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Demetriacus: the owner.
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Alciphron: the Academy librarian.

Callippus: Commander of the Athenian Watch.

Dida: a public coachman.

Felix: a freedman of Gaius Caesar (Caligula).

Labrus: Corvinus’s wine supplier.

Lysimachus of Cos: a doctor.

Melanthus of Abdera: an art expert and member of the Academy.

Memnon: an Ethiopian.

THE PIRAEUS

Argaius: an import-export dealer.

Bessus: a stevedore.

Chrysoulla: Argaius’s wife.

Harpalus: a friend of Smaragdus.

‘Prince Charming’ (Glycus): a thug.

Smaragdus: Argaius’s partner.

Tiny: a mentally subnormal giant.
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Purple laver . . . 

I blinked and set the letter down on the table beside my wine cup. Some things – what Perilla’s philosopher pals would call the Eternal Verities – never changed. They included death, pestilence and Mother’s whacky recipes. In the four months we’d been back we’d piled up enough ways of cooking lentils to open an Egyptian cookshop, and some of the other stuff she recommended for a full and healthy life you couldn’t put a name to even in hieroglyphs.

‘Hey, Perilla,’ I said. ‘You any idea what purple laver is?’

The lady looked up from the book she was reading. Chrysippus’s Studies in Grammar. That’s one advantage of living in Athens, if you can call it an advantage: there’re more libraries than even Perilla can shake a stick at. Serious ones, with not an Alexandrian bodice-ripper in sight. Listen hard and you can hear manuscripts crumbling all over town. Readers, too.

‘It’s a kind of edible seaweed, Marcus,’ she said. ‘Imported from Gaul, I believe.’

‘Is that right, now?’ Jupiter! In that case this was one recipe our chef Meton was definitely not getting his hands on. I’d enough problems with the local cuisine without letting the weird dietary habits of blue-rinsed Gauls into the act, and that bastard would slip me a batch of Mother’s laver cakes just for the fun of telling me what I’d eaten and watching me go green.

‘How is Vipsania?’ Perilla had laid the book aside. Maybe she couldn’t take the excitement.

‘Thriving. She’s off tomb-bashing with Priscus in Caere.’ Priscus was my stepfather. The guy was well into his seventies, a good two decades older than Mother, but fit as a flea despite looking like a prune buried in sand for six months. Rooting around old tombs and collecting antiquities was his life, and although they were different as chalk and cheese she wasn’t complaining. Maybe it did have something to do with what she fed the old bugger on, but even so I didn’t want to know. If the gods had meant us to eat seaweed they wouldn’t have invented the Baian oyster. ‘Marilla’s fine as well, she says. And Marcia sends her regards.’

Perilla’s face softened. Our prospective daughter was still where we’d left her, on Marcia Fulvina’s farm in the Alban Hills. The adoption hadn’t got all the way through the courts yet but it was practically settled, and the kid’s father had taken his one-way trip down the Rock for incest before the year was out. No tears there. I was only sorry I hadn’t been in Rome to give him the final shove myself.

‘It’ll be lovely to have Marilla here,’ Perilla said. ‘To be a family at last.’

‘Yeah. Yeah, it will.’ I’d caught the tone, and it still wrenched at my gut, even after years of marriage: Perilla needed Marilla as much as she needed Perilla. It isn’t easy, knowing you can’t have kids of your own, and the princess was all right. I took a swallow of wine, braced myself, and picked up the letter again.


Incidentally, Marcus [Mother wrote], I have a favour to ask. Rather an unusual one. Before we left, Titus learned of a certain statue which has come up for sale and which the poor lamb is simply desperate to add to his collection. He’s written his own letter which I’ve enclosed, so I won’t go into details here, and he’s also provided a note for delivery to Simon.

[Simon was our local banker. Priscus dealt with his brother in Rome.] I know very little about the piece myself, but from what Titus says it is rather special, and he’ll be terribly disappointed if he doesn’t get it; so do try your very best for us, my dear, because I was hoping to lure the old buffer down to the fleshpots after he’s done his wretched tombs, and the last thing I want is for him to be sulking all through the holiday. Goodness knows fleshpots are no fun at all when Titus is in one of his moods, and after Caere I always find I need a break. Oh, and speaking of fleshpots I don’t know if you ever met Catullina Gemella . . . 



There followed a good half-page of prime Roman gossip. Jupiter! Eat your heart out, Tullius Cicero! Maybe I should keep Mother’s correspondence to hand down to posterity as an epistolary antidote. As well as a culinary curiosity. I sighed and reached for the wine.

‘Meton says that dinner is ready, sir.’ Our major-domo Bathyllus had oiled in on my blind side, bald scalp gleaming like Hector’s helmet.

‘Namely?’

‘Apple and calf’s brain casserole, tripe in a honey-ginger sauce and a fennel pottage.’

‘Great.’ Thank the gods for good, plain, seaweed-free cooking. ‘We’ll be through in a minute, little guy. Once I’ve finished my pre-dinner drink.’

Bathyllus looked pointedly at the level in the jug, gave a sniff and padded out. Bastard.

‘Did Vipsania have any other news, Marcus?’ Perilla said.

‘Priscus wants me to agent for him. There’s a statue he’s got his eye on.’

‘Really?’

