the funeral itself would be over now so I wouldn’t be intruding too obviously. I wasn’t looking forward to the interview, mind: two days after a death isn’t the time for a stranger to come calling, and, like Perilla keeps telling me, tact’s not my strongest suit. However, under the circumstances I didn’t have much option.

I moored Placida to one of the doorposts, knocked and waited. Finally, the door-slave opened up: a middle-aged guy in a mourning-tunic with his forelock shaved to the scalp. He looked down at Placida, his eyes widened and he stepped back.

‘It’s okay, pal,’ I said quickly. ‘No hassle, she’s friendly. And if she starts howling just throw her a goat.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Stiff as hell; but there again I didn’t blame him. Opening the door and finding something like Placida sitting grinning at you and breathing horse dung doesn’t exactly merit spreading out the welcome mat. ‘How can I help you?’

‘I was wondering if I could possibly have a word with the mistress.’

‘She’s in mourning for her son, sir,’ he said. ‘I don’t think—’

‘Yeah. Yeah, I know. Look, I’m sorry, friend, but Minicius Natalis up at the Greens’ stables sent me round. The name’s Corvinus, Valerius Corvinus. If the lady can see me just for a few minutes I’d appreciate it.’

At least the mention of Natalis seemed to register, and it evidently made a difference. The guy stopped frowning and opened the door completely. ‘Would you care to come inside, sir? I’ll tell the mistress you’re here.’ He padded off.

‘Stay,’ I said to Placida. Yeah, well, it was worth a try. On the other hand, you never knew your luck. While I was talking to Rupilia the brute might decide to slip her collar and leg it for the Alps.

The lobby was plain, but it had a good floor mosaic in the old style and a mural that looked like it’d been freshened up recently. I wondered if the place had been in the Papinius family before the divorce, or whether Rupilia had bought it after the split. In any case, it was typical of a lot of top-five-hundred property: no modern flash, old stuff that’d been pricey when it was first bought and was kept up on an income that may’ve been pretty hefty a hundred years back but hadn’t changed much since. Natalis had said that Rupilia was reasonably well off, and that was fair enough; but my guess was that she couldn’t afford to splash it around.

The slave came back. ‘The mistress will see you, sir. This way, please.’

The atrium matched the lobby: good quality furnishings and fittings, well cared for, but not much that looked like it belonged in the last twenty-odd years. The lady herself was sitting in a chair by the central pool. If Natalis was smitten it didn’t surprise me: she must’ve been a real looker in her time, and she wasn’t bad now, even with the mourning-mantle and the puffy eyes; I’d reckon late thirties, very early forties, which given her son’s age and the fact that her ex had just had his  consulship was about right. And mourning or not, she’d evidently made sure her hair was carefully braided and her make-up well applied.

‘Callon says you’ve come from Titus Natalis,’ she said. ‘It’ll be about Sextus, no doubt.’

Tact, Corvinus. I didn’t answer, just nodded.

She looked down at her hands, bunched in the lap of her mantle - she was holding something that I couldn’t see - then back up at me. ‘Oh, it’s all right.’ She smiled slightly. ‘I was expecting you. Titus said at the funeral that he wanted you to . . . look into the circumstances of my son’s death. We discussed the matter, of course, and I finally gave my permission. I don’t say that I was totally in favour of the idea, still less that I find the prospect pleasant, but he’s absolutely right. Nothing can bring Sextus back, but it would help if I could just understand why he—’ She stopped, and her hands clenched on whatever was between them: not a handkerchief, something small and hard. ‘Yes. Well, then.’ She took a deep breath. ‘Now, no doubt you have questions. Please pull up a chair and I’ll do my best to answer them.’

I looked around. There was a chair by the wall under a mural of some battle or other; whoever had owned the house before, the Papinii or another family, seemed to have gone in for battles, judging by the rest of the artwork. I lifted it over - it was a real antique, with ivory inlay - set it down and sat.

‘I’ve only one that really matters,’ I said gently. ‘Do you have any idea - any idea - why your son should want to kill himself ?’

She shook her head. ‘No. No, I don’t, none at all.’ Her eyes went back to whatever her fingers were clutching. ‘Don’t misunderstand me, Valerius Corvinus, I’m not pretending everything in Sextus’s life was sweetness and light. It wasn’t, by any means. We had our disagreements.’ She cleared her throat. ‘Quite acrimonious ones, especially over money. He  was always complaining that I kept him short, that his friends’ allowances were much more generous than his was. But he understood that I was doing my best for him and he had all I could afford. Sextus was a good boy at heart. Good and sensible. Spoiled, yes, I admit it - I’ve no illusions on that score, and the fault is mine - but when all was said and done he accepted things as they were.’

Yeah. Sensible was right; certainly as sensible as you’re likely to get at that age. Most nineteen-year-old kids don’t think much past their street-cred, and for youngsters like Papinius good street-cred doesn’t come cheap.

‘Tell me about his friends,’ I said.

‘He didn’t have all that many. Oh, he was very outgoing, he did the things a young man of his station usually does - parties, drinking and so on - but luckily he never got in with any of the really fast sets. Or at least if he did I don’t know about it.’ She looked down at her hands again. ‘In fact I must admit that I don’t know much at all about Sextus’s private life. Or at least only what he chose to tell me, which wasn’t a great deal.’

Yeah, well, par for the course again; show me the parent who ever does. Me, I hadn’t told my own parents half of it. ‘Could you give me any names?’

‘Oh, yes. One, certainly. His best friend was a boy - a young man, rather - called Marcus Atratinus. Marcus Sempronius Atratinus. His father and my ex-husband were close colleagues from the first, and our two families have been on dinner-party terms for years. He and Sextus were the same age. They worked together on the Aventine fire damage commission.’
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