‘Yeah.’ I sank a quarter-pint of Setinian. ‘You’d think the guy would have enough junk already to last him without sending to Athens for more.’

‘Everyone needs a hobby. And at least his is harmless.’

I grinned. ‘Unlike Catullina Gemella’s.’

‘Whose?’

‘Never mind.’ I reached for the second roll: Priscus’s letter. Something fell out. I picked it up and glanced at it. ‘Gods!’

‘What’s wrong?’ Perilla got up quickly and came over to stand behind me. I was staring at the banker’s draft. Harmless the old bugger’s hobby might be, but it wasn’t cheap, that was for sure. There were numbers there I didn’t know existed outside a population census.

‘You think the city council’s hocking Phidias’s Athene?’ I said.

‘Don’t be silly, Marcus.’ Perilla bent down for a closer look. Her breath caught. ‘Oh. Oh, I see what you mean.’

I swallowed. Priscus might have a fair bit stashed away – apart from his tomb-bashing forays he lived pretty simply, and Mother had her own money – but he’d given Simon authority to release the price of a villa on the Janiculan, with maybe a racing yacht thrown in. No ordinary statue would cost that much. No ordinary statue even came close. So what the hell was Priscus playing at?

I opened the letter itself. Where Mother’s writing sprawled across the page like the tracks of a drunken spider, Priscus’s was tiny enough to give a literate ant migraine. The guy might be willing to spend several millions on a bronze wrestler or a hunk of Parian that some big-name Greek had restructured with a chisel four hundred years back, but he could squeeze more words into a square foot of paper than anyone else I knew.


Titus Helvius Priscus gives greetings to his stepson Marcus Valerius Messalla Corvinus.

Vipsania will have mentioned the Baker statue to you, Marcus. Tremendously exciting, and certainly, assuming it’s genuine, the antiquarian find of the century. If I can acquire it I shall die a happy man. Naturally the price, great as it is, represents only a fraction of the piece’s true worth, and as you’ll readily appreciate I pay it gladly.



I took another mouthful of wine. ‘Readily appreciate’, hell! Jupiter, I’d never understand antiquarians, not if I lived to be ninety. Personally if I ever lost what few marbles I’d got and splashed out the price of a villa on a statue I’d be happy if my nearest and dearest didn’t poison my gruel.

‘Corvinus, hold still, please,’ Perilla murmured. ‘How do you expect me to read if you keep jiggling about like that?’

‘Sorry, lady.’ I straightened the letter and read on:


I will not insult you by describing the Baker to you, since you will of course know of it already.



Yeah, sure I did; I carried a run-down of every work of art from Achilles’ shield to the Wart’s latest portrait in my head. Describing them in painstaking detail was my favourite trick at parties.


The obvious stumbling blocks are authenticity and provenance. My historian friends are divided over when the statue actually disappeared from the Delphian treasury, but the terminus ante quem can be no later than one hundred and thirty years ago while the terminus post quem is the period of the Phocian depredations of the Third Sacred War, dating back some two hundred and fifty years before that; consequently . . . 



Shit. Priscus wrote even worse than he talked, and rereading didn’t help much either. My head was spinning. I’d swear that half of this stuff wasn’t even Latin.

‘Hey, Perilla,’ I said over my shoulder, ‘just skim through this and explain it to me in words of one syllable, would you?’

But she wasn’t behind me any longer. I looked round just in time to see her disappearing through the door in the direction of the dining-room. Yeah, well, Priscus off and running with the antiquarian bit between his teeth versus apple and calf’s brain casserole on an empty stomach is no contest. I tossed the letter on to the side table, poured the last of the Setinian into my cup and followed her in the direction of the feed bag.

She wasn’t in the dining-room either. Odd.

Bathyllus was doing complex things with tableware.

‘Uh . . . you seen the mistress?’ I asked him.

‘I understand she’s gone to her study for a book, sir.’ The little guy had on his prim put-upon look. Or maybe it was just his hernia playing up again. ‘Should I serve dinner now or would you like another pre-dinner jug while we’re waiting?’

That’s what I like about Bathyllus: when he wants to be sarcastic his touch is feather light. Still, he had a point. I was mildly peeved with Perilla myself. My one inflexible rule is no reading at the table; literature plays hell with good conversation, not to mention giving me heartburn.

‘No, go ahead.’ I stretched out on the couch and held out my hands for the slave to pour water over them. ‘She’ll be down again in a minute.’

A sniff. ‘Very well, sir.’

She wasn’t; in fact, the starters were already off and running when she came back. Sure enough, she was carrying a book-roll.

‘Marcus, I’ve found it,’ she said.

‘Oh, whoopee.’ I patted the couch beside me. ‘But just leave it alone until we’ve eaten, Archimedes. Okay?’

Perilla ignored me. She lay down and held her hands out for the water, then patted them dry with a napkin and unrolled the book. ‘The Baker statue was gifted to the Delphic oracle by Croesus of Lydia, six hundred years ago. Herodotus saw it at Delphi himself.’

‘You don’t say?’ I tried to look unimpressed. Policy; give the lady an inch and she’ll take a yard. ‘Herodotus himself, eh? With his own little piggy eyes?’ I passed her a fish pickle canapé.

‘But you don’t understand! Priscus is right. If the Baker’s turned up it’s incredible!’

I sighed. ‘Perilla, it’s dinner-time, I’m hungry, and frankly I couldn’t care less if Priscus’s hunk of marble turns out to have the nosey old globetrotting bugger’s name carved across its backside in cuneiform. Now shut up and let’s eat.’

‘Very well.’ Perilla nibbled the canapé. ‘I thought you’d be interested, though. The Baker wasn’t marble. Nor was it bronze. It was solid gold, four and a half feet high.’

The olive I was chewing went down the wrong way and I choked. Perilla reached over and pounded me on the back.

‘You are interested, then?’ she said.

Jupiter in a bucket! ‘Uh, Bathyllus?’ I said when I could breathe again.

‘Yes, sir?’

‘There’s a letter on the side table next door. Just bring it through, would you?’

He left, and I turned back to Perilla. ‘Solid gold?’ She nodded. ‘Solid as in “solid”?’ Another nod. ‘And four and a half feet?’

‘So Herodotus said, yes.’

I sat back. Yeah. Well, maybe it was incredible after all. Not that Priscus would care a toss for the monetary value; it took a philistine like me to think of that aspect. And it explained the price. Even melted down four and a half feet of solid gold is a lot of gravy.

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘You have my undivided attention. You happen to know why this thing went missing?’

‘No. But if it’s reappeared, then as Priscus says it’s a major find. If Melanthus confirms its authenticity, naturally.’

‘And who the hell is Melanthus?’

‘Marcus, didn’t you read what Priscus wrote?’

‘Not from beginning to end, no. I gave up when my brain started to hurt.’

‘What brain?’

‘Now listen, lady . . . !’ Someone coughed: our bald-headed major-domo, mission fulfilled, complete with Priscus’s letter. I grabbed it and unrolled. This time I skipped the lumpy stuff.

‘I have asked a correspondent of mine at the Academy, one Melanthus of Abdera, if he would be kind enough to cast a professional eye over the statue before, Marcus, you conclude the financial formalities on my behalf.’ Shit. That was all I needed. You can’t move in Athens without tripping over some parboiled egghead philosopher, and the ones at the Academy are the pick of the clutch. I was getting bad feelings about this business already, find of the century or not. I carried on reading. ‘Melanthus is an expert on Eastern art, and you may trust to his judgment implicitly; also, naturally, Argaius understands that any sale will depend on his approval.’

He’d lost me again. I checked above for Argaius and found him three paragraphs back. He was the seller, and according to Priscus he had an import-export business near the Serangeion. I frowned. I knew the Serangeion, in the run-down Piraeus docklands area between Zea and Mounychia harbours, and it wasn’t a good address for a reputable art-dealer. Certainly not one who dealt in solid gold statues with star billing in Herodotus.

Something stank worse than the Tiber in midsummer, and it wasn’t Meton’s fish pickle canapés, either. I looked up. Perilla was helping herself to the fennel pottage.

‘It all sounds absolutely fascinating, doesn’t it, Marcus?’ she said.

Perilla never ceases to amaze me. She was serious. She was actually serious. I hated to burst the bubble, but it had to be done.

‘It all sounds absolutely suspect, lady,’ I said. ‘Either we’re talking black market here or Priscus is being sold a pup. I don’t know about you, but personally I’d go for the second option.’

The spoon paused in mid-dollop. ‘You think so?’

I sighed. ‘Perilla, anyone with a business near the Serangeion knows more about faking ancient statues than a dog knows how to scratch. It’s a con, believe me.’

‘But that’s terrible!’ She looked stricken.

‘It’s the way the world works. The best favour I can do Priscus is to write back telling him to forget the whole thing, buy a hack team at the Racetrack and lose his money sensibly.’

‘He’d never believe you.’

Well, she had a point there. I held out my plate for the tripe. I knew Priscus, and from the tone of his letter the guy had stars in his eyes. If I wrote back to say he’d be better throwing his cash down the nearest manhole or blowing it on wild women and fancy booze he’d ignore me and get himself another agent by return. At least I was family. And there was just an outside chance that this was on the level. The odds in favour were about the same as I’d put on a herd of flying pigs being spotted over the Acropolis, mind, but still . . . 

‘Marcus?’

I blinked. ‘Yeah. That’s me.’

‘You really think this is a swindle?’

‘If it isn’t, lady, I’m a eunuch priest of Attis.’

‘But Melanthus––’

‘Perilla, I wouldn’t trust one of these Academy bubbleheads to authenticate his own grandmother. They’re a con artist’s dream. Most of them don’t have the sense to come in out of the rain, let alone spot a competent fake.’

She was silent for a moment. Then she sighed.

‘Well, I suppose it does sound rather too good to be true,’ she said. ‘So. What can we do?’

‘Go through the motions. At least until the dickering stage. After all, it can’t hurt to give it a try, can it?’

Like hell it couldn’t. But then, I didn’t know that yet.
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Next day I tossed a coin to decide who was first on the list, Melanthus or Argaius. Melanthus won. Well, best to get the bugger over with. It was just a pity he wasn’t based at the Lyceum, which was just up the road, but that was the way things went. Anyway, it was a fine spring day and the long hike to the Academy would do me good.

I followed the main drag past the north side of the Acropolis to the City centre. That way I could call in on Simon and clear Priscus’s bank draft, but also drop in on my wine merchant Labrus to place my order for a new consignment of Setinian. When I’d told Perilla I’d go through the motions I meant just that. Sure, I’d help Priscus out, but I had business of my own to take care of and I wasn’t going to bust a gut racing round the City on what would probably turn out to be a wild-goose chase.

Athens may not be Rome but walking there has its points, and the place grows on you. The locals are less uptight about using their legs, for a start, so a well-dressed pedestrian doesn’t get too many stares even if he is wearing a Roman mantle. Keep away from the squeaky-clean Acropolis where the tourists are only outnumbered by the souvenir-sellers and you’ll find some parts of the city that have real character. Thieves’ Market off South Square, for example, where, if you’re not too fussy where the goods come from and whether the seller can produce a proper bill of sale, you can pick up anything from a second-hand bath towel to a trained python. Other things too, if you’re not careful.

South Square wasn’t on my route, though, even for window-shopping. I cut off to the right before the Eleusinion and headed for the Roman Market, where the expats hung out swapping dewy-eyed memories of the Tiber by moonlight and which, for just that reason, I usually avoided. Labrus’s wine store was in the south-west corner, under the portico. Labrus hurried out when he saw me coming, which was par for the course: Setinian’s a specialist wine east of the Ionian Sea, and ordering special shipments direct from Rome doesn’t come cheap. He was a cheery, down-to-earth Miletan, and a real find; although maybe find wasn’t the exact word because he’d come recommended by my erstwhile pal Prince Gaius. Normally I wouldn’t’ve touched anyone who had that loopy inbred bastard’s seal of approval with gloves and a ten-foot pole, but I made an exception with Labrus. The guy knew his wines, and better still he knew how to pick the ones that travelled. Give even a decent wine a two-month trip in a heaving gutbucket merchantman and nine times out of ten you’re talking vinegar at the other end. I’d never had a bum consignment from Labrus yet.

‘Valerius Corvinus!’ He bared all three of his teeth at me in a grin: like all Miletans Labrus was addicted to honey-soaked pastries. ‘A delight to see you again, lord!’

I went inside. The shop wasn’t big – Labrus kept most of his stock in a warehouse behind Market Hill – but it was neat as a Vestal’s boudoir, and the wine jars were well covered. Another point in Labrus’s favour; some Athenian wine-dealers can be sloppy about remembering to keep their samples covered, and for me a dead fly in the tasting cup’s a definite turn-off. Obviously I’d come at a good time, because there were more jars stacked against the wall than usual. This I was going to enjoy: Labrus never minded making inroads on his own stock in the cause of customer relations.

‘New consignment?’ I said.

‘Yes, lord. Just up from the harbour this morning.’ Labrus signed to one of his slaves to bring the cup. ‘Rhodian whites, mostly, nothing of much interest to you, but there’s a new red from Samos you may like to try.’

‘Sure. Wheel it out,’ I said. That was another reason I used Labrus: he didn’t waste your time with stuff he knew wouldn’t suit, however good it was. And even if my tastes did run on fairly fixed lines I bought the occasional Greek jar for when we had locals to dinner.

The slave came back, and Labrus poured for me. I sniffed, then sipped. Yeah, this was a good one, all right: rich in the nose, lingering on the palate with just a hint of cherries. It could almost have been Caecuban.

‘Samian, you say?’

‘From a single vineyard near the south coast. Five years old.’

‘Uh-huh. For Samian it’s not bad.’ An understatement, and heresy to a Greek, but then I was Roman, and doing the buying. I pulled up the chair Labrus always keeps ready for customers with time to kill. ‘Strong stuff, too.’

Labrus poured half a cup of the Samian for himself and topped it up with water. I grinned: getting a prospective customer part-plastered and keeping him company might be good for business, but a wine-dealer has to keep a clear head. Not a job I could’ve managed myself.

‘A wine to be treated with respect, certainly,’ he agreed. ‘And a minor miracle. I’ve done business with the producer before but never had anything more than ordinary table quality, before or since. For that year, Bacchus was kind.’

I took another sip. Jupiter, it was good, all right. Better than any Samian I’d ever had, certainly, and although Samian wasn’t a wine I went for all that much this one I could grow to like. I leaned back and let the glow spread through me. Maybe it was going to be a pleasant morning after all.

I left Labrus’s just before noon, four cups down the jar and with the Samian singing in my head. I was feeling a lot more cheerful now about hobnobbing with Melanthus of Abdera, and not just because of the wine: we’d had our usual chat before getting down to the nitty-gritty of business, and it turned out that he was another of Labrus’s customers. No bonehead, either, where wine was concerned, Labrus said, so maybe I’d been too hard on the guy. No one who knows his wines can be all that bad, even if he is a philosopher.

I called in at Simon’s by the Painted Porch to clear Priscus’s draft, then carried on along the Panathenaia towards the Academy. Like always, it was packed cheek by jowl as far as the Dipylon, but outside the City limits among the tombs on Academy Road the crowds and the snack-sellers’ stalls melted away like magic. Wheeled traffic bound for Daphne uses the parallel carriageway, so there was only the occasional litter plus us humble pedestrians: a mixture of students, country yokels carrying poles of chickens or driving pigs, and lovers heading for the stretch of woodland between Athens and Horse Hill. It was a beautiful day, warm and rich with the smell of cypress and wild marjoram. Good walking weather. Maybe I should’ve brought Perilla, although that would’ve meant a shorter stay at Labrus’s and fewer cups of the Samian: unbelievable as it may seem, hanging around wine stores and shooting the breeze isn’t the lady’s bag.

The Academy was bigger than I’d expected, a scatter of buildings set in the wooded grounds of an old temple complex. Forget the idea of ragged philosophers living in tubs or dickering for a handful of sprats at the fishmarket, the place smelled of old money and good taste. I hadn’t been there before, unlike Perilla who’d sat in on a few highbrow public lectures, but I asked a passing student and he directed me to the library. Sure, I should’ve sent a skivvy to make an appointment with Melanthus before coming out all that way myself, but you can’t think of everything. Luckily the guy was at work, if you can call what academics do work: halfway up a ladder with his head in a shelf-ful of books that looked like they’d been gathering dust since Socrates wet his first nappy.

Philosopher or not, Melanthus was no fool. I knew that as soon as he climbed down and fixed me with an eye you could’ve used for filleting anchovies.

‘Ah, Corvinus, my dear fellow. Delighted to meet you.’ A strong handshake. Strong, confident voice, too, and that surprised me; a lot of these guys speak like they’re not too sure they exist themselves, let alone the person they’re talking to. Maybe we’d get on after all. ‘Helvius Priscus wrote to me that you’d be coming.’

‘He did?’ Common sense, sure, but with Priscus you don’t take common sense for granted. ‘Hey, that’s great.’

‘Indeed. And what’s more in a letter most uncharacteristically exuberant for him.’ Melanthus smiled. ‘Mind you, I can appreciate the reason. For Croesus’s Baker to have resurfaced after all this time is . . . well, it’s remarkable, truly remarkable. I wish I could afford to purchase it myself, but of course that would be well beyond my means. It seems that nowadays only you Romans have the money and, occasionally, the taste for such extravagances.’

Was there an edge to his voice? Maybe it was just my imagination, but I didn’t think so. I’d heard this kind of stuff from Greeks before, although not always put so politely. Translated into simple Latin it meant: ‘You Roman bastards are all made of money, and the only culture you’ll ever have is the one you buy from us. So just be humbly grateful that we’re willing to sell you it, okay?’

‘Uh, yeah,’ I said carefully. ‘Well, if you’ll forgive me for saying so, pal, not every Roman would bother to outbid you even if he could afford it. And tastes vary, even here in Athens.’

Melanthus patted me on the shoulder. ‘True. That I would believe. We live in a decadent, materialistic age, Corvinus. But don’t misunderstand me; I’m not vain enough to assume that everyone subscribes to my values, here or elsewhere. I suppose we must be grateful that Romans of your stepfather’s stamp exist. But perhaps we can talk more comfortably in the garden.’

He led the way outside to a marble bench under a pear tree, and we sat down.

‘Incidentally,’ I said, ‘I hear we share the same wine merchant.’

‘Labrus?’ He gave me a sharp look. ‘Indeed? You use him too?’

‘Yeah. He try you with his new batch of Samian?’

‘Yes, he did, as a matter of fact. I found it pleasant enough, although a little’ – he paused – ‘unsubtle. Especially for a Samos wine.’

‘Is that so, now?’ Forget instant rapport: the guy was beginning seriously to get up my nose. I shifted tack. ‘You think this Baker statue could be genuine?’

‘I’m a philosopher, Corvinus. I don’t venture an opinion without proof.’

‘But it’s possible?’

‘Everything’s possible. In theory, at least. I’d prefer to suspend judgment completely until I’ve seen it, that’s all.’

‘Okay. So would you like to give me some basic details?’

‘Details of what?’

‘Pal, you could write what I know about antiques on a busted sandal strap and still have room for the stitching. And Priscus’s letter wasn’t what you’d call informative. Not to someone of my level of intelligence, anyway.’

‘You underrate yourself, my dear fellow.’

Jupiter with tiny bells on! ‘Assume that I don’t.’

That called out the smile again. ‘You know, Socrates was once told that the Delphic oracle had called him the wisest man alive. He puzzled over that for a long time before deciding that what Apollo had meant was that he alone was aware of his own ignorance.’

‘Is that right?’ I was finding it difficult not to grind my teeth. ‘Then maybe my powers of self-assessment are better than his were.’

Melanthus laughed suddenly. ‘You should come here more often, Corvinus,’ he said. ‘You have a talent for dialectic. Very well. To answer your question. You know that the Baker was gifted to Delphi by King Croesus of Lydia some six hundred years ago? And that it was part of a larger dedication?’

‘Yeah. That much I do know.’

‘The temple records describe it as a solid gold figure of a woman four and a half feet high, standing erect and holding a loaf of bread and an ear of wheat.’

‘Why a baker?’

‘According to the story, Croesus’s baker saved his life, and in gratitude he had the statue cast in her likeness. Personally I think it far more likely that the figure was of some Lydian goddess with whom the Delphians were unfamiliar, but that’s immaterial.’

‘Fair enough. So what happened to it?’

‘No one knows; not for certain. The temple records that might have contained the information have been lost. The Phocians may have taken it when they plundered Delphi, or it might have been the Gauls seventy years later. It could even have been your Roman Sulla, although that is less likely since that would bring the disappearance almost within living memory. Essentially, though, whoever was responsible, the Baker has been missing for a very long time. What I would like to know – and a question I will certainly be asking – is how this Argaius happened to come into possession of it. And I’ll expect him to have a convincing answer.’

I nodded. Patronising tone or not, at least the guy showed a healthy degree of scepticism. I’d like to hear the answer to that one myself. ‘Okay. So far as it goes. But even if the answer is convincing it still doesn’t mean the statue itself is genuine.’

‘No. But then again I can’t claim Socrates’ modesty, Corvinus. Or, if you’ll forgive me, your own. Where archaic statues are concerned I must admit to knowing a great deal. There are features of style and treatment that are unmistakable and which a layman, however good a craftsman he might be, wouldn’t even notice, let alone be able to reproduce. Don’t worry. If the Baker is a forgery – even a very skilful one – I shall certainly be able to tell. And if I have any doubt – any doubt at all – I’ll advise you not to proceed with the purchase.’

Well, you couldn’t say fairer than that, and the guy seemed genuine. Obnoxious, but genuine. And he certainly made me feel better about this whole business, because if – when – he blew the whistle on the deal then Priscus would take from him what he wouldn’t take from me.

‘So the next step is to set up a meeting with Argaius, right?’ I said.

‘Indeed. And, more important, a viewing. You have the man’s address? He has a business near the Serangeion, I understand?’

‘Yeah. I’ll go down to the Piraeus tomorrow and fix something up.’

‘Good.’ Melanthus got to his feet. ‘Then you’ll be in touch.’

‘Sure.’ I stood up too.

‘You can always reach me here.’ Melanthus held out his hand. ‘And now I really must get back to work. A pleasure talking to you, Valerius Corvinus.’

‘Yeah. Likewise,’ I lied.

I took myself out of the hallowed grounds and back to the sordid hustle and bustle of the City. I’d been impressed, sure, despite myself: the guy seemed to have his head screwed on, and I reckoned that as far as the authentication went he was the best I’d get. Still, there was something about him that didn’t quite fit. And not just because he wasn’t my type, either . . . 

Ah, leave it. Maybe I was just allergic to academics and it was my own prejudices showing.

One of the stallholders inside the Dipylon was selling little jointed wooden monkeys that climbed a stick when you pulled on a string, and I bought one to give to Perilla. Socrates or not, I knew my intellectual limitations. Climbing monkeys just about fitted.
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I got our coachman Lysias to drive me down to the Piraeus early next morning. The Piraeus isn’t exactly one of my favourite places; in fact it depresses me like hell. You’d think that as Athens’s port it’d be thriving, like Ostia, but it isn’t, and hasn’t been for years; oh, sure, the area around the main harbour is prosperous enough, but that’s about all most foreigners fresh off the boat see before the ubiquitous cabbies or chairmen have snapped them up and whisked them off up City Road to the City itself (to Athenians born and bred Athens has always been the City; capital ‘C’ on the old Greek term Homer used nine hundred years back, like no other existed and time was nothing). Move out past the dockside market and the centre immediately beyond and the place is a dump. Ruins, slums, gimcrack buildings put up on the cheap by fly-by-night speculators or locals who can’t afford to do the thing properly. Piles of rubble and refuse. You name it, Piraeus has it in spades. Worse, it’s the fault of us Romans; barring the shoddy recent stuff that would fall down if you breathed on it too hard that’s how our sterling champion of the Beautiful and Good Cornelius Sulla left it when he burned the town in a fit of aristocratic pique a hundred years back. And we wonder why after all we’ve done for them the provincials still don’t like us.

Argaius’s trading emporium was in one of the dingy streets leading down from Zea Harbour where in the old days the Athenian navy used to moor its triremes. It was a two-up, two-down building with the living accommodation over the warehouse and a stray dog pissing against the bare brick wall. Not the sort of place, in other words, that you’d envisage as containing seriously pricey statues.

Not the sort of place you’d envisage as containing anything at all except maybe third-hand bric-à-brac and constructionally challenged used furniture. The emporium looked deserted. I tried the door. It was locked, seriously locked, and the windows either side were covered and barred.

Okay. So it was beginning to look like I wouldn’t be bothering Melanthus for an authentication anyhow. I hammered on the worm-eaten panelling for five minutes just to show willing, then stepped back to look at the windows of the flat above. One of the shutters was half open, sagging from a single hinge. I was sure I saw a movement behind it, but whoever was up there obviously didn’t want to know.

‘Hey, Argaius!’ I shouted. ‘The name’s Valerius Corvinus. I’m acting for Helvius Priscus in Rome. Open up, okay?’

No answer. The windows stared down at me blankly.

Shit. This didn’t fit the pattern. If it was a scam I should be inside by now, being treated like royalty. There was someone in there, sure there was. So what the hell was he playing at?

I’d left Lysias with the carriage next to a cheap cookshop fifty yards further down the street. Maybe an enquiry there might help. I gave the door one final bang for luck, then set off towards it.

I was almost there when a guy who wouldn’t’ve looked out of place down at the docks loading cabbages came out chewing on a sausage.

‘You looking for Argaius?’ he said. Not friendly, either; but then smiles in the Piraeus were about as rare as gold pieces.

‘Yeah. That’s right.’ Without making it too obvious I checked the knife I keep taped against my left wrist. ‘You know where he is, pal?’

The big docker took another reflective bite at the sausage. ‘He just left town. Family business.’

‘Is that so, now?’ I gauged my distance, but Lysias was already getting down from his box and hefting the weighted stick he carried for emergencies, so I doubted if the guy would try anything. Why he might want to was another question, and an interesting question at that.

‘Yeah. That’s so.’ His eyes never left mine.

‘You know when he’ll be back?’

‘Uh-uh.’ His jaws moved rhythmically and he spat out a lump of gristle. The stray dog pounced. ‘What’s it about?’

‘That’s my business.’ I kept the tone light. ‘He leave anyone behind? Someone I could talk to?’

The eyes flickered briefly towards the half-closed shutter, then away again.

‘No one to leave,’ he said.

Well, I couldn’t call him a liar, especially when whoever was upstairs didn’t want to show themselves. And short of kicking the door down and hauling them out I couldn’t prove anything, either. I shrugged. ‘It seems that I’ve had a wasted journey, then.’

‘Yeah.’ He didn’t move. ‘Shame, isn’t it?’

The hell with this. I wasn’t looking for trouble, and if Argaius was on the level it was up to him to make the next move; if he wasn’t, then as far as I was concerned he could shove his scam where it would do the most good. I shrugged again and pitched my voice so whoever was behind the shutter would hear me. ‘Okay, friend. But if Argaius comes back you tell him Valerius Corvinus wants a word with him. If he wants me he’ll find me in the City. Big house on Lykaion Road, just beyond the Hippades Gate.’

The guy’s eyes never shifted. ‘Nice address, Roman. I’ll tell him. If and when I see him.’

‘You do that.’ I signalled to Lysias to get back on to the box and climbed aboard the carriage. ‘Thanks for your help, pal. It’s been a real pleasure meeting you.’

He didn’t answer, not that I expected him to. No sign from upstairs, either. I gave the order to Lysias and we set off back towards Athens.

‘Corvinus, you are not getting involved!’

‘What with?’ I stretched out on the couch while Bathyllus poured me a restoring cup of Setinian.

‘I don’t know what with.’ Perilla threw herself into a chair by the ornamental pool. ‘But I don’t like the feel of this. Whatever it is you are staying out of it for a change.’

‘That’s fine by me.’ I let the nectar slip past my tonsils. ‘As far as I’m concerned as from now the matter’s closed, if it was ever open. Whatever the game was, Argaius obviously doesn’t want to play any more. I’ll write to Priscus tonight. In fact, you write the letter for me and I’ll sign it.’

‘Don’t be silly, Marcus!’

‘Perilla.’ I sat up. ‘This Baker business is nothing to do with me, okay? My aesthetic interest in statues is zilch, it’s not my money, the whole thing smells worse than six-month-old fish sauce in a heatwave, and if Priscus wants to force the guy into conning him out of two years’ income he can get on the first boat over here and do it himself. Now does that satisfy you or do I have to draw you a map?’

Perilla came over to the couch and kissed me. Grinning, I put my arms round her waist and pulled her down beside me. Yeah, well, maybe I had sounded a bit tetchy.

‘It’s just that I can recognise the signs,’ she said quietly. ‘Once you get something into your head it doesn’t shift. And if past experiences are anything to go by then your personal interest or lack of it has nothing to do with anything.’

‘Yeah. Well. This time it’s different. Believe me, lady, the best thing that could possibly happen is that nobody will hear anything from this Argaius guy ever again. Even if the Baker is genuine, the world’s lived without it for long enough and only screwballs like Priscus will care a toss if it stays lost for ever.’ I kissed her ear. ‘And just to show that I really couldn’t care less, what would you say to an early night?’

Her lips twitched. ‘Is that a proposition?’ she said.

‘Sure it’s a proposition. What else would it be?’

‘Fine.’ She kissed me again. ‘Just checking.’

We were halfway up the stairs when Bathyllus soft-shoed into the hall and cleared his throat. Shit. This was always happening. The little guy had as much sense of timing as a third-rate Oscan tambourinist.

‘What is it now, Bathyllus?’ I said wearily.

‘I’m sorry to disturb you, sir . . .’

‘Then don’t, pal.’

‘. . . but you have a visitor. From the Piraeus.’

I groaned. I knew I should’ve kept my mouth shut when Prince Charming gave me the bum’s rush outside the cookshop. Still, it was done and I had only myself to blame. ‘Don’t tell me. His name’s Argaius, and he wants to talk statues, right?’

‘Marcus––’ Perilla began.

‘Yeah, yeah, I know, lady, but––’

Bathyllus cleared his throat again. ‘Her name is Chrysoulla, sir,’ he said stiffly, ‘and she is an extremely upset young lady. I’ve asked her to wait in the porch.’

Oh, hell. The plot thickened, and with a woman, no less. I didn’t even look at Perilla.

She was a honey. Small and slim, mid-twenties, hair jet black and wavy under her headscarf, face like the Praxiteles Persephone. Apart from the puffy eyes and smudged make-up, that is. Bathyllus was right, she was upset as hell.

‘Valerius Corvinus?’

‘That’s me,’ I said. Somebody behind me coughed. I looked over my shoulder and grinned. ‘Oh, yeah. And the lady with the set jaw and the green glint in her eye is my wife Perilla.’ So she’d followed me downstairs after all. Well, I supposed that was fair. With a hot little number like this hammering on our door after the lamps were lit she had a right to be curious.

Our visitor took a deep breath and bit her lip. ‘You were at our house this morning.’

‘You’re Argaius’s wife?’

She nodded. ‘I didn’t come to the door. I’m sorry, but there were reasons.’

‘Uh-huh. You want to come in properly?’ Without waiting for an answer I turned to Bathyllus. ‘Bring the wine jug, little guy.’

‘And some fruit juice, Bathyllus,’ Perilla said firmly. ‘With two cups.’

‘Whatever.’ I led the way into the living-room. ‘Have a seat. Make yourself comfortable.’

Chrysoulla sat stiffly on the edge of the guest chair. She was nervous as a cat. I lay down on the couch and Perilla took her usual place by the pool.

‘Now,’ I said. ‘Being a foreigner I’m not too sure about how Greeks do business, lady, but I’d bet good money they don’t send their wives round to clients’ houses alone after dark. Especially when they could’ve talked face to face the same morning. So where’s Argaius?’

‘I don’t know.’ Her hands twisted in her lap.

‘The guy outside the cookshop told me he was out of town on family business. That isn’t true?’

A pause. ‘No.’

‘Marcus, stop it!’ Perilla was looking frosty as hell. ‘This isn’t an interrogation. Or it shouldn’t be one.’ She turned to Chrysoulla and said gently: ‘Your husband’s disappeared, hasn’t he? When did it happen?’

‘Last night, ma’am. He said he had to meet someone. About the Baker.’

I opened my mouth to speak, but Perilla shot me a look before turning back to the girl.

‘Did he say who?’

‘No. He never tells me nothing––’ She stopped and then said carefully, ‘Anything. About the business. He just said he had a meeting with a buyer. On Mounychia.’

Uh-oh. This I didn’t like the sound of. Mounychia was the old quarry area to the north-east of Zea Harbour, and what few buildings there were in that quarter were shanties or slums. No one who had enough cash to be interested in the Baker would live on Mounychia, so it had to be an assignation. A clandestine assignation. And that stank like dead oysters in July.

‘He didn’t come back?’ Perilla said.

The girl shook her head. ‘No. And it’s been a whole day now.’

Bathyllus padded in with the wine and fruit juice. Chrysoulla took a token sip and laid the cup down.

‘There’s no chance that he’s simply been delayed?’ Perilla asked. ‘Or that he’s gone on somewhere else?’

‘He said it’d only take a couple of hours, ma’am. A preliminary meeting.’ Chrysoulla stumbled over the phrase. ‘Anyway, he would’ve sent a message. But that’s not why I’m worried.’

‘No?’

‘Just before midnight someone knocked on the downstairs door. We keep it barred at night, even when we’re both in. I thought it was Argaius, but it wasn’t.’

I set down my wine cup. ‘Don’t tell me. The guy I met in the street today, outside the cookshop. Right?’

She swallowed. ‘Yes, lord.’

‘You know him?’

‘I’d never seen him before. He didn’t do anything, he just told me that if I wanted to see my husband again I should stay at home and not answer the door to no one till he said different.’

‘So why come and see me now?’

‘Because I’m scared, lord,’ she said simply. ‘And because there’s no one I can go to.’

‘What about family? Friends?’ That was Perilla.

‘Argaius hasn’t any family, ma’am, not living, anyway. And mine are in Crete. As for friends we’ve none that could help. And the law won’t be interested because’ – she hesitated – ‘well, they just wouldn’t be, that’s all.’ She looked at me. ‘I hoped that a Roman like the lord here would have . . . might be able to . . .’ Her shoulders began to shake.

Uh-oh. There went the interview.

‘Marcus,’ Perilla said, ‘take your wine into the dining-room, please.’

‘Uh, yeah. Yeah, okay.’ I sidled out quickly.

Not unwillingly, though: I needed the chance to think.
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I parked my superfluous carcass on the dining-room couch. What the hell was going on here? Sure, the basic scenario was obvious: Argaius had been suckered into a phoney business assignation on Mounychia by Prince Charming or his boss, probably the latter because Prince Charming hadn’t exactly struck me as the artistic type. The ‘why’ was obvious, too: whoever had snatched the guy had done it to get his hands on the Baker without going through the tedious process of actually buying it. I didn’t know much about Greek business etiquette, but I’d bet that wasn’t normal practice. Which meant that someone out there wanted Priscus’s statue pretty badly. Badly enough to put themselves outside the law to get it.

A straightforward assessment of the situation, right? Only from the angle I’d been coming from so far it made as much sense as an oyster running for consul. If this was a scam like I’d been assuming then lifting Argaius was crazy. The corollary of that was that maybe the statue was genuine after all, and Prince Charming’s boss knew it. On the other hand, bubblehead Chrysoulla had let slip that if Argaius wasn’t exactly crooked he was the next thing to it, certainly the kind of citizen whose disappearance the authorities wouldn’t bend over backwards to investigate. So the guy had form, and guys with form who offer to sell rich punters long-lost solid gold statues with Herodotean pedigrees for large amounts of gravy rate pretty low on anyone’s credibility scale. On the other other hand, even if by some miracle Argaius was playing straight then how the hell had a small-time Piraeus crook got his hands on a seriously missing six-hundred-year-old art treasure in the first place?
